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Preface

For more than 140 years after the Declaration of Independence in 
1776, no United States military forces fought in Europe. Similarly, for 
nearly a  century and one-half after its alliance with France ended at 
the beginning of the nineteenth century, the United States avoided 
what Thomas Jefferson called “ entangling alliances.”  The terms 
“ isolationism”  and “ isolationist”  did not gain wide acceptance until 
the twentieth century, and even then they were largely^péjoratTye 
labels used by critics to discredit the policies and their spokesmen. 
Nonetheless, isolationism^ that h r  nonintervention in Europe and 
unilateralism—prevail«! in theconduct ofAmerican toreifTraffairs. 
It won nearly universal support from the American~people and their 
leaders, whatever their political affiliations. The United States ex
panded across the North American continent and built apjoverseas 
empire in the Caribbean-amHhe-PaetfnrwUhout departing from those 
traditional policies. I t waged the War of 1812, the MexicarTW ar, and 
the Spanish-American War all without entering alliances and without 
sending troops to fight in Europe. Even in World War I the United 
States fought as an associate power rather than as a full ally. And 
when that war ended, the United States rejected membership in the 
League of Nations.

All that changed during the middle decades of the twentieth cen
tury. American armed forces played massive roles in helping defeat 
Fascist Italy, Nazi Germany, and militarist Japan in World War II. 
The United States has maintained a continuous military presence in 
Europe from that time until this. It helped form the United Nations 
after World War II and has been a leading member throughout the 
history o f that world organization. Through the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization, the Organization of American States, and various
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bilateral and multilateral pacts« the United States has maintained 
military alliances with dozens of countries all over the world.

That shift from traditional isolationism to massive multilateral in- 
volvem enClir^öflâ' affaîrS coristituted''® “mttjor ■watershed in the 
history of American foreign p i ties. Countless individuals and' 
developments^ “at home and abroad, played roles in accomplishing 
that shift. But key changes occurred while President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt led and directed American policies at home and abroad: he 
y r t h e  transition. One can gain understanding of that 
tremendously important transition by e\gmining Roosevelt’s policies 
anfj nftifinT tgvrnrd m rlntirrnrti frnnrfhM imt nf hit to the
presidency in 1932 until his death in 1945 near the close of World War 
II and'hy'studying the attitudes and actions of isolationists'toward
Roosevelt, his administration, and his policies. Those are the subjects 
of this book. It is a colorful, exciting, and controversial story. Its con
sequences have affected the lives of hundreds of millions of people in 
the United States and all over the world; they will continue to affect 
many millions in the foreseeable future.

This subject has become very nearly a lifetime project for me and 
has provided its full measure, of intellectual and professional challenge 
amTaHventnre. Though I was never an active participant in the events 
1 describe, 1 was a school boy, a young college student, and an Army 
Air Force flight instructor during the years covered by this book. I 
took my first research notes on the isolationists and on Roosevelt in 
June, 1947, when I began graduate studies under the direction of Pro
fessor Fred Harvey Harrington at the University of Wisconsin. That 
was slightly more than two years after the death of Roosevelt.

During the next thirty years I traveled many thousands of miles to 
research manuscripts and records in libraries and archives scattered all 
over the United States and abroad—from California to Connecticut; 
from North Dakota to North Carolina; from the Franklin D. 
Roosevelt Library in Hyde Park, New York, to the Herbert Hoover 
Presidential Library in West Branch, Iowa; from the National Ar
chives, the Library of Congress, and the Federal Bureau of Investi
gation in Washington, D .C., to state historical societies in Wisconsin, 
Minnesota, and Kansas; to many places in between; from New York 
City to the Public Record Office in London, England. Altogether I 
researched more than one hundred manuscript and archival collec
tions. Most of the leading participants in the story are no longer liv
ing. While they lived, however, I benefited from opportunities to
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interview and visit informally with many of them. And 1 corresponded 
with others involved in the story.

Along the way, I wrote books on America First, Gerald P. Nye, 
and Charles A. Lindbergh, and articles on Key Pittman and Henrik 
Shipstead. Those publications were, in effect, preludes to or byprod
ucts o f my much larger project on Roosevelt and the isolationists. It 
has been by far the largest, most complex, most difficult, and (I 
believe) the most important scholarly project I have ever undertaken.

1 have based this book largely on primary sources—manuscript, 
printed,- and  oral. Over the years i have tried to KeepT'up~wiflr the 
burgeoning published scholarly work produced by research historians. 
For the convenience of readers I have cited many of the more valuable 
of those secondary accounts in the notes. I have also drawn at times, 
in revised forms, from my earlier publications when it seemed to me 
that I had already treated aspects o f the subject as well as I could. For 
the most part, however, I have done this book from scratch, basing it 
on my reading and understanding of the original primary materials. In 
most cases I did my research in the original manuscripts. Many of 
those manuscripts have since been printed in published volumes. 
When those published versions were accurate, I have generally cited 
the published form rather than the original manuscripts, to make it 
easier for readers to check my citations.

A grant from the University of Wisconsin made possible my 
research in the America First papers. A summer grant from the 
American Philosophical Society in 19S8 enabled me to begin my 
research in Roosevelt Library. A summer grant from the Social 
Science Research Council supported my research on Senator Nye. 
Summer grants from the General Research Board of the University of 
Maryland enabled me to press ahead with my research on Roosevelt 
and the isolationists, as did a sabbatical leave in 1971. And a sab
batical leave from the University of Maryland combined with a 
fellowship from the National Endowment for the Humanities allowed 
me to devote a full year without interruption in 1978-79 to writing 
much o f this book. I am grateful for their support.

Countless archivists, librarians, and library aides, the unsung 
heroes and heroines of historical research, shared their knowledge of 
their materials with me, facilitated my access to those materials, and 
made my task more enjoyable. I am deeply grateful to each of them. 
Among those of special importance for my work were four heads of 
the Franklin D. Roosevelt Library (the late Herman Kahn, Elizabeth
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B. Drewry, William J. Stewart, and William R. Emerson) and their 
staffs, whom I thank for their unfailing help and encouragement. 
Thomas T. Thalken, director of the Herbert Hoover Presidential 
Library, and his staff were similarly helpful. I am grateful to R. 
Douglas Stuart, Jr., the late Robert E. Wood, the late Gerald P. Nye, 
the late Charles A. Lindbergh, and Mrs. Ruth Sarles Benedict for 
allowing me to do research in their personal papers, for sharing their 
recollections with me in extended interviews and conversations, and 
for honoring my intellectual freedom and independence in the use of 
their papers. My many research trips were intellectually exciting, but 
they could also be lonely. I am grateful to the many people who 
extended thoughtful kindnesses to me on those trips. My friend and 
colleague, Horace Samuel Merrill of the University of Maryland, 
carefully read several of the chapters and helped me revise and shorten 
the original manuscript. To all of those and many others I am 
grateful.

Over the years my sister, Bonnie Lewis, has helped buoy my spirits 
through the pride and confidence she expressed in me. Most important 
is my wife, Virginia Rae Miller Cole. She and our son, Thomas Roy 
Cole, have never known me when I was not deeply involved in 
historical research and writing. She helped me type research notes in 
the Roosevelt and Nye papers. She read proof. But more precious, she 
provided a comfortable and tranquil home setting, she did more than 
her share in rearing our son, and she provided unfailing support and 
encouragement. My gratitude and love for her know no bounds.



Chapter 1

A G reat Divide

At 8:45 on the evening of January 30, 1882, on the second floor of the 
big house overlooking the Hudson River far below, a husky, healthy, 
ten-pound son was bom to James and Sara Roosevelt. Christened 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt, the infant was to become one of the 
greatest o f America's presidents. Serving from 1933 until his death in 
1945, longer than any other president, Roosevelt guided the United 
States through enduring changes at home and abroad. Among those 
was the  transition from America's traditional isolationism into a 
powerful role as an active leader in world affairs. That transition af
fected the lives of hundreds of millions of people in the United States 
and on  every continent of the earth from that time onward.

The United States that winter night in 1882 had as many ties with 
the past as with the future. The horseless carriage had not yet made its 
first appearance in the tranquil village of Hyde Park, New York, that 
was home to the boy and his parents. Even as little Franklin took his 
first steps, frontiersmen, prospectors, cattlemen, farmers, and en
trepreneurs were still struggling westward to fill the lands and exploit 
the resources that lay on the frontier within the boundaries of the 
young nation. Nearly seven of every ten Americans lived and worked 
either on farms or in small towns. The magic of radio developed only 
slowly while Franklin was a teenager and young adult. And the tall, 
handsome young man had celebrated his twenty-first birthday before 
Orville and Wilbur Wright accomplished the first powered airplane 
flight.

When projected into foreign affairs, the United States of 1882 was 
as much in the horse-and-buggy era as it was at home. It had not had 
an alliance with any foreign state since it had ended its alliance with 
France at the beginning of the nineteenth century. Secure behind the 
oceans, the British fleet, and the balance of power, the United States
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maintained only minuscule military forces. No United States army 
had ever been sent into battle on the European continent. The United 
States made itself felt in the Western Hemisphere, but it was not a 
world power, and most Americans at that time saw no useful purpose 
to be served in trying to become one.

A century later the United States that honored the centennial of 
Roosevelt’s birth was so different that it was almost as though one 
were viewing a foreign country. The population was 230 million, more 
than four times the number when Roosevelt was born that winter 
evening in 1882. The geographic frontier in the lower forty- eight was 
gone. Two-thirds of all Americans lived in cities or suburbs, small 
towns had faded, and the farm population had dwindled to less than 3 
percent of the total. A century after Roosevelt's birth the super- 
metropolis replaced the small town and farm as the symbol of the 
American way of life.

The United States had become the leading industrial, financial, 
and agricultural economy in the world. American business and finan
cial organizations became huge and complex, with greater wealth and 
power than many independent governments. Gigantic American- 
dominated multinational corporations functioned very nearly as 
sovereign entities. That incredibly productive economy transcended 
national boundaries. American-manufactured products, food and 
fiber, and loans and investments went to every continent, to nearly all 
countries and to countless millions of individual homes and busi
nesses. Jet airliners regularly traveled all over the world. Europe, 
which had been days or even weeks away, was a few hours by jet 
(minutes by missile). Television and satellite communication quickly 
brought developments abroad and nationally into the living rooms of 
most Americans.

Those revolutionary domestic changes projected into a radically 
changed role for the United States in world affairs. The North Ameri
can state had become the leading world power. The continental 
emphasis of 1882 had given way to a worldwide perspective. The tradi
tional “ no entangling alliances”  policy was abandoned as the United 
States maintained alliances with dozens of governments and played 
leading roles in major international organizations. Nothing of any 
importance happened in international affairs that was outside the con
cern of the United States. Any action (or inaction) by the United 
States could affect people and governments anywhere in the world.

That tremendous power included awesome military might. Presi
dent Roosevelt had set in motion the Manhattan Project that per
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fected atomic bombs that ended World War II and inaugurated the 
nuclear age. During FDR’s lifetime American armed forces fought 
abroad in World Wars I and II. After his death they fought in Korea, 
Vietnam, and elsewhere. With the centennial of Roosevelt’s birth 
American armed forces were equipped with the most incredibly 
powerful and potentially destructive array of weapons ever known, 
with a capacity to destroy any enemy—and all humanity with it. But 
that power and America’s internationalist role had also helped prevent 
a third world war during the generation following the death of Roose
velt.

Franklin D. Roosevelt did not cause or control most of the changes 
during tne past century.Jwnne he was president, however, he helped 
guide the United States anHtfie world* in new titrections: He played a 
central fote In itHTtranstTfon ö f American foreign policy from its tradi
tional isolationism toward its present formidable leadership role in 
world affairs.

Roosevelt’s relations with American isolationists from 1932 to 
1943 had enduring significance for the history of American foreign 
policy. Those relations with isolationists extended into domestic mat
ters as well as foreign affairs; they included personal and political rela
tions and varied concerns with the New Deal and Great Depression. In 
the foreign policy contest, President Roosevelt decisively triumphed 
over the isolationists. His victory over them marked a watershed in the 
history of American foreign policy.1

Certain aspects of Franklin D. Roosevelt's background, experi
ences, and character had particular significance for his dealings with 
isolationists.2 First, his eastern, wealthy, almost aristocratic family 
background encouraged an outward-looking world view. He was 
proud of the maritime activities of his ancestors. That background en
couraged his interest in China and the Pacific. He visited Europe 
several times as a boy and teenager. He had more personal exposure to 
Europe than he had to America’s heartland. That family background 
and those childhood experiences helped give him a cosmopolitan per
spective; they were not conducive to continentalism.

Second, Roosevelt’s political experiences in New York State pro
vided a microcosm of his political dealings later with isolationists and 
internationalists on the national scene. He began his political career as 
a progressive Democrat in upriver New York in Dutchess County. In 
his campaigns for election to the state senate he sympathized with the 
problems of farmers, small businessmen, and debtors in opposition to 
big business, financiers, and city political machines. Those patterns
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were similar to his appeals to the West and South nationally when he 
sought nomination and election to the presidency in 1932. But if he 
hoped for bigger things politically in New York, he had to make his 
peace with the city, with Tammany—and he did. Similarly, as presi
dent, if he hoped to prevail in the increasingly urban America, and if 
he hoped to build a political base for a larger role for the United States 
in world affairs, he had to win the support of the great cities—and he 
did. Roosevelt's early political experiences in the state of New York 
provided splendid training for his later roles as president and for his 
dealings nationally with American isolationists and internationalists.

Third, Roosevelt's experiences as assistant secretary of navy under 
President Woodrow Wilson from 1913 to 1920 affected his later deal
ings with isolationists. From childhood onward, Roosevelt had loved 
ships and the seas. He embraced the big-navy views of Captain Alfred 
Thayer Mahan. He was convinced of the importance of military 
preparedness in general and naval preparedness in particular. There 
was no position in the new Wilson administration that he preferred in 
1913 over the one he got as assistant secretary of navy. Roosevelt's ex
periences in that post before, during, and after World War I further 
strengthened his convictions on the importance of sea power. They 
enhanced his alertness to the role of power in foreign affairs. They 
reinforced his world view.

Fourth, there were his experiences in 1920 as the vice-presidential 
candidate on the Democratic ticket, along with James M. Cox. Under 
President Wilson's watchful eye, Roosevelt campaigned for approval 
of the Versailles treaty and for American membership in the League of 
Nations.

Fifth, Roosevelt’s subsequent career was affected by his crippling 
attack of poliomyelitis in 1921. He never fully regained effective use 
of his legs. But the illness and his struggle to overcome its physical ef
fects influenced his character. With help and encouragement from his 
wife, Eleanor, and from Louis M. Howe, Roosevelt fought back and 
rejected the invalid role. The ordeal increased his emotional strength, 
toughness, persistence, and patience.

And finally, one must underscore Roosevelt's undoctrinaire stylç. 
Roosevelt was the despair of the.aoclnnaue^.thp strnrtnrrd. the 
svitems-makers. the ideologues. They tried to make him conform to 
rlgid formulas—and he woulcfnot conform. At least he would not do 
so consistently. He had values, and he battled to implement them. He 
was a progressive and a liberal; he was neither a socialist nor a radical. 
He was a country gentleman with certain rural values, but he adjusted
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to American urbanization. He accepted constitutional constraints on 
presidential powers, but his was a decidely loose constructionist view 
of the Constitution. He believed the president of the United States had 
the responsibility and authority to lead. He believed in democracy, in 
representative government, in constitutional processes; he abhorred 
dictatorship and totalitarianism. But his democracy included a strong 
admixture of paternalism and noblesse oblige.

In foreign affairs Roosevelt hated war and pressed for disarma
ment. But he was not a pacifist. He thrilled to the challenge of war and 
delighted in his role as commander in chief. He was an internationalist 
who was also a patriot and a nationalist. He criticized imperialism and 
embraced the right of self-determination, but he led the UnitecTStaîes 
in directions that vastly expanded American power andin fluencecWer 
much ofTfte world. His sympathîëTfor Great Britain were more fun
damental than his friendship and admiration for Winston Churchill; 
his anti-German biases were deeper than his abhorrence of Hitler’s 
Nazi dictatorship and military aggression. He traced his sympathies 
for China back to ancestors who had been active in the China trade, 
though his knowledge of China never got much beyond superficial. 
President Roosevelt earnestly wanted to prevent war in Europe and 
Asia, he hoped the United States could stay out of war, and he did not 
expect America’s military presence in Europe to last long after the war 
ended. For all of that, however, Roosevelt was not an isolationist.

A multitude of variables often blurred those patterns and values. 
Roosevelt was intuitive rather than systematic, artful rather than 
scientific, and innovative rather than doctrinaire. H e was highly flexi
ble and shied* away^from rigid formulas or systems. He^ liked to play 
with ideas, to explore alternative approaches, without Irrevocably 
committing himself ~lo any single policy or approach. He was not 
troubled by inconsistencies. He had the emotional séïfëonfidence and 
politlcarreaHsm That allowed him to abandon policies that did not 
work or methods that proved ineffective. He kept his options open.

Roosevelt liked people, enjoyed being with them, and disliked per
sonal controversy. He could reduce highly complex problems to 
remarkably clear analyses of the essentials at issue. He could and did 
dispute with others, but he preferred to avoid abrasive confrontations. 
He used personal charm, warm good humor, and the prestige of his 
office to soften or avoid direct clashes. Sometimes he played to his au
dience so effectively that he said (or others believed he said) what they 
wanted to hear, rather than what he may have believed. It could be 
difficult to nail him down in conversations or press conferences.
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Philip La Follette of Wisconsin noted that in conversations 
Roosevelt had a habit of saying “ Yep, yep”  as others spoke to him. 
He may have intended his yeps as indications that he was listening and 
understanding, but those who spoke to him could interpret them as 
meaning, yes, he agreed with them. Many left White House con
ferences confident that Roosevelt shared their views—even when he 
really did not.1 Roosevelt drew on ideas and phrases of others and 
could be affected by the last person with whom he talked. In 1940, 
after serving in the cabinet for nearly seven years, Secretary of 
Agriculture Henry A. Wallace wrote in his diary that it was “ always 
interesting in conversation with the President to note the extent to 
which he repeats a conversation with the person who has been in to see 
him recently or a speech which he has recently made. He is a con
tinuous and vivid mirror of that which has been happening in the im
mediate past."4 Individuals could sometimes get to him, only to have 
someone else get to him in a different way later.

Roosevelt was keenly alert to the political implications, possi
bilities, and limitations of any policy or action at home or abroad. But 
politics did not always control his course; friendships, sentiment, 
patriotism, personal values, constitutional considerations, and con
ceptions of national interest played their role as well.

All of that was complicated by the many-faceted situations that 
confronted the president. Most who conferred with him did so on just 
one or a few matters; he had responsibility for a wide range of com
plex matters difficult or impossible to reconcile. His responsibilities 
extended to the entire United States—not just to one state, section, 
class, group, or interest. He had responsibility for both domestic and 
foreign policies. Those with narrower interests often found it difficult 
to understand his broader responsibilities or to sympathize with his 
failure to give their particular concerns priority. Those and other parts 
of Roosevelt's background, experiences, and character affected his 
dealings with isolationists from 1932 to 1945.

The terms “ isolationism" and “ isolationist" have had emotional 
and pejorative connotations.1 If defined literally, they are misleading. 
Isolationists did not wish to cut the United
the world-/Ttrey'dicT not want to sever trade and credit relations wij;h 
other parts of the world. Isolationists were not pacifists—though they 
sometimes cooperated with pacifists on particular issues. Leading 
isolationists were not apathetic or uninterested in foreign affairs. In 
the 1930s most leading isolationists were not conservatives; many were 
to the left of Roosevelt and his New Deal. Furthermore, most isola-



tionists were not unpatriotic; most were not pro-Nazi, pro-fascist, or 
pro-Axis!~ ’ "

Turning from what they were not to what they were, isolationists 
were opposed to American intervention in European wars. Those 
nonintervenTionisi views generally extended* to “Asia and Latin 
America as well (many were critical of American imperialism in Latin 
America). But not necessarily. It was possible (though uncommon) for 
an individual to be an isolationist with regard to European wars and 
still favor military involvement in Asia, the Pacific, or Latin America. 
Isolationists were also unilateralists; they opposed American involve- 
ment i n “ entangling alliances,”  collective security commitments, or 
international organizations such as the League of Nations. In that 
regard, they tenaciously guarded American sovereignty and freedom 
of action. They did not oppose all American activity abroad, but they 
wanted to leave Americans free to determine for themselves when, 
where, how, and whether the United States should involve itself 
abroad. They did not want to be bound by prior commitments in 
alliances or international organizations.

Isolationists favored building and maintaining military forces for 
the defense of the United States. But they saw a relationship between 
military preparations and foreign policies. They opposed military 
preparations that seemed designed for involvement in foreign wars— 
particularly in Europe; they supported preparations that seemed 
suited for cöntTnenTär ̂ ef;nse in the Western Hemisphere.-Generally 
they were critical of large naval appropriations, fearing a big navy 
would be used to support intervention abroad. They tended to give 
priority to Army appropriations, especially air power preparations. 
They believed the United States could successfully defend itself in the 
Western Hemisphere.

American isolationists had faith in the power of example. They 
believed the United States could more effectively lead the world to the 
good life by building and sustaining democracy, freedom, and pros
perity at home than it could through military involvement in foreign 
wars. They opposed any American efforts to police the world or to 
rebuild the world in an American image. Many feared that involve
ment in foreign wars would shatter domestic reform programs at 
home and could destroy the very freedoms, democracy, and prosper
ity they were supposed to defend. They favored full and open discus
sion of foreign policy issues. They urged legislation restraining the 
president, the military, big business, and financiers as they operatetfin 
foreign affairs! ’ ~~

A Great Divide l y
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In terms ofjources pf support foHsolationism,* in the 1930s most 
Americans were isolationists, and one could find them in all sections 
and allgroups. There were, however, variations in different segments 
of the population. Isolationists were most numerous in the Middle 
West, and least numerous in the South. They were relatively stronger 
in the Republican party than in the Democratic party. In economic 
terms isolationists were relatively numerous among farmers outside 
the South (especially cattle-wheat farmers on the Great Plains and 
corn-hog farmers in the Middle West), small businessmen, retailers, 
light-goods manufacturers, and in service industries. In social origins, 
isolationists were relatively more numerous in rural and small-town 
America than in the great cities. In ethnic terms they were relatively 
numerous among Irish-Americans, German-Americans, Italian- 
Americans, and, perhaps, Scandinavian-Americans. In religious terms 
they were relatively numerous among Roman Catholics and Lutherans 
—though those patterns were due more to the ethnic composition of 
those religious organizations than to theology. They were slightly 
more numerous among women than among men. Though one could 
encounter highly educated isolationists, they tended to be relatively 
more numerous among those with less formal education than among 
those with more. Those were only tendencies, however, and there were 
exceptions to every generalization.

Millions of Americans were isolationists during the Roosevelt 
years, and thousands of them ptayed active roles in the foreign policy 
debates. But among the more prominent and influential isolationist 
leaders were Senator William E. Borah, progressive Republican from 
Idaho; Senator Hiram Johnson, progressive Republican from Califor
nia; Senator Burton K. Wheeler, progressive Democrat from Mon
tana; Senator George W. Norris, progressive from Nebraska; Senator 
Arthur Capper, progressive Republican from Kansas; Senator Gerald 
P. Nye, progressive Republican from North Dakota; Henrik Ship- 
stead, Farmer-Labor senator from Minnesota; Senator Robert M. La 
Follette, Jr., and Governor Philip La Follette, progressives from 
Wisconsin; Democratic Senator Bennett Champ Clark of Missouri; 
Republican Senator Arthur H. Vandenberg from Michigan; Re
publican Senator Robert A. Taft of Ohio; and Republican Con
gressman Hamilton Fish of FDR's home district in New York. Most 
famous and controversial of the isolationists was the aviator Colonel 
Charles A. Lindbergh.

Specific patterns in relations between Franklin D. Roosevelt and 
leading isolationists varied continually. For purposes of analysis,
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however, the relations can be divided into three fairly distinct 
chronological periods roughly corresponding to Roosevelt's presiden
tial terms. Thejfirst w a s j \ \n  Uqeasv Alliance" extending from the
rrtnwMitinn« anH <»j<»r»tinnc.r>f IQ19- thrnuph P
White House to 1937. The second was “ A Parting of the Ways”  from 
1937 through Roosevelt’s second term to 1941. The third and final“ 
pencxi “could be "caTTed “' ‘Victor and Vanquished, "  and included 
Roosevelt'slKird term begining in 1941 and continued to his death on 
April 12, 1945, early in his fourth te im

American isolationism approached aJiiph tide during Roosevelt's 
first term as president with the adoption of the Johnson Act of 1934. 
Senate rejection of the World Court in. 1935. the Nye investigation of 
the munitions industries in 1934-36, and enactment of neutrality laws 
beginning.in 1935. Isolationist strength inhibited the president's con
duct of foreign affairs. For the most part, however, domestic issues 
dominated in the early relations between Roosevelt and the isola
tionists. The key word then was ‘‘progressive’’—not ‘‘isolation.” 
From 1932 to 1937, Roosevelt actively solicited political support from 
progressives in his election campaigns and for enactment of his New 
Deal program.7 His appeals to them generally did not focus on foreign 
affairs, but most western progressives were isolationists. Western pro
gressive isolationists were concerned with ending the depression, 
restoring prosperity, and implementing their progressive goals for the 
United States. They were uneasy about whether Roosevelt was suffi
ciently firm in his commitment to progressivism. In planning his 
legislative moves, the president consulted closely with such progressive 
senators as Norris, Wheeler, Johnson, and La Follette—isolationists 
all. Though isolationist Senators Borah and Nye criticized Roosevelt's 
National Recovery Administration for being too favorable to big 
business, much of the early New Deal was consistent with the 
economic nationalism they favored. By the time Roosevelt ran for a 
second term in 1936, leading isolationists felt no overwhelming need 
to make an issue of the president's performance on foreign affairs. 
There had been differences during that first term, and one could iden
tify issues that would divide them sharply later. But most isolationists 
supported Roosevelt for reelection, and foreign affairs played no 
significant role in the outcome. The ‘‘Uneasy Alliance”  prevailed.

Roosevelt's second term as president from 1937 to 1941 saw a 
‘‘Parting of the Ways”  in his relations with isolationists. Again the 
patterns were set initially by domestic rather than foreign affairs. The 
first major wedge driven between Roosevelt and the isolationists dur-
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ing his second term was his court-packing proposal early in 1937. 
Senator Wheeler led the opposition, and most Senate isolationists 
voted with him to kill the president's proposal. The economic reces
sion of 1937-38, Democratic reverses in the election of 1938, and 
growing opposition in Congress alerted the president to the political 
dangers if he pressed ahead with his New Deal program.

At the very moment when he faced growing opposition on 
domestic issues, however, alarming international developments in 
other parts of the world increasingly demanded the attention of the 
American people and the energies of President Roosevelt. In 1933-36, 
Mussolini’s Fascist Italy conquered Abyssinia in Africa. In 1936, Nazi 
Germany under Adolf Hitler remilitarized the Rhineland. Germany 
and Italy provided men and equipment to help Franco’s fascists 
triumph in the Spanish civil war from 1936 to 1939. The Sino- 
Japanese war in Asia erupted in July, 1937. Hitler’s Nazi Germany 
took over Austria in March, 1938. In October, after the Chamberlain- 
Daladier appeasement of Hitler at Munich, Germany seized the 
Sudetenland of Czechoslovakia. In November, the Nazis violently 
stepped up their persecution of German Jews. Early in 1939, Hitler 
dismembered the rest of Czechoslovakia in violation of his promises at 
Munich. The Russo-German nonaggression pact of August, 1939, 
opened the door for Hitler's invasion of Poland on September 1. 
Determined to appease no more, Britain and France declared war on 
Germany, and World War II formally began in Europe. The Russo- 
Finnish war won the headlines during the winter of 1939-40, but in 
April, 1940, Hitler once again unleashed his blitzkrieg. German forces 
quickly overran Denmark, Norway, and the Low Countries. They 
drove the British into the sea at Dunkirk, and (with help from 
Mussolini's Italy) forced the surrender of France in June, 1940. Under 
its new prime minister, Winston Churchill, Britain braced for the ex
pected assault on its home islands. In “ Their finest hour”  Britain’s 
Royal Air Force fighters and Royal Navy checked the Germans in the 
Battle of Britain during the autumn of 1940. But as Americans con
ducted their presidential conventions and elections and as Roosevelt’s 
second term neared its close, Britain’s capacity to survive in its contest 
with Nazi Germany was by no means certain. And its ability to defeat 
the Axis powers in Europe, Africa, and Asia was very much in doubt. 
^  Franklin D. Roosevelt did not want war abroad, and he did not 
want the United States to enter that war. But there was an unintended, 
■tfriplanned' but politically happy, coincidence that at the very moment 
Roosevelt’s domestic policies were floundering, developments abroad
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provided new political energies to keep Roosevelt and his administra
tion moving on successfully. He was going with the political currents 
wheaiuLshifted from domestic affairs to foreign affairs during his sec
ond-term, JT.hat refocus required a break between Roosevelt and the 
isolationists, however, and helped aşşure hiş triumph over them.

In October, 1937, Roosevelt’s Quarantine Address troubled isola
tionists. In January, 1938, his intervention to help block consideration 
of the Ludlow amendment in the House of Representatives increased 
isolationist fears concerning his intentions in foreign affairs. As the 
president slowly shaped and began to implement his efforts to aid Axis 
victims with methods short of war, isolationists were more alarmed 
than Axis leaders were. From 1937 onward in episode after episode 
foreign crises drove the wedge deeper between Roosevelt and the isola
tionists. Individual isolationists broke with the president, and, one by 
one, others turned from their earlier cautiously cooperative tone to 
varied degrees of alienation, distrust, and even hatred of the presi
dent. Senator Norris was unique among leading isolationists in contin
uing to follow on most issues as Roosevelt shifted to more active in
volvement abroad.

Americans overwhelmingly sympathized with Britain, France, and 
China in their struggles against the Axis powers. Until the middle of 
1940l  however, the majority believed it was more important for the 
United States to stay out of the European war than to assure defeat of 
the Axis. With Dunkirk, the fall of France, and the Battle of Britain, 
however, those patterns changed. Most Americans continued to op
pose a declaration of war against the Axis, but from the autumn of 
1940 onward a majority believed it was more important for the United 
States to assure a British victory over the Axis than to stay out of the 
European war. The president’s moves to aid Britain short of war won 
majority approval. In that sense Roosevelt had already won his battle 
against the isolationists; from then on isolationists were a minority. 
There were to be many more skirmishes and battles between Roosevelt 
and the isolationists, but by the end of 1940 Roosevelt had the upper 
hand.'
^ Iso la tio n is ts  were still strong enough in the summer of 1940 to get 
noninterventionist planks in the platform&of both the Democratic and 
Republican parties. But both parties rejected isolationist contenders 
for their presidential nominations. Roosevelt decided to seek a third 
term. And the Republican party turned to Wall Street’s Wendell 
Willkie. who shared the president’s general foreign policy views. 
Roosevelt and Willkie both appeased isolationist strength in campaign
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speeches, but the isolationists would not control the presidency, 
whichever candidate won the election in 1940.

Roosevelt's reelection to an unprecedented third term in No
vember prepared the way politically for the last phase of his deal
ings with the isolationists. During his third and fourth terms from 
1941 to 1945, President Roosevelt presided over the final defeat of the 
isolationists. Extreme interventionists thought the president was too 
timid and cautious and urged him to lead more boldly and candidly. 
They thought he exaggerated the strength of isolationists and 
underestimated his own powers of leadership. Nonetheless, from 1941 
to 1945, Roosevelt skillfully and almost ruthlessly demolished the 
isolationists and isolationism. The White House actively helped the in
terventionist Committee to Defend America by Aiding the Allies and, 
later, the Fight for Freedom Committee that were contesting against 
the isolationist America First Committee. The Office of Civilian 
Defense that the president created under Fiorello La Guardia had 
responsibility to build national morale and unity, partly by downing 
the isolationists.

At a time when 80 percent of the American people continued to 
oppose a declaration of war, President Roosevelt's aid-short-of-war 
tactics provided the maximum involvement that Congress and the 
public seemed willing to approve before Pearl Harbor. The isola
tionists were unable to defeat any administration aid-short-of-war 
proposal actually put to a vote in Congress at any time after the Euro
pean war began in September, 1939. The patrol system and shoot-on- 
sight policy in the Atlantic and the steadily increasing economic 
squeeze on Japan in the Pacific in effect encouraged the possibility 
that developments abroad might cause Congress and the American 
people to abandon their opposition to a declaration of war (as they did 
after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor).

Though he did not invent the approach, Roosevelt and his top ad
visors used the guilt-by-association method to discredit isolationists. 
That is, they helped build the impression that the isolationists were 
serving the Nazi cause. Even before Pearl Harbor, when presumably 
free discussion and debate were both rights and duties for citizens and 
legislators alike, patriotic isolationist opponents of Roosevelt’s 
policies were seen as little better than Nazis. The president authorized 
wiretaps and FBI probes in contending with opposition. Shortly 
before Pearl Harbor he suggested that the attorney general initiate a 
grand jury investigation of the America First Committee. Isolationists 
continued their opposition to the president’s foreign policies down to
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the very moment that the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor on 
December 7, 1941. Leading isolationists were thoroughly beaten and 
discredited, however, even before that attack provided the coup de 
grâce.

With the attack on Pearl Harbor, Senate and House isolationists 
(save only Republican Jeannette Rankin of Montana) joined with 
their colleagues in voting for war against Japan, and then against Ger
many and Italy. They ceased their noninterventionist activities And 
pledgedsopport for the war effort.
/  In 194 ^ h e  Fulbrieht R^oinrinn in the House and the Connally 

Resolution in the Senate won overwhelming approval; they were 
designed to proclaim that Congress would not block American 
membership in the world organization to be created at the close of] 
World War II as it had done after World War I. Secretary of State 
Cordell Hull skillfully laid the groundwork to assure bipartisan sup
port for the United Nations organization. President Roosevelt was less 
utopian than Hull in his view of a postwar world organization, but he 
urged it partly as a way of making certain that the United States did 
not return to isolationism as it had done after World War I.

One by one isolationists in Congress faded from the scene. Borah 
died early in 1940, and Hiram Johnson died the day the United States 
dropped its atomic bomb on Hiroshima. Isolationists fared surprising
ly well in the elections of 1942, but in 1944 and 1946 most of  them 
went down to defeat. Nye, Clark, and Fish were ousted by the voters in 
1944, a n î  Wheeler, La Follette, Shipstead, and others were turned out 
in 1946.

Franklin D. Roosevelt died on April 1 2 ,194S, while serving in his 
fourth term. Italy had already surrendered, and the end was in sight 
for Germany and Japan. Figuratively, Roosevelt’s death had been 
preceded by the death of American isolationism as a dominant force 
in American foreign policy. Roosevelt had won his battle against the 
isolationists just as surely as the United States under his leadership 
was successfully sharing in accomplishing the military triumph over 
the Axis powers in World War II.

One could contend that American isolationism succumbed to 
changing impersonal 'circumstances abroad and at home, cir
cumstances that Roosevelt did not create and did pot really control. In. 
otherparts of the world the declining power of Britain and France, the 
challenges from the Axis powers and later from the Soviet Union, and 
the terrifying destructive capabilities made possible by the impact of 
scientific and technological developments on modern warfare forced
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the United States to play a larger role in world affairs. At the same 
time, within the United States, urbanization, the decline of rural and 
small town America, and the spectacular growth of American in
dustrial capacities and capital accumulations compelled the United 
States to seek broader horizons and play larger roles in world affairs. 
Those changing circumstances at home and abroad might have 
crushed the isolationists sooner or later with or without Roosevelt. 
Nonetheless, President Franklin D. Roosevelt provided leadership for 
the destruction of American isolationism. With his triumph over the 
isolationists there was no turning back either for America or the 
world.



Part I: An Uneasy Alliance





Chapter 2

Choosing a New President

Neither Franklin D. Roosevelt nor the isolationists gave center stage 
to foreign policy issues in the election of 1932. Most leading isola
tionists were agrarian progressives on domestic issues. Their pro
gressive perspectives determined their attitudes toward Roosevelt and 
other possible candidates.

Most isolationist leaders opposed the reelection of Herbert Hoover 
to a second term. They wanted the Republicans to nominate a pro
gressive rather than Hoover, but that was politically impossible. Some 
toyed with the possibility of an independent or third-party progressive 
candidate, but they saw no chance for election success through that 
procedure. That left them with the Democratic party.

If Hoover were the Republican nominee, and if the Democrats 
nominated a conservative or an urban-oriented Tammany candidate, 
leading isolationists might feel compelled either to go fishing on elec
tion day or to turn to a third-party candidate with the realization that 
he would be defeated. Consequently, before the Democratic conven
tion in 1932, most western progressives saw FDR as an attractive 
possibility. They had reservations about him, but they preferred 
Roosevelt to Hoover and to other contenders. Among isolationists 
who actively supported Roosevelt before the national convention were 
Burton K. Wheeler, George W. Norris, Joseph P. Kennedy, Raymond 
Moley, and George N. Peek.

The youngest of ten children of a Quaker shoemaker, Burton K. 
Wheeler was bom in Hudson, Massachusetts in 1882. He supported 
William Jennings Bryan and free silver in his first public debate in 
high school. The tall, lean towhead worked his way through the 
University of Michigan, where he received his law degree in 1903. He 
went west and began his legal career in Butte, Montana. He became a 
successful trial lawyer and made his political mark by challenging
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Anaconda Copper Mining Company's hold on the state government. 
In 1913, President Wilson appointed him district attorney for Mon
tana. Though he supported Wilson's foreign policies, he refused to go 
along with what he considered wartime hysteria against German- 
Americans, pacifists, and radicals. Wheeler welcomed political sup
port from the Nonpartisan League in Montana as he battled for the 
farmer, worker, and small businessman against “ the Company,”  cor
ruption, and party bosses. He won election to the United States Senate 
as a Democrat from Montana in 1922, and served four terms before 
going down to defeat in 1946. Wheeler was Fighting Bob La Follette's 
vice-presidential running mate on the National Independent Pro
gressive party ticket in 1924. He battled shoulder to shoulder along 
with other western progressives on behalf of the common man and 
against the special interests and corruption in government. Tenacious
ly independent, Wheeler was a rugged, aggressive political warrior; he 
enjoyed a good fight. By 1932, Wheeler was not yet prominently iden
tified with isolationism, but he became a leading opponent of Roose
velt's foreign policies before Pearl Harbor.1

Wheeler first saw Roosevelt in 1928, when the New York politician 
nominated Governor A1 Smith for president at the Democratic Na
tional Convention. While campaigning with Smith in the West later 
that year, the Montana Democrat urged Smith to have FDR run for 
governor in New York. Early in 1930, Roosevelt and Wheeler met and 
conferred in Washington, but the two men were not close.2

In April, 1930, more than two years before the Democratic con
vention in Chicago, Senator Wheeler publicly endorsed Roosevelt for 
president—the first prominent Democrat to do so. He gave that en
dorsement in an address before a Jefferson Day dinner meeting of the 
National Democratic Club in New York City. In his speech Wheeler 
said: “ As I look around for a general to lead the Democratic Party on 
these two issues, the tariff and control of power and public utilities, I 
ask to whom can we go? I say that, if the Democratic Party of New 
York will elect Franklin D. Roosevelt governor, the West will demand 
his nomination for President and the whole country will elect him.” 1

Wheeler endorsed Roosevelt because the New Yorker was a pro
gressive, because the senator thought FDR could win the election, and 
because he wanted to head off the renomination of A1 Smith. Wheeler 
had admired Smith, but he found his Roman Catholic religion to be a 
major political liability in Montana. He thought Roosevelt was the 
Democratic party’s “ best bet”  and feared that if it did not nominate 
FDR, it might turn to “ some ultra conservative.” 4
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Governor Roosevelt wrote to Wheeler thanking him for his en
dorsement and praising the senator's progressive leadership. But he 
waited six weeks to do so. Even then he equivocated on whether he 
would really seek the nomination. FDR invited Wheeler to visit him in 
Albany and wanted the Montana senator to keep him “ in touch with 
the general thought in the Mountain States on the power question.” 5

In January, 1932, Oswald Garrison Villard of the Nation com
plained to Wheeler that FDR was not the man to lead in the economic 
emergency. Senator Wheeler responded: “ I am not intimately ac
quainted with Governor Roosevelt, but I have watched his career for 
sometime, and I am convinced that among the candidates who have 
been mentioned as possibilities on the democratic ticket that he is by 
far the most progressive. He probably would not go as far as 1 would 
go, but we cannot always get as candidates, people who entirely agree 
with our views.”  He did not see another liberal Democrat on whom 
the party could agree. Wheeler was encouraged by the thought “ that 
all of the Power Interests, and practically all of the big banking in
terests in New York City, and men like Hague and Raskob desire to 
beat him.” * Wheeler later claimed credit for winning the support of 
both Senator Huey Long of Louisiana and financier Joseph P. Ken
nedy of Massachusetts for Roosevelt.7

Wheeler had known Joseph Kennedy since 1924. Democratic Sena
tor David I. Walsh of Massachusetts gave a dinner for Wheeler early 
in 1932 and invited Kennedy. According to Wheeler’s recollections 
many years later, Kennedy asked him that evening whom he favored 
for president. When Wheeler responded, “ Roosevelt,”  Kennedy then 
asked whether John J. Raskob, chairman of the Democratic National 
Committee, favored Roosevelt—and he did not. Kennedy then told 
Wheeler that “ if that so-and-so Raskob is against Roosevelt, I’ll be 
for him.”  Later in the spring, the senator guided Frank C. Walker to 
Kennedy in money-raising efforts for Roosevelt.' Kennedy, Walsh, 
and Wheeler were all isolationists before Pearl Harbor, and all were 
Democrats.

More typical of progressive isolationists in 1932 was Senator 
George W. Norris of the Great Plains state of Nebraska. An indepen
dent Republican, Norris had impecable credentials both as an isola
tionist and as a progressive. Born on a farm in Sandusky County, 
Ohio in 1861, the eleventh of twelve children, Norris knew both pov
erty and hard work while still no more than a child. He worked his 
way through Indiana Normal College, taught school, read law, and 
was admitted to the bar in 1883. Two years later he moved west to



Nebraska just in time to witness the droughts, hard times, and restive
ness that led to the Populist movement under his fellow Nebraskan, 
William Jennings Bryan. Active in state politics, Norris was fully as 
critical o f the old guard in his own Republican party as he was of the 
Democrats. He served five terms in the House of Representatives from 
1903 to 1913 during the Progressive Era and helped break the power 
of Speaker of the House Joe Cannon. He then won election to the 
United States Senate and served five terms from 1913 to 1943. During 
those years he earned a reputation as the most effective and respected 
western progressive legislator. Through most of his career Norris was 
fully as isolationist as the rest of the western progressives—and on the 
same grounds. He denounced the influence of special interests, big 
business, and eastern financiers on American foreign affairs, and 
blamed them for what he deemed excessive naval armaments and im
perialism. He was one of only six senators who voted against the 
American declaration of war on Germany in 1917, and he never re
gretted his vote. As an irreconcilable he vigorously opposed the Ver
sailles treaty and American membership in the League of Nations.*

Many progressive Republicans urged their party to reject Hoover 
at the 1932 convention and nominate a progressive. Among those 
mentioned for the nomination were Senators Norris of Nebraska, 
Borah of Idaho, and Johnson of California. All were progressives, 
and all were isolationists. Except for Johnson, however, all came from 
states with few electoral votes. And all were considered to be too old. 
Norris was over seventy, and Johnson and Borah were both past sixty- 
five. Norris was convinced that it would be impossible for him or any 
other progressive to win the GOP presidential nomination. He op
posed renomination of Hoover, but thought there was no way to pre
vent it. He flatly refused to be a candidate for the Republican presi
dential nomination.10

At the same time, Norris saw no real hope for the progressive 
cause through an independent or third-party candidate. He successful
ly won elections running as an independent, but the electoral college 
system blocked success for that tactic in a presidential race. If the 
Republicans renominated Hoover and if the Democrats chose a con
servative, Norris might have supported a progressive third-party 
cadidate. But he would have done so with the realization that it would 
be a futile effort. And for progressives to turn to a third party before 
the national conventions would deprive them of any influence they 
might have on platforms and nominees in the major parties. In 1932,
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his hopes rested with the Democratic party and with Franklin D. 
Roosevelt."

Governor Roosevelt actively courted the old senator’s support, us
ing his endorsement of public power projects as his main appeal. The 
senator might have preferred someone else. "H e would not be my first 
choice, if I were picking a President." But Norris became convinced 
that it was Roosevelt or nothing so far as progressives were concerned. 
In May, 1932, the Nebraska senator announced that he would support 
FDR if the Democratic party nominated him and that he would not 
support Hoover."

The Reverend John Haynes Holmes wrote to Norris complaining 
that, as governor, Roosevelt had failed the reform interests of New 
York. He urged Norris to support Socialist Norman Thomas instead. 
The old senator responded by emphasizing "the absolute impossibil
ity" o f electing Thomas. He also reminded Holmes that he was a pro
gressive, not a socialist. "A s I look at it,"  Norris wrote, "the country 
is going to be presented with the opportunity of reelecting President 
Hoover or of electing the candidate for President who will be 
nominated by the Democrats in the coming National Democratic Con
vention. If they nominate another man like President Hoover, we will 
be practically helpless and there will be no opportunity to save the 
country from another four years of Hoover regime. I have been 
perfectly sincere in my belief," Norris continued, "that Roosevelt was 
the one man who came the nearest to representing Progressive ideas of 
all those who stand any show of being nominated at the National 
Democratic Convention. I have, therefore, been anxious to see him 
nom inated."11

Republican Senators Hiram W. Johnson of California and Wil
liam E. Borah of Idaho also had impressive credentials as pro
gressives and isolationists. Both were stubbornly independent. Neither 
was so artful as Norris in getting legislation passed. Though they 
generally found themselves on the same side on both domestic and 
foreign policy issues, they did not like each other personally. Perhaps 
each was too much of a prima donna to appreciate the posturing of 
the other. But on foreign affairs they had acquired more power and 
prestige than had Norris. They were ranking members of the Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee, and Borah was chairman of that 
powerful committee from 1924 until 1933.

By 1932, both Johnson and Borah opposed President Hoover. 
Each toyed with the possibility of seeking the Republican presidential



nomination, partly to block Hoover and the conservatives. But both 
realized the odds against them in such efforts. And both played their 
cards close to their vests. In January, 1932, Senator Johnson wrote his 
sons that if he were to enter state primaries seeking the presidential 
nomination, he could ‘‘see nothing ahead after a long and killing con
test, but the prevention of the renomination of Hoover, and the 
nomination of somebody almost as bad, who would be selected by the 
present masters of the Republican Party.** He told his sons that if he 
"were younger and richer,** he "would have a bully time.*’ But "be
ing old and broke,’* he would amuse himself as long as he could "by 
looking wise and mysterious.*’14

Johnson felt a growing sympathy for Roosevelt. In May, Johnson 
wrote: "The one thing that draws to Roosevelt those of us who believe 
in real democracy is the character of the opposition to him. This op
position embraces all of those who believe in the right to exploit 
government for their own selfish advantage. Smith has become the 
mouth piece of these people.’* As he explained to his sons, "This cam
paign is going to present quite a problem to the old man. I can’t 
support Hoover. I would not want to support a Democrat, who 
represented exactly what Hoover represents, and I can see the 
possibility of being a hard working lawyer during the campaign.

Republican Gerald P. Nye of North Dakota had not yet completed 
his first full term in the United States Senate and was absorbed in his 
own campaigns to win renomination and reelection in 1932. Though he 
shared the agrarian progressivism and isolationism of Senators Nor
ris, Borah, and Johnson, Nye was still a young man. He would not 
have his fortieth birthday until after the election. He had yet to win 
much national prominence as an isolationist. But he too turned away 
from President Hoover and found favorable things to say about 
Governor Roosevelt. More than a year before the national conven
tions, young Nye praised Roosevelt for his support of the Saint 
Lawrence power project and for giving attention to economic prob
lems. He thought "Roosevelt would make a very strong candidate**— 
much stronger than A1 Smith. Vigorous campaigning against his con
servative opponent in the Republican primary won renomination for 
Nye in the June primaries. He did not formally endorse any presiden
tial contender and was comparatively free of party constraints as the 
national conventions drew near.14

Governor Roosevelt’s most spectacular and controversial foreign 
policy statement before the Democratic convention, and at any time 
during the election year, related directly to American isolationism.
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Leading isolationists could not entirely ignore the fact that as the 
Democratic vice-presidential candidate in 1920 Roosevelt had cam
paigned aggressively for American membership in the League of Na
tions. Similarly, Roosevelt's big-navy views and his service as Presi
dent Wilson’s assistant secretary of navy made him suspect to western 
isolationists.

Publisher William Randolph Hearst was particularly uneasy about 
Roosevelt's internationalism and support for the league. His news
papers had large circulation in many parts of the country. When 
Hearst's inquiries through James A. Farley produced only private oral 
assurances that FDR no longer favored American membership in the 
League of Nations, he was not satisfied. Hearst wrote: " I  must say 
frankly that if Mr. Roosevelt is not willing to make public declaration 
o f his change of heart, and wants only to make his statement to me 
privately, I would not believe him.17

Consequently, in an address before a meeting of the New York 
State Grange on February 2, 1932, Governor Roosevelt made the 
statement that Hearst called for. Roosevelt said the League of Nations 
had often been " a  mere meeting place for the political discussion of 
strictly European political national difficulties. In these the United 
States should have no part."  He concluded that "American participa
tion in the League would not serve the highest purpose of the preven
tion o f war and a settlement of international difficulties in accordance 
with fundamental American ideals.”  Therefore, he did "no t favor 
American participation.*'1'  That statement partly appeased Hearst 
and made progressive isolationists feel more comfortable in support
ing him. But it displeased internationalists.”  And even Hearst con
tinued to support Garner before the convention.

Both major parties held their national conventions in Chicago— 
the Republicans in mid-June, and the Democrats at the end of the 
month. As expected, the Republicans renominated Hoover for presi
dent and Charles Curtis for vice-president. The platform defended the 
domestic and foreign policies of the Republican years and the Hoover 
administration. At the Democratic convention two weeks later, 
Roosevelt won nomination on the fourth ballot. It was a victory for 
the South and West over the urban Northeast, and for progressives 
over conservatives.

A. Mitchell Palmer, President Wilson's former attorney general, 
drafted most of the short Democratic platform. But he had help from 
Senator Cordell Hull o f Tennessee, who was to serve as Roosevelt's 
secretary o f state. President Hoover's Secretary of State Henry L.



Stimson of New York drafted most of the Republican foreign policy 
plank. Though Hull and Stimson differed in backgrounds and styles, 
neither was an isolationist. And neither Hull's South nor Stimson's 
urban Northeast was an isolationist stronghold. Years later Hull wrote 
in his memoirs that he and Palmer had "inserted as many basic peace 
and international cooperation objectives in the foreign policy plank" 
as they thought the convention would accept. The Democratic plat
form called for "settlement of international disputes by arbitration" 
and urged making the Pact of Paris effective "by  consultation and 
conference in case of violation of treaties." Both platforms endorsed 
joining the World Court. But neither urged membership in the League 
of Nations, and neither favored canceling war debts. The Republican 
platform rejected "alliances or foreign partnerships." The platforms 
did not cause isolationists to believe that the Democrats would be 
more active, expansionist, or internationalist in foreign affairs than 
the Republicans. The foreign policy planks did not give isolationists 
cause for alarm.10 Leading isolationists bemoaned the renomination 
of Hoover and were pleased with the nomination of Roosevelt. But 
foreign affairs played little direct role in determining those attitudes.

Great Britain's ambassador to the United States, Sir Ronald Lind
say, correctly wrote that "foreign affairs do not promise to become an 
issue" in the campaign. The ambassador provided the British Foreign 
Office with a thumbnail sketch of Roosevelt's characteristics: "H e is a 
gentleman in every sense o f the word, well meaning and very am
bitious. He has antennae and political sense to his very finger-tips. In
stinctively he knows what the feeling of the moment is and what is 
politically possible. His intellectual endowment is not conspicuously 
great, and when confronted with an unfamiliar problem his first 
movement is to send for the man who can best advise him; but as he 
has no intellectual pride, if things go wrong he will not hesitate to send 
for someone else."*'

Both Hoover, the Republican candidate, and Norman Thomas, 
the Socialist, were active noninterventionist opponents of President 
Roosevelt’s foreign policies before the United States entered World 
War II in 1941. But in 1932 neither Hoover nor Thomas won much 
support from major isolationist leaders. Many who voted for Thomas 
would later oppose American entry into World War II, but they would 
do so more as pacifists than as isolationists. Senators Arthur Capper 
of Kansas and Arthur Vandenberg of Michigan both endorsed 
Hoover. Colonel Charles A. Lindbergh voted for Hoover, but did so 
with little enthusiasm and no publicity.22 Some leading isolationists
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maintained a discreet neutrality or silence in the 1932 presidential 
race. Others opposed Hoover without endorsing Roosevelt.

Busy with his own campaign in North Dakota, young Senator Nye 
criticized Hoover but withheld endorsement of Roosevelt. Fearing 
that voters tended to vote straight tickets, he thought it would be 
“ foolish** for a Republican nominee in North Dakota to announce for 
Roosevelt, a Democrat. Early in November he told an audience, “ I 
have had too much trouble making up my own mind who to vote for 
for president to seek now to inflict my choice upon the people of 
North Dakota.** Many years later Nye said he had voted for Hoover 
in 1932—but he said that long after he had broken with Roosevelt and 
after he had been voted out of the Senate. Senator Henrik Shipstead 
of Minnesota, like Nye, criticized Hoover but did not endorse Roose
velt. Without endorsing FDR, Republican Senator James Couzens of 
Michigan probably was correct when he wrote in September, 1932: 
“ There is one thing I am quite certain of and that is, if Roosevelt is 
elected, it will not be because they love Roosevelt the more, but 
Hoover the less. It will certainly be a protest vote.** Senator Borah of 
Idaho maintained a sphinxlike silence on the presidential contest. 
Privately he criticized Hoover and his policies, but he did not bolt the 
Republican party and did not endorse Roosevelt.21

If leading isolationists had been forced to line up on one side or the 
other before election day, however, most would have been with 
Roosevelt in opposition to Hoover. Among the more active in their 
support for Roosevelt were Senators Norris and Wheeler. More 
cautious or belated in their endorsements of FDR were Senator John
son o f California, Senator Robert M. La Follette, Jr., o f Wisconsin, 
and Governor Philip La Follette of Wisconsin. In September, 1932, 
Senator Norris became chairman of the national committee of the Na
tional Progressive League for Franklin D. Roosevelt. It was non
partisan, independent of the Republican party, and drew support 
from progressive Republicans, Democrats, and independents. Norris 
was not just a figurehead; he campaigned vigorously in the West for 
Roosevelt. In mid-October, Senator La Follette announced his sup
port for the election of Roosevelt. And late in October, when the old 
Nebraska senator fell ill, Governor La Follette filled in on short notice 
at a speaking engagement in Illinois on behalf of the election of 
Roosevelt.14

Senator Johnson publicly commended Roosevelt for promptly 
traveling to Chicago to make his acceptance speech at the Democratic 
convention. In early October when FDR campaigned in California, he



and Johnson conferred. Each made laudatory public comments about 
the other. When representatives of seventy newspapers in southern 
California urged Johnson to support the Republican ticket, the old 
senator snapped back vigorously. He identified himself as a pro
gressive Republican and saw Hoover as *'‘ultra-conservative.”  He did 
not mention Roosevelt, but insisted, “ I cannot and I will not support 
Mr. Hoover.*’ To Senator Bronson Cutting of New Mexico, Johnson 
wrote: “ 1 shall do what I can in behalf of Roosevelt. It is the only 
hope, in my opinion, of Progressivism.”  He concentrated his activity 
for Roosevelt mainly in his home state of California."

Amos R. E. Pinchot, later prominent in the isolationist movement, 
privately wrote during the campaign that most of the liberals he knew 
were supporting Franklin Roosevelt. Pinchot publicly endorsed FDR 
through the National Progressive League for Franklin D. Roosevelt. 
He described Roosevelt as “ by all odds the best man nominated by 
either party since Woodrow Wilson.”  He conceded that “ Roosevelt 
does not go as far as I would like him to go along certain lines. But I 
long ago gave up hope of being able to vote for a presidential can
didate cut precisely to my pattern.” 26

Roosevelt generally avoided foreign affairs during his campaign. 
That did not trouble most of his isolationist supporters, but interna
tionalists were disappointed. Professor William E. Dodd of the Uni
versity of Chicago was a doctrinaire Wilsonian internationalist. He 
supported FDR for president, but was disappointed that he did not 
come out for the League of Nations. In the midst of the campaign 
Dodd wrote Daniel C. Roper proposing to include an endorsement of 
the league in an article supporting Roosevelt for president. Roper for
warded Dodd’s letter to Roosevelt. In response, Louis Howe, the 
governor’s political adviser, called Roper to urge Dodd “ not to refer 
to Roosevelt’s attitude with regard to the League of Nations at this 
time.”  Roper wrote Dodd: “ You and I know his ideas with regard to 
the League of Nations, but they do not wish it to be emphasized that 
he feels one way and speaks another.” 27

Francis B. Sayre, President Wilson’s son-in-law, told Roosevelt 
that “ many quite influential people”  said they were going to vote for 
Hoover because Roosevelt had “ failed”  to declare himself “ in a pro
gressive spirit on the problem of foreign relations and because of their 
feeling that the foreign problems are some of the most vital which 
America will have to face during the coming four years.”  Those 
“ influential people”  were troubled by FDR’s speech in February re
jecting membership in the league. Sayre thought those ideas “ should

26 Choosing a New President
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be corrected** with “ a ringing declaration’* showing Roosevelt’s “ true 
slant”  that ‘‘would win the support of a large number of influential 
leaders and mean a great many votes.**2'  Roosevelt preferred, how
ever, to refer to foreign affairs piecemeal along with other topics 
rather than have a major address summarizing his foreign policy 
views.

The British Embassy, in reporting to London on the presidential 
campaign, concluded that “ with a good Secretary of State I see no 
reason why Mr. Roosevelt should not be just as satisfactory, from our 
point of view, as Mr. Hoover.*'2'  But that embassy official was giving 
more direct attention to foreign policy considerations of the campaign 
than either Roosevelt or leading isolationists gave in the summer and 
fall o f 1932.

Franklin D. Roosevelt and the Democrats decisively defeated 
Herbert Hoover and the Republicans in the election on November 8,
1932. Most leading isolationists shared in opposing the reelection of 
Hoover; many of them actively supported Roosevelt. Roosevelt and 
his party were careful to say nothing on foreign affairs during the 
campaign that might lose the support of isolationists on election day. 
But it was the Great Depression—not foreign affairs—that deter
mined the outcome of the election. Most Americans blamed the 
Hoover administration for the depression, its intensity, and its dura
tion. Though voters were unsure just what Roosevelt and the Demo
crats might do to restore prosperity, they preferred to risk the uncer
tainties offered by Roosevelt’s dynamic optimism than to suffer more 
of the failures that they identified with Hoover. Most isolationists 
shared those general attitudes. They identified Hoover with conser
vatism and special privilege; they saw hope for progressivism in 
Roosevelt. Except that Roosevelt carefully avoided making statements 
on foreign affairs that might have alienated isolationists, foreign 
policy issues played little direct role in shaping the attitudes and ac
tions o f isolationists toward Roosevelt in the campaign and election of
1932.



Chapter 3

Interregnum

The four months between Franklin D. Roosevelt's election on No
vember 8, 1932, and his inauguration on March 4, 1933, were 
characterized by confusion and deepening economic crises. The bank
ing system very nearly collapsed. Anxious worries about domestic 
violence and revolution were not entirely unjustified. Lame duck 
President Herbert Hoover painfully recognized the seriousness of the 
situation but was powerless to commit the government beyond March 
4—and he lacked effective power to get action even for that interim. 
He sought the cooperation of President-elect Roosevelt. FDR ex
pressed willingness to cooperate, but was not prepared to bind his new 
administration to Hoover's discredited policies. And Roosevelt had 
no legal authority to make governmental decisions until he was in
augurated. Courteous letters and formal conferences could not satis
factorily ease the transition.

Roosevelt also had the usual responsibilities of any newly elected 
president for appointing his cabinet members and filling other top 
positions in his administration. He determined to call a special session 
of Congress to meet when he took office, and that session would re
quire his positive leadership. Roosevelt thrived on challenges and 
seemed almost to delight as he moved to meet them. As Hiram 
Johnson observed, “ He has, apparently, no nervous system, or he 
could not stand up in the fashion that he does."1

In the chaos and confusion during the winter o f 1932-33, neither 
the word nor the idea of isolationism presented itself conspicuously. 
Leading isolationists were part of the political scene, but at that time 
most of them were garbed as progressives rather more than as isola
tionists. Their political situation as progressives was more promising 
than it had been for a decade and a half, but it had elements of uncer
tainty. Though most of them had opposed the reelection of Hoover
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and many had actively supported Roosevelt, most were not Dem
ocrats. Roosevelt’s nomination and election owed much to those 
western progressive isolationists. He shared certain progressive (and 
possibly foreign policy) values with them. They were a part of his 
political thinking and planning before inauguration, and they gave 
much thought to their relations with the new Democratic administra
tion under his leadership.

The president-elect determined to include one or more progressive 
Republicans in his cabinet, and rumors abounded on whom he might 
name. George Norris was a good possibility for secretary of agri
culture, and he could have had a position if he had made himself 
available. But Norris made it clear from the beginning that he would 
not accept a cabinet post if one were offered; he preferred to remain in 
the Senate.1

Rumors circulated that Hiram Johnson might be named to the 
cabinet. The old California senator shared his thoughts on the 
possibility in a letter to his sons: “ I have lived so long in absolute in
dependence that it is a very difficult thing for me to see myself a 
member of any group where I would discipline myself to the views of 
any one, or any few men. . . .  1 have never been able to take my 
politics or my government policies from others. And this is why, 
perhaps I have been in rebellion and opposition so much.”  He knew 
that he could not change, and “ would not want to change.” 1

During the afternoon and evening of Thursday, January 19, 1933, 
Governor Roosevelt moved decisively to bring progressives into his 
cabinet. On arriving from New York at the Mayflower Hotel in Wash
ington, Roosevelt's first appointment at 3:43 p.i i . was with Senator 
Johnson. In their twenty-minute meeting alone, FDR offered Johnson 
the position of secretary of interior. Johnson graciously but firmly 
declined. The president-elect pressed his offer, but the senator could 
not be moved.

Though he refused the appointment, Johnson came away from the 
meeting favorably impressed by Roosevelt: “ I liked him, and I liked 
his manner. He is genial, kindly, and sympathetic. . . .  he is just a 
human being.”  Johnson thought Roosevelt had not clearly “ thought 
out a fixed, definite program for national relief,”  but did not criticize 
him for that “ because no one else”  had either. Johnson (who had 
been Theodore Roosevelt’s vice-presidential running mate on the Pro
gressive ticket twenty years before) concluded that FDR presented “ as 
fair a hope for us as during my political career has been presented by 
any m an.” 4
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Early in the evening on that same Thursday, Governor Roosevelt 
in a brief interview offered the Interior Department, which Johnson 
had rejected, to Republican Senator Bronson M. Cutting of New Mex
ico. Cutting’s background was much like Roosevelt’s. The son of a 
wealthy businessman, Cutting was born on Long Island, reared in 
New England, and educated at Groton and Harvard, where he was a 
Phi Beta Kappa. Tall, handsome, and well built, he never lost his Har
vard accent. Afflicted with tuberculosis, in 1910 he fled west to New 
Mexico for his health. He immersed himself and his future in that 
state, becoming owner and publisher of the Santa Fe New Mexican. 
Already fluent in French, German, and Italian, he learned Spanish 
and became active on behalf of New Mexico’s Spanish-speaking pop
ulation. He supported Theodore Roosevelt’s Bull Moose Progressive 
party in 1912. During World War I he served as America’s assistant 
military attaché in London, rising to the rank of captain. In the 1920s 
he became powerful in the American Legion and other organizations 
in New Mexico. In 1928, the state governor appointed him to the 
United States Senate to fill the vacancy left by the death of the incum
bent. As a progressive Republican, Cutting actively campaigned for 
Roosevelt in 1932.’

Though Cutting was not an isolationist, he was fully a part of the 
western progressive group, most of whom were isolationists. He com
manded the unqualified respect, confidence, and friendship of 
Senators Norris, Johnson, Wheeler, and Borah. He was particularly 
close to Bob and Phil La Follette. His appointment to Roosevelt’s 
cabinet would have pleased all of them. When their brief session 
ended early in the evening on January 19, Cutting promised Roosevelt 
that he would give careful consideration to the proffered position as 
secretary of interior.4

Building on the family tradition and political groundwork laid by 
their father, Philip and his older brother Young Bob La Follette led 
the progressive movement and later the Progressive party in Wiscon
sin. Bob had filled the elder La Follette’s seat in the United States 
Senate since the father had died in 1923. Phil had won election as a 
progressive Republican governor of Wisconsin in 1930, but had been 
defeated in his bid for a second term in the republican primary of 
1932. Both had campaigned for Roosevelt in 1932.

Young Bob and Phil shared the La Follette family pride. They 
shared in their devotion to progressive principles—and to isolationism 
in foreign affairs. Both had impressive talent and courage in politics. 
They were devoted to each other and consulted closely on family and



Interregnum 31

political matters. But the brothers also had distinctive individual 
qualities; their styles and temperaments were different. Phil was 
brighter, more energetic, bolder, more ambitious, more aggressive, 
less discreet—and in the final analysis the less successful and less 
respected of the two. Bob was more introspective, less comfortable in 
the rough-and-tumble of politics, more preoccupied with his own ill
ness (real or imagined), more reflective, more cautious, less impulsive, 
and over the years more effective in accomplishing political goals and 
more respected on the national scene by friend and foe alike.7

Defeated in the Wisconsin Republican gubernatorial primary in 
September, 1932, Phil and his wife sailed for Europe on January 3, 
1933, just after his term as governor formally ended. By coincidence, 
they were in Europe when Adolf Hitler first became chancellor in Ger
many. They toured England, Germany, the Soviet Union, Austria, 
Italy, and other countries and conferred with high officials on 
developments in Europe and America. Their stay in Europe was cut 
short in March by word that President Roosevelt wanted to consult 
Phil about a position in his new administration.*

Senator Robert M. La Follette, Jr., was scheduled to meet with 
Governor Roosevelt in the Mayflower Hotel in Washington on Thurs
day evening, January 19—the same day that Roosevelt had offered the 
interior post first to Johnson and then to Cutting. When La Follette 
was ushered in to see the governor, he was in the midst of a conference 
with Democratic Senator Burton K. Wheeler. Brain truster Raymond 
Moley also joined them. At the beginning of the session Roosevelt told 
La Follette: “ 1 want Phil in my official family. I do not know just 
where yet, but he must come in.”  The conversation then turned to 
other matters. With a steady stream of people and interruptions, La 
Follette did not get the opportunity for the private discussion he had 
hoped to have with FDR. When he and Wheeler took their leave, La 
Follette told Roosevelt: “ If you are to give any further and more 
serious consideration to the suggestion which you threw out shortly 
after 1 came into the room, I think it important that we should have an 
opportunity to talk the situation out more frankly.”  Roosevelt sug
gested that they handle it either by telephone or by a visit at Warm 
Springs, Georgia.*

The La Follettes (and progressives in general) were guarded in con
sidering their possible relations with and roles in the new Roosevelt 
administration. They were not completely confident that FDR actual
ly would pursue progressive policies. They carefully considered the ef
fects their participation might have on progressivism in the future as
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well as on their individual political futures. If the appointment of pro
gressives was just a ploy to disarm them politically without giving 
them effective power to guide the administration in progressive direc
tions, they would have none of it. The appointment of just one pro
gressive Republican to the cabinet could, in effect, be little more than 
tokenism. It would be more encouraging if two were included to give 
strength to the progressive cause in the new administration—or so 
Cutting and the La Follette brothers reasoned.

In his brief session with Roosevelt, Cutting got the impression that 
FDR was considering either Felix Frankfurter or Philip La Follette for 
attorney general. Cutting’s decision on his appointment as secretary 
of interior would be influenced by (and in fact was determined by) the 
place Phil might have in the new administration. On Friday, January 
20, just before Roosevelt left for the South from Washington, he told 
Senator Cutting that he had offered the attorney general appointment 
to the old Irish-Catholic Democratic senator from Montana, Thomas
J. Walsh. Though they had questions about his age and health, pro
gressives did not object to the possibility of Walsh as attorney general. 
But that appointment would not leave a cabinet opening for Philip La 
Follette, and in that event Cutting might not be willing to enter the 
cabinet either. Roosevelt told Cutting, however, that Walsh might not 
accept the offer, and he suggested that Senators Cutting and La 
Follette confer with him on the matter at Warm Springs.10

La Follette and Cutting arrived in Warm Springs late in the after
noon on Sunday, January 22. Roosevelt discoursed at length on the 
policies he had under consideration for his administration (he did 
most of the talking). La Follette found Roosevelt’s expressed attitudes 
on domestic economic policies to be “ in substantial accord with the 
progressive position.’’ La Follette was also “ impressed”  by Roose
velt’s knowledge of the Democratic leadership in the Senate. Roose
velt spoke highly of Philip La Follette and said that if Walsh declined, 
he intended to offer the position of attorney general to him. If Walsh 
accepted, Roosevelt wanted Bob to find out what position outside the 
cabinet the former Wisconsin governor would consider accepting. Ac
cording to La Follette and Cutting, FDR said he must have Phil’s help 
in the crisis. He urged Cutting to accept the position as secretary of in
terior. The New Mexico Republican made it clear that his decision 
would be influenced by developments relating to Philip La Follette.

Senator La Follette assured Roosevelt that he would support the 
new administration so long as it pursued progressive policies. He 
pointed out that the progressive program Roosevelt had outlined that 
evening would inevitably force a split in the Democratic party and that
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FDR was being “ presented with an opportunity to make the Demo
cratic party the instrumentality of progressive thought in the future.”  
Roosevelt responded that he realized that his program would divide 
the Democratic party and that that was one of the reasons he wanted 
the help of people such as Cutting and the La Follettes. While preserv
ing his own independence, Senator La Follette determined that he 
would support Roosevelt's policies when they were “ in conformity 
with progressive principles”  and that he would do all he could to make 
the administration a success so long as Roosevelt pursued “ genuine 
progressive policies.”  He followed that same course so far as Roose
velt's foreign policies were concerned as well.11

Cutting decided that he would accept the position as secretary of 
interior only if Walsh declined the appointment to head the Justice 
Department and if that cabinet post then went to Philip La Follette. 
When Walsh accepted the appointment as attorney general in mid- 
February, there was no cabinet position for Phil. And though Roose
velt seriously explored other important assignments for Phil outside 
the cabinet, that did not suffice. Cutting turned down the proffered 
position of secretary of interior. On February 21, Bob cabled Phil in 
London, explaining the developments and asking whether he would 
“ consider chairmanship Power or appointment Trade Commission.” 
Bob advised Phil not to accept appointment to those positions, but 
urged him to return promptly to confer directly with the president. 
Phil did as his brother advised.12

The two brothers spent an hour with the new president at the 
White House at mid-day on March 20, 1933. Roosevelt discussed his 
relief policies and queried Phil on the European situation. Phil warned 
of “ the imminent danger of war”  in Europe and blamed that “ war 
psychology” on “ the economic process that was going on in every 
country.”  He thought “ Russia was the key to the peace of Europe”  
and advised recognizing the Soviet Union “ promptly and without a lot 
of preliminaries.”  He favored recognition “ as a part of the program 
to dispose of our agricultural surplus,”  believing that the needs of the 
large Russian population were “ sufficiently great at the present time 
to absorb about the entire surplus in our warehouses.”

Then President Roosevelt said he was eager to have Phil join his 
administration and asked what position might interest him. Roosevelt 
suggested the possibility of apointments in the Power Commission, 
the transportation system, the Federal Trade Commission, or in 
public works and relief. But Phil responded that he thought “ for the 
present”  he “ could be of greater service”  helping “ to formulate 
public opinion on the firing line”  in Wisconsin and the Middle West.
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Roosevelt acquiesced, but told Phil, “ If you see anything that you 
think you want, I wish you would let me know." And he urged the 
former Wisconsin governor to keep in close touch with him. “ Come 
and see me often.”  Phil responded: “ All you have to do is to let me 
know and if I have the railroad fare I will come." With that they 
shook hands and departed in a warm and friendly spirit. From time to 
time later, Roosevelt offered Phil positions in his administration, but 
the Wisconsin progressive never accepted.1 ’

As inauguration day on March 4, 1933, had drawn near, for one 
reason or another the progressive Republicans George W. Norris of 
Nebraska, Hiram W. Johnson of California, Bronson Cutting of New 
Mexico, and Philip F. La Follette of Wisconsin were out of the picture 
so far as the new president’s cabinet was concerned. In no case were 
foreign policy considerations directly involved in keeping them from 
the cabinet. With the exception of Cutting, all were isolationists.

At the last minute Roosevelt did get a progressive Republican to 
serve as secretary of interior in his Cabinet. The position went to 
Harold L. Ickes of Chicago, who was to be one of only two persons to 
serve in the cabinet the entire time that Roosevelt was president. Ickes 
was a bona fide progressive Republican, and a former Bull Mooser. 
He had vigorously supported Roosevelt in 1932, and he eagerly sought 
an appointment in the new administration. He was a close friend of 
Hiram Johnson and was known to the other western progressives. 
Johnson thought Ickes might prove to be “ as good a secretary of the 
Interior as we have ever h ad ."14 During Roosevelt’s first term, one 
might have seen Ickes as both a progressive and an isolationist. But 
with the outbreak of war in Asia and Europe, long before the 
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, Ickes became one of the more ex
treme interventionists in the president’s cabinet. From 1938 onward he 
broke sharply on foreign affairs with western progressive isolationists.

Because of circumstances unrelated to foreign affairs, none of 
the leading isolationists was included in Roosevelt’s cabinet. But they 
were much interested in FDR’s top cabinet appointment, that of 
secretary of state. And they voiced their opinions on the position to 
Roosevelt and his closest advisors. Directly reflecting their agrarian 
progressive values, those major isolationists wanted to make certain 
that the new secretary of state was not identified with Wall Street, 
with the House of Morgan banking interests, or with one of the pres
tigious New York international law firms.

Again, Senator Johnson expressed the attitudes of leading isola
tionists clearly and effectively. During his meeting with Roosevelt on
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January 19, Johnson told FDR that “ the most important position he 
had to fill was that of Secretary of State." The California senator 
said: “ Since 1920 the personnel of the State Department had been 
drawn from three sources, and always visaed by one. It came either 
from [Charles Evans] Hughes office, or [Elihu] Root’s office, or the 
Morgan House in New York City, and had to be approved by Morgan 
and Company. During these past twelve years, our foreign affairs 
have been manipulated, operated, managed, directed and controlled by 
Morgan and Company and until the fourth of March this would be the 
undoubted fact." Johnson urged Roosevelt to “ have his own man in 
charge of our foreign affairs, not Morgan’s man, not a man of the in
ternational bankers, not a member of the present regime, nor one who 
had been representing Mr. Hoover ostensibly for the past year in 
Europe [i.e., Norman H. Davis], but his own man with an American 
viewpoint." Roosevelt told Johnson that he agreed with him and that 
he “ had just such a man, free from any of the influences" that 
Johnson had mentioned. Roosevelt did not, however, tell Johnson at 
that time who he had in mind.1 5

The appointment of Senator Cordell Hull of Tennessee to be 
secretary of state generally was consistent with Johnson's advice. Hull 
was not an isolationist. He was a doctrinaire Wilsonian interna
tionalist whose magnificent obsession was trade reciprocity. But he 
was not identified with Wall Street, with the House of Morgan, or 
with any of the New York international law firms. His appointment 
did not greatly impress isolationists—but neither did it displease them 
initially. Hiram Johnson, who knew Hull fairly well, wrote that he 
had “ the good-will and the praise of all the press." Personally, 
Johnson found Hull “ a pleasant, kindly disposed individual, utterly 
colorless, wholly without position in the [Senate] body at all." The 
California senator considered Hull “ a nice man, and perhaps in the 
position he now has, he may develop into a great m an," but he did not 
expect that to happen. Johnson thought that Roosevelt made his ap
pointments “ in the most casual fashion."'* Leading isolationists in 
Congress did not play large roles in controlling or influencing patron
age in the Roosevelt administration.

Progressive isolationists also had to determine their role in the two 
houses of Congress, where Democrats controlled substantial ma
jorities. What would be the status in Senate and House committees of 
those progressive isolationist Republicans who had campaigned ac
tively for Roosevelt? Old-line conservative Republicans had never 
trusted those “ Sons of the Wild Jackasses" from the West, and their
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performances in the 1932 elections did nothing to enhance their status 
in Republican leadership circles. To clear away any uncertainty so far 
as he was concerned, after the election Senator Norris wrote Joseph T. 
Robinson of Arkansas, Democratic leader in the Senate, that he did 
not expect or, under the circumstances, even want to retain his chair
manship of the Senate Judiciary Committee.17 In practice, none of the 
other progressive Republicans who had supported Roosevelt either ex
pected or received treatment as Democrats in the matter of committee 
assignments or chairmanships.

Despite his enthusiasm for Roosevelt, Senator Norris preferred to 
lay aside his burdens as chairman of the National Progressive League 
for Franklin D. Roosevelt. With encouragement from La Follette, 
Cutting, and others, however, Norris called a meeting of some pro
gressive senators in his office for Saturday, January 28, 1933. Senator 
Johnson did not attend. He berated the “ political and intellectual 
bankruptcy of the Old Guard,”  but considered the “ insurgent group” 
to be “ hopeless from the standpoint of real action.”  Johnson’s at
titude illustrated in caricature a central political difficulty that in
hibited the effectiveness of the western progressive isolationists. 
Always a minority in Congress, they needed all the unity and coopera
tion they could get on both domestic and foreign affairs. But their 
proud independence made it difficult for them to work effectively 
with each other; those “ outside the faith”  found those progressives to 
be difficult and unreliable political partners. Nonetheless, Senators 
Norris, Wheeler, La Follette, Cutting, Shipstead, Nye, Lynn J. 
Frazier of North Dakota, Edward P. Costigan of Colorado, and John
J. Blaine of Wisconsin did attend the meeting in Norris's office, as did 
Basil Manly and David Niles. All favored continuing a permanent 
progressive organization. Senators Cutting, Wheeler, and La Follette 
were named as a subcommittee to consider the form, functions, and 
financing of the organization in the future. "

By the time Franklin D. Roosevelt stood to take the oath of office 
as president of the United States on March 4, 1933, the ever-changing 
relations between FDR and the progressive isolationists were becom
ing fixed. Those patterns included Roosevelt’s warm efforts to assure 
support for his administration from progressives; they included 
guarded hope on both sides that the new president and the western 
progressive isolationists could work together effectively to accomplish 
progressive goals. Only occasionally, in passing references, had either 
the isolationists or FDR explored the place of foreign policy in that 
relationship.



Chapter 4

The Hundred Days

The economic crisis enveloping the United States by the time Franklin
D. Roosevelt took the oath of office on March 4, 1933, was the worst 
in American history. Faith in old gods was being shattered. The Amer
ican people, the Congress, businessmen, workers, and farmers alike 
shared in an almost desperate eagerness to follow a leader who might 
restore prosperity. Many worried about the possibilities of violence 
and revolution. Traditional American faith in the future, in the in
evitability of progress, was severely shaken. And that anxiety ex
tended to the hearts and emotions of most Americans—whatever their 
opinions of the handsome man who solemnly and confidently took the 
oath o f office—and who then told them that “ the only thing we have 
to fear is fear itself.”

Deeply concerned western progressive isolationists were cautiously 
hopeful about the new leader. Senators Norris, Johnson, Wheeler, La 
Follette, Borah, Nye, Shipstead, Capper, and others differed among 
themselves on details. But they shared certain values and a generalized 
image o f what constituted the good life, the good society, good 
government, a good economy, and a sound foreign policy. In general 
they preferred an individualistic rural, small-town social structure, 
with wide distribution of property and power. In a broad sense most 
of them were Jeffersonians rather than Hamiltonians. They feared 
and distrusted bigness of almost any sort—big business, big finance, 
big military, big government, big unions, and big corporate farms. 
Their sympathies were with debtors rather than creditors, with 
farmers rather than city people, with small businessmen rather than 
big business, with workers rather than employers, with producers 
rather than financiers and distributors, with free competition within 
the country rather than monopoly, with equality of opportunity rather 
than special privilege, with limited constitutional government rather
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than monarchy or dictatorship, with legislative authority rather than 
presidential power, with democracy rather than elitism, with faith in 
the common man rather than experts, with domestic progress rather 
than international expansion. Those isolationists tended to be biased 
against big cities, the East, big business, Wall Street, Europe in 
general, and England in particular. They conceded the necessity for a 
large role by the federal government in time of war and in the 
economic emergency of 1932-33. But they were not socialists, and 
they did not favor continuous massive involvement by the federal 
government in economic matters.

Their individual devotion to grass-roots democracy was long and 
consistent; their fears about the abuses of concentrated political, 
economic, or military power was genuine. But in that awful emergen
cy some allowed themselves to speculate briefly about the needs for, 
and the dangers of, strong leadership, even of dictatorship, in that 
crisis. Commenting on midwestern farmers who violently blocked 
mortgage foreclosures and who prevented marketing of farm products 
at ruinously low prices, Senator Hiram Johnson wrote to his eldest 
son five weeks before inauguration day that “ if these farmers with 
their love for law and order ever united with the disorderly and anti
government spirit of the cities, we can look for almost anything.“  
Two weeks later Johnson wrote that they were “ much closer to a sort 
of dictatorship in this country than we have been during any of our 
lives,“  and that they “ may be closer to revolution than we have ever 
been in our lives.“  Two weeks before inauguration newsmen quoted 
young Senator Gerald P. Nye of North Dakota as saying that “ the 
situation today is calling for a dictatorship so that the necessary 
economies can be brought about by President Roosevelt.“  Republican 
Senator Arthur H. Vandenberg of Michigan was a conservative, an 
isolationist, and had opposed FDR’s election. Three days after Roose
velt’s inauguration Vandenberg wrote in a personal letter: “ 1 think we 
need a ’dictator’ in this particular situation.’’1

That atmosphere of desperation might have moved the United 
States in any of several directions, depending on the performance of 
the new president. Franklin D. Roosevelt was determined and able to 
lead. But the major political parties had not chosen extremists as their 
presidential candidates; even in those desperate times the voters had 
not cast their ballots for extremists. Both FDR and leading isola
tionists, like most Americans, placed their hopes in moderate solu
tions within the limits set by America’s traditional patterns of 
democracy, private enterprise, and constitutional government.
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The leading Senate isolationists closest to Roosevelt during the 
Hundred Days and most directly involved in shaping legislative pro
posals and tactics were Hiram Johnson of California, George Norris 
of Nebraska, Robert La Follette of Wisconsin, and Burton Wheeler of 
Montana—all independent progressive Republicans except for Demo
crat Wheeler. All participated in long White House sessions with the 
president and his administrative advisors before and during the special 
session of Congress that lasted from Thursday, March 9, until Friday, 
June 16, 1933. All kept their fingers crossed as they shared and sup
ported the new administration’s rapid-fire initiatives. Legislative pro
posals on banking, economy, relief, Tennessee Valley Authority, 
agriculture, veterans affairs, and recovery tumbled out one after the 
other with confusing speed and complexity. With varied reservations, 
most leading isolationists wished success for the new administration in 
its efforts to restore prosperity.

Senator Johnson recorded his reactions at length in letters to his 
sons in California. In those letters his enthusiasms and hopes far over
shadowed his reservations. He confessed that the inaugural ceremony 
on March 4, 1933, was the first he had ever attended. Johnson liked 
Roosevelt’s inaugural address, particularly “ his outspoken references 
to the money-changers, and how they had failed and fled.’’ Johnson 
attended long White House sessions with the new president on Sun
day, March 5, and again on Wednesday evening, March 8, the night 
before the special session began. He liked what he saw and heard at 
those meetings. He was awed by Roosevelt's energy, good humor, 
equanimity, and willingness to lead. Johnson, perhaps like Roosevelt 
himself, did not understand all that the administration was proposing, 
but he applauded FDR for boldly trying. Johnson assumed that some 
of the experiments would fail, but he welcomed the efforts nonethe
less. “ The remarkable thing about him to me was his readiness to 
assume responsibility and his taking that responsibility with a smile.”  
At the Wednesday evening session Johnson dramatically advised 
Roosevelt to “ kick”  all the Wall Street bankers “ into oblivion,”  and 
thought he saw the president nod his approval. Observing FDR’s work 
pace, Johnson wrote: “ I do not see how any living soul can last 
physically going the pace that he is going, and mentally any one of us 
would be a psychopathic case if we undertook to do what he is doing. 
And with it all, the amazing thing to me was there never was a note of 
impatience in all the hours we sat there Wednesday night, or the 
previous Sunday, and never anything but the utmost good nature.”  
He thought FDR could not “ resist long the flattery and the blan
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dishments of great power and wealth.”  But he had “ the first hope”  he 
had had “ in more than twenty years in this respect.”  Johnson believed 
Roosevelt’s remedies were purely empirical. “ They may aid a little, or 
much, or not at all.”  The old senator did not care whether Roosevelt 
“ blunders or not in a particular measure or a specific policy, he has 
had the guts to go on and do as he thought he ought to do.”  Johnson 
was willing to support the president so long as it did not violate his 
own “ fundamental ideas.” 2

On April 1, Johnson wrote: “ Roosevelt keeps up his astonishing 
efforts. He has an energy I little suspected, and a capacity for work I 
have never seen excelled.. . .  I can not believe that any one human be
ing can thoroughly digest all that he is undertaking, but the very 
undertaking is the delightful thing to witness.”  Johnson said he 
thought the United States was “ nearer our philosophy of government 
than we have ever been in my lifetime in this nation.”  Two weeks later 
he thought congress was “ fiddling along with more legislation than 
any one man or any legislative body can accurately digest,”  but the 
senator was “ still in the mood of trying anything that may be sug
gested, and the country is still in the mood, in my opinion, of follow
ing Roosevelt in anything that he desires.”  Johnson believed FDR was 
likely “ to come a cropper at any time,”  but he hoped not. Roosevelt 
was “ attempting so much that all can not succeed.” 1

As the special session neared its close early in June, Johnson noted 
that Roosevelt was “ losing a little of his astounding poise”  and “ a bit 
of his extreme good nature.”  Johnson also detected “ a revolt in the 
air in the Congress.” But Roosevelt, “ clever as he is, senses that fact, 
and before there is an actual break, he wishes us out of the way.”  The 
day after the special session adjourned on June 16, 1933, Johnson 
wrote his sons: “ The latter part of this session has been terrible. We’re 
all tired and many are disgruntled.”  The California Senator’s en
thusiasm for FDR was more qualified than it had been earlier. But 
even in his weariness, Johnson concluded: “ The great balance, how
ever, in the Roosevelt administration is favorable, and perhaps we 
ought not only to discount, but to forget the other side of the 
ledger.” 4

Senator George W. Norris of Nebraska had impressions of FDR 
that paralleled Johnson’s. Differences in the reactions of the two pro
gressives partly reflected their personalities and styles. Both Johnson 
and Norris were tough old warriors who wore their political scars as 
proud emblems of their long crusades for progressive causes. But the 
Nebraska senator was more mellow, more flexible, and less rigidly 
self-righteous in his political independence than was Johnson.
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A month after the special session began, Senator Norris wrote: “ I 
believe that Roosevelt is doing the very best he can to redeem his 
promises and to make good. The question confronting me, however, 
as to whether it is possible for him to do so. He is working day and 
night. I do not really see how he stands up under the terrible burden, 
but he seems to be cheerful and I feel confident that his heart is in the 
right place. He does no t,"  Norris continued, "claim to be a super
man, thank God, and that is one reason why I feel that the country 
will still believe in him and trust him, even though some of his propo
sitions fail. I fear some of them will fa il."1

Norris was affected by the political leadership and support that 
Roosevelt gave to make the Tennessee Valley Authority. The Ne
braska senator had waged a long and lonely battle after World War I 
to make the government-owned Muscle Shoals facility in Tennessee 
into a functioning showpiece for regional planning and public power. 
But his efforts had failed until FDR threw the might of his office 
behind the project. TVA was the first major reform measure enacted 
in Roosevelt’s New Deal. With the president's strong backing, Con
gress moved quickly to make the old senator’s dream into reality. 
With little debate, the necessary legislation won approval in the House 
on April 25, 1933, by a vote of 306 to 92. Republican Hamilton Fish 
o f New York cast his vote against it. On May 3, the Senate adopted 
the resolution 63 to 20. The affirmative votes included all the pro
gressive isolationists who voted. The negative votes included 
Republicans W. Warren Barbour of New Jersey, Arthur Vandenberg 
o f Michigan, and Wallace H. White, Jr. of Maine—more conservative 
isolationists. The conference report won Senate approval on May 16, 
without record vote, and in the House the following day 258 to 112 
(with Fish again in opposition). President Roosevelt signed it into law 
on May 18, 1933, with Senator Norris proudly watching over his 
shoulder and treasuring a pen the president used to affix his 
signature.4 FDR did not buy Norris with TVA, but his essential sup
port for that project helped convince Norris that Roosevelt was a true 
friend o f progressivism. From time to time Norris would oppose 
Roosevelt on specific issues, but FDR’s role in making TVA a reality 
helped lay groundwork for the personal and political friendship be
tween the New York patrician in the White House and the aging Ne
braska progressive that endured until the senator’s political defeat and 
his death more than a decade later.

Other western progressives pressed for comparable regional pro
grams elsewhere. Shipstead was interested in an Upper Mississippi 
Valley project. Nye wanted a Missouri River diversion project. John
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son pressed for a Central Valley project in California. They had 
potential for industrial growth, conservation, job opportunities, and 
prosperity for the people, states, and regions served by western pro
gressive isolationist legislators. At the same time, however, success for 
such projects would have encouraged the industrial growth, including 
potentially defense-oriented growth, that could erode the older 
agrarian and small-town life in those regions, the socioeconomic bases 
for isolationist foreign policy projections of that life, and the political 
bases from which those isolationist legislators worked.

In comparison with other western progressives, Senator Robert M. 
La Follette, Jr., of Wisconsin was less rigidly tied to rural values and 
more flexibly adjusted to the needs of urban America, including urban 
labor. La Follette also was less pleased and had more doubts about 
FDR’s early performance than either Johnson or Norris. He was less 
sympathetic than Johnson and Norris with Roosevelt’s undoctrinaire 
experimental improvisation. In April, La Follette wrote: **I cannot yet 
make out what the President is driving at. My own impression is that 
he has no concerted plan and is prone to meet each situation as it 
arises in the way which seems best at the moment. With lots of luck 
this technique may prove effective. However, it is so contrary to my 
own way of thinking and my training that I find it difficult to be pa
tient.”  He feared that ‘‘the policy of leaping and looking afterwards 
may very easily prove disastrous.”  Like other western progressives, 
young La Follete regretted the deflationary effects of the administra
tion’s banking policies and of its economy and veterans* legislation.’

Senator La Follette was instrumental in prodding the Roosevelt 
administration to action on relief and public works programs. In 
March, 1933, Congress quickly passed legislation creating the Civilian 
Conservation Corps. There was little debate and no record vote in 
either house. The Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA), 
created in May, 1933, under the direction of Harry Hopkins, autho
rized federal grants for relief to be administered by the states. All 
leading isolationists present were among the fifty-five voting for the 
Senate version of the resolution authorizing FERA. The Public Works 
Administration that Secretary of Interior Harold L. Ickes headed was 
created by Title II of the National Industrial Recovery Act of 1933. 
Though many progressives had misgivings about Title I that set up 
NRA, few objected to the public works part of the resolution.' La 
Follette approved of those actions, but saw them as temporary 
palliatives and attached greater importance to “ making a drive for a 
fundamental and far-reaching attack on the causes of the depreş-
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sion.”  Unless the administration quickly produced “ a large program 
for re-employment and synthetic recovery," La Follette feared " a  
sharp recession within the next two or three months which will create 
another crisis. . .  more severe than any we have yet experienced."*

Controversies between prominent isolationists and the Roosevelt 
administration over the operation of the National Recovery Ad
ministration highlighted significant patterns in their relations. One of 
the more important parts of the early New Deal, Title 1 of the Na
tional Industrial Recovery Act of June, 1933, authorized the president 
through the National Recovery Administration to approve and en
force codes of fair competition in the various segments of American 
industry and business. Section 7(a) of the legislation was to extend 
benefits to workers. The arrangement envisaged cooperation between 
business, labor, and government to increase prices, profits, and 
wages. It called for economic planning to revive prosperity, with 
primary reliance on domestic markets. The legislation included 
authority to increase tariffs and restrict imports if necessary to prevent 
low-cost foreign products from undercutting prices, profits, and 
wages sought through NRA.

The government planning that NRA attempted was not necessarily 
in conflict with the domestic planning that such continentalists as 
Charles A. Beard, Norman Thomas, or Stuart Chase advocated. 
Senator Nye earlier had introduced legislation calling for codes of fair 
competition similar to those the National Industrial Recovery Act 
authorized.10 Nonetheless, the most pointed and effective criticism of 
NRA came from isolationists Borah and Nye, and their attacks won 
approval from other western progressive isolationists in and out of 
Congress.

Borah was not drawn so deeply into White House deliberations as 
Senators Norris, Johnson, Wheeler, and La Follette. He attended 
White House sessions, but the president's charm and political art
fulness had little impact on him. None surpassed Johnson’s self-image 
as a loner. But in actual performance it was Borah who most tena
ciously and successfully spurned Roosevelt’s blandishments. The 
Idaho progressive insisted that he was never a president’s man or 
anybody else’s man—except his own. In May, 1933, Borah wrote that 
he had voted for some of Roosevelt’s proposals and would vote for 
others. "But when I reach ;'ie conclusion that a measure is unconstitu
tional or, as I think, hurtful to the public interests, I know of nothing 
else to do than to record my views by my vote." He believed Congress 
had "granted powers to the President" that it had "no  authority
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Borah feared concentrated economic power in monopolies and urged 
antitrust policies. Not surprisingly, therefore, he (and they) had 
serious misgivings about the National Industrial Recovery Act.11

The administration’s recovery bill quickly passed the House that 
May. Borah, Wheeler, La Follette, Bennett Champ Clark of Missouri, 
Huey Long of Louisiana, and other progressives played conspicuous 
roles in the Senate deliberations. Most important was Borah's opposi
tion to suspension of antitrust laws. With solid support from other 
western progressives and with unenthusiastic acquiescence from 
administration spokesmen, Borah won approval for an amendment 
providing that the codes of fair competition should "no t permit com
binations in restraint of trade, price fixing, or other monopolistic pur
poses." The conference committee named to work out differences 
between the Senate and House versions, however, watered down 
Borah's amendment. The formidable Idaho senator insisted that the 
conference report provided "no  protection to the consumer and no 
protection to small or independent business." In the final Senate vote 
on the conference report, without the Borah amendment, most 
western progressives and isolationists voted against the NIRA. They 
feared it would permit the growth and dominance of big business and 
would hurt small businessmen, workers, farmers, and the political 
democracy for which those progressives had been crusading for so 
many years. With the bill signed into law by the president on June 16, 
1933, western progressives watched skeptically to see how NRA func
tioned. They did not have long to wait.11

President Roosevelt named General Hugh S. Johnson to head the 
National Recovery Administration. A West Point graduate and career 
army officer, Johnson had great energy and aggressive courage. He 
had helped administer the selective service in World War I. Along with 
George N. Peek and others, he was drawn into the work of the War 
Industries Board under Bernard M. Baruch during the war, and he 
shared with Peek in a continuing devotion to Baruch in the years that 
followed. With Peek, Johnson became involved in operating the 
Moline Implement Company in the 1920s, before returning to service 
in Baruch’s various corporate and financial activities. Like Peek, 
Johnson saw domestic markets as more essential to American pros
perity than developments abroad. Like Peek, Johnson was from the 
Middle West; like Peek, Johnson was a nationalist. In 1932 he cam
paigned actively for and with Franklin D. Roosevelt. Peek and Johnson

44 The Hundred Days



The Hundred Days 45

both played major roles in Roosevelt’s early New Deal, both soon fell 
by the wayside, and both later opposed the increasingly interna
tionalist orientation of Roosevelt's economic and diplomatic poli
cies.'1 Before Pearl Harbor, both were to share with other isolationists 
in opposing President Roosevelt’s foreign policies.

As Johnson moved quickly to prod business and labor to share in 
drafting the various codes, and as he provided government authority 
for those codes, the fears o f progressives seemed to be realized. In 
November and December, 1933, Senators Nye and Borah provided 
major challenges to Johnson’s administration of NRA. In a public let
ter to General Johnson on November 25, Nye charged that NRA was 
failing to protect small businesses against monopolistic practices. The 
North Dakota Republican promised that unless there was a “ complete 
reversal o f present NRA policies,”  he would “ demand the most 
sweeping investigation ever made into a governmental activity.” 14

As a consequence o f his letter, Nye was drawn into meetings with 
General Johnson, the president, and Borah. On December 29, Roose
velt told newsmen that in the meetings they were trying to provide 
*'‘adequate protection of the little fellow against the big fellow” and to 
retain “ the principles of the Sherman Anti-trust Law.” 11

Early in January, 1934, Borah introduced a resolution to repeal 
the portion of NIRA that had suspended antitrust laws, but it never 
won approval. In a major broadcast on January 26, Nye charged that 
“ new-deal machinery”  was “ being captured by the old dealers.”  He 
saw “ monopolists taking advantage of N.R.A. machinery and im
proving upon their chance to win a more complete concentration of 
industry, o f wealth, and of the power that always goes with it.” 14

General Johnson conceded that mistakes had been made and in
sisted that he welcomed constructive criticism. But he denied that 
NRA promoted monopoly or reduced competition. He boasted that 
the codes helped workers get shorter hours and higher pay and 
charged that many of the small businesses that Nye and Borah eulo
gized undercut competition by exploiting workers with sweat shop 
wages and child labor. He berated the two senators for what he saw as 
politically inspired attacks. ”

On March 7, 1934, President Roosevelt created a National 
Recovery Review Board chaired by the famed lawyer Clarence Dar- 
row. Nye conceived the idea and, along with Borah, suggested some of 
the board’s members. The president directed it to determine whether 
the codes were “ designed to promote monopolies or to eliminate or
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oppress small enterprises or operate to discriminate against them.”  
And he asked it to recommend changes to “ rectify or eliminate such 
results.” '*

The board's report to the president early in May was a highly par
tisan attack on NRA from much the same perspective that Nye and 
Borah had used. General Johnson and Donald Richberg, general 
counsel for NRA, produced an equally partisan reply.1* Roosevelt and 
Johnson found the Darrow reports unfair, but Nye and Borah said the 
reports confirmed what they had contended all along. Both stepped up 
their attacks on NRA in speeches, letters, and press interviews.29

Senator Borah summed up his perspective in a significant letter 
dated October 7, 1934: “ I look upon the fight for the preservation of 
the ‘little man,' for the small, independent producer and manufac
turer, as a fight for a sound, wholesome, economic national life. It is 
more than that. It is a fight for clean politics and for free government. 
When you have destroyed small business, you have destroyed our 
towns and our country life, and you have guaranteed and made per
manent the concentration of economic power. When you have made 
permanent the concentration of economic power, you have made cer
tain the concentration of political power. The concentration of wealth 
always leads, and always has led, to the concentration of political 
power. Monopoly and bureaucracy are twin whelps from the same 
kennel.

“ With the destruction of small business, your merchant becomes 
your absentee landlord. He will care little about local government, 
about schools, or even the condition of the family. What is it that has 
made our thousands of towns and villages, kept our small com
munities intact—those small communities where are bred the strong, 
self-reliant, capable citizens? It is the small, independent businessman.

“ I do not wish to see these great Western states come under the 
blighting influence of those who are in the states for the sole purpose 
of collecting what they can exact and transferring it to other parts o f 
the country.” 2'

That Borah letter revealed more about the contest between Roose
velt and the isolationists than may appear on first reading. It was more 
than just an attack on a particular New Deal agency. It was a paean to 
a way of life—rural, small town, small business, with emphasis on in
dividualism and local self-government. It was, in effect, an attack on 
urbanization, on big business, on centralized government planning. 
Tacitly it was a defense of foreign policy projections of that older way 
of life and an attack on foreign policy projections of the urbanized-
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industrialized-centralized Hamiltonian America. Borah’s letter reveals 
roots o f the contest between isolationists and interventionists in 
foreign affairs. In his first term as president, Roosevelt could identify 
with the kind of society that Borah and Nye were speaking for, but he 
had long since departed that path by the time he died in 1945.

The Roosevelt administration attempted reforms and reorganiza
tion o f NRA, but none of the changes silenced critics. In July, Roose
velt sent the overwrought Johnson on vacation, and the general re
signed as head of NRA in October, 1934. In February, 1935, Senators 
Nye and Patrick McCarran of Nevada introduced a scorching Senate 
resolution berating NRA and calling for an investigation of its opera
tions. And the whole experiment came to an end in May, 1935, when 
the United States Supreme Court ruled it unconstitutional.12

The economic nationalism of NRA was consistent with American 
isolationism. And in some respects its first administrator, General 
Johnson, was an appropriate mentor. But its call for national plan
ning, its favoring big business, its failure to benefit small businessmen 
and workers, and its partnership between federal bureaucracy and big 
business all alienated western progressives—most of whom were isola
tionists. As both Borah and Nye clearly recognized, it pointed to a 
kind o f government, economy, and society that differed radically 
from what progressives envisaged for the good life. Its demise helped 
send the Roosevelt administration, its New Deal, and American for
eign policies off in directions that would also be unacceptable to isola
tionists.

The Agricultural Adjustment Act of May, 1933, and related New 
Deal farm legislation, were supposed to do for farmers what the Na
tional Industrial Recovery Act tried to do for industry and labor. All 
isolationists in Congress endorsed efforts to help farmers, and most of 
them put the restoration of agricultural prosperity at or near the top 
of their priorities. The depression had been a serious reality for rural 
America a dozen years before Roosevelt took office. Huge mortgages, 
high interest rates, increasing taxes and fixed costs, overproduction, 
languishing foreign markets, and declining prices for farm products 
combined to make the so-called prosperity decade of the 1920s into a 
depression decade for farmers. The stock market crash of 1929 and 
the ensuing Great Depression made an already bad situation even 
worse for farmers. In the acute crises of 1933, the Agricultural Adjust
ment Act truly was emergency legislation. Action (of almost any sort) 
was both an economic and political necessity.

In that desperate situation the combined efforts of farm organiza
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tions, economic experts, administration leaders, and Congress pro
duced a complex, confusing, even contradictory hodgepodge bill to 
authorize the administration to attempt a variety of solutions to 
restore farm prosperity. Neither in its original form nor as amended 
and signed into law on May 12, 1933, did the Agricultural Adjustment 
Act please everyone. California's Hiram Johnson called it "the most 
bizarre thing that was ever suggested to a set of sentient beings." He 
thought that if it were not for the president's influence, " it  would not 
have a corporal's guard supporting it in the Senate." Missouri’s 
Democratic Senator Bennett Champ Clark considered it "an  ex
ceedingly bad bill as it passed the Senate" and thought the conference 
report worked out between the House and Senate versions was "in
finitely worse." Many had doubts about the constitutionality of the 
legislation and were fearful of the powers it delegated to the president 
and his secretary of agriculture. Most were unenthusiastic about try
ing to limit production through acreage controls. They were skeptical 
of parity efforts based on 1909-14 price levels. Like the old-fashioned 
agrarian radicals they were, western progressive isolationists had more 
confidence in inflation, credit and financial schemes, and debt mora
toriums than in subsidies or acreage allotments. But they could all 
agree that something had to be done for farmers.11

Many progressives wanted price controls for farm products tied to 
a cost-of-production formula and supported an amendment to that ef
fect introduced by Senator Norris. With all progressive isolationists 
voting for it, the Senate approved the Norris amendment to the farm 
bill.14

Progressive and silver-state senators also pushed to attach infla
tionary amendments to the farm bill. Despite the emergency at
mosphere, the eagerness to follow Roosevelt's leadership, and the 
devotion of western progressives to the welfare of farmers, the ad
ministration’s farm bill might have been rejected by the Senate if the 
president had not yielded to inflationary demands. Burton K. Wheeler 
of Montana, Huey Long of Louisiana, Elmer Thomas of Oklahoma, 
and Key Pittman of Nevada played central roles in pressing for adop
tion of inflationary amendments.

Wheeler later recalled that his "first rift with the new President 
was over the question of silver." Though his Montana was a silver- 
producing state, Wheeler insisted that his "interest in silver was to add 
it to our monetary system to offset the severe deflation that was con
tinuing to depress the national economy and to inflict unwarranted 
hardship on all who owed money." He complained that the legislation
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so far adopted had all been deflationary. Wheeler told the Senate that 
the farm bill would “ inevitably fail unless the consuming public is en
dowed with a greater purchasing power than it now enjoys.*’ He in
troduced an amendment to accomplish inflation through remonetiza
tion of silver at sixteen to one.21

Borah agreed that there was “ no divorcing the subject of farm 
relief and inflation.’* But he preferred to deal with the money question 
through international agreement; he was more hopeful than Wheeler 
was about the pending London Economic Conference. When he 
learned that Roosevelt opposed the silver amendment to the farm bill, 
Borah promised not to vote for the amendment. With the administra
tion opposed, the Senate rejected the Wheeler silver amendment by a 
vote of forty-four to thirty-three. Borah, McNary, Vandenberg, 
Walsh, and White voted with the administration in opposition. But 
most progressive isolationists voted with the minority in favor of the 
silver amendment.2*

Though the administration successfully blocked Wheeler's initial 
silver amendment, Roosevelt felt compelled to yield to inflationary 
pressures. With Wheeler's amendment defeated, the Senate turned to 
a broader amendment for controlled inflation introduced by Senator 
Elmer Thomas of Oklahoma. Senator Millard Tydings of Maryland 
charged that the Thomas inflation amendment would “ compel us to 
assume a policy of isolation.”  It would be “ a policy of America living 
unto herself”  and would be saying “ good-bye for all time to their ex
port market.”  On April 28, with administration approval, the Senate 
voted sixty-four to twenty-one to approve the Thomas amendment to 
the farm bill. The affirmative votes included virtually all progressive 
isolationists.27

With the Norris cost-of-production amendment and the Thomas 
inflation amendment attached, the Senate on April 28 adopted the ad
ministration’s emergency farm bill by a vote of sixty-four to twenty. 
Among leading isolationists only Clark and Vandenberg voted against 
it. The House of Representatives overwhelmingly accepted the 
Senate’s inflation amendment, but was adamant in rejecting the cost- 
of-production amendment. Those House votes coincided with admin
istration wishes. None of the progressives was happy with the loss of 
the Norris amendment—or with the final form of the farm bill. With
out the Thomas inflation amendment most of them would have voted 
against it; the administration concession on inflation salvaged some of 
their votes. The Senate adopted the conference report (including the 
Thomas amendment but without the Norris amendment) by a vote of
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fifty-three to twenty-eight. Capper, Couzens, Johnson, La Follette, 
Long, McNary, Norbeck, Norris, and Shipstead were among those 
voting for the bill. But in the absence of the cost-of-production provi
sion, the negative votes included those of Bone, Borah, Clark, 
Costigan, Frazier, McCarran, Nye, Vandenberg, Wheeler, and White. 
There was no doubt about the eagerness of leading isolationists to pro
vide government help to farmers. But none was satisfied with what 
they adopted. Most of them found the inflation and debt provisions 
the only really hopeful parts of the legislation.11

Despite differences on specific issues, western progressive isola
tionists generally had supported President Roosevelt’s New Deal legis
lative program during the special session of Congress. In September, 
1933, the Progressive, a weekly published in La Follette’s Wisconsin, 
tabulated Senate votes on ten public issues dealing with labor, 
agriculture, taxes, and veterans. By its standards only eight senators 
voted on the progressive side on all ten issues. The eight were Henrik 
Shipstead of Minnesota, Lynn Frazier and Gerald Nye of North 
Dakota, Robert La Follette of Wisconsin, Bronson Cutting of New 
Mexico, Burton Wheeler of Montana, Arthur Robinson of Indiana, 
and Huey Long of Louisiana. All eight with perfect records were from 
the West or South. Most were leading isolationists on foreign af
fairs.1* Republican Senator Arthur Capper of Kansas had opposed the 
election of Roosevelt. But in May, 1933, he lauded the president’s 
“ quiet audacity’’ and his courage to “ lead the way on untrod paths.”  
He urged cooperation with Roosevelt's program, including his inter
national policies. When the special session ended, Capper wrote that 
“ so far as the farm belt is concerned, things are on the up-grade 
again.” 10 Other western progressive isolationist leaders shared that 
hopeful view.



Chapter S

The World Economic Conference

At the same time that the president, the Congress, and the American 
people grappled with the Great Depression at home, they faced equal
ly demanding and intractable problems abroad. War debts and disar
mament cried out for constructive and innovative actions. The acute 
economic emergency within the United States was part of a worldwide 
depression that called for (and frustrated) international efforts. In 
January, 1933, those formidable difficulties overshadowed even the 
rise of Adolf Hitler to power in Germany. Doctrinaire interna
tionalists and isolationists made their voices heard as the new ad
ministration groped for America’s proper role abroad. But the par
ticipation of the United States in those international strivings revealed 
the imprint of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s values, temperament, and un- 
doctrinaire style.

The World Economic Conference in London, England, from June 
12 to July 27, 1933, dramatized the international scope of the Great 
Depression and the wide variety of conflicting national interests and 
policies. For each of the participating countries, the conference 
dramatized what Raymond Moley later called <4the confluence of 
foreign and domestic policies.”  Because planning for the conference 
began while Hoover was president and continued into the early 
months of the Roosevelt administration, it dramatized the contrast 
between Hoover’s emphasis on international solutions for the depres
sion and Roosevelt’s preference for domestic solutions. It dramatized 
the variety of domestic interests and influences on the Roosevelt ad
ministration, personified in such internationalists as Secretary of State 
Cordell Hull and in such isolationists, or nationalists, as Roosevelt’s 
brains truster Assistant Secretary of State Raymond Moley. The con
ference highlighted the conflict between New Deal programs such as 
the NRA and the AAA, which Moley saw as pointing “ unmistakably
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toward a more self-contained economy/* and the reciprocal trade 
agreements program on which Secretary Hull placed his hopes.1 It 
dramatized some of Roosevelt’s political difficulties at home as he 
balanced everything from Johnson-type isolationists to Hull-type 
internationalists.

At the time, President Roosevelt’s course was more consistent with 
American isolationism than with internationalism. Ironically, how
ever, it was Cordell Hull, almost alone among the participants, who 
emerged with enhanced stature in the eyes of the president and the 
American people. And it was Raymond Moley and his program for " a  
considerable insulation of our national economy from the rest of the 
world”  whose humiliation at the hands of the president was most 
complete and whose departure from the administration was speeded 
by the fiasco.1

Along with Roosevelt and Hull, Raymond Moley was prominent 
in America’s participation in the World Economic Conference. With 
Rexford Tugwell and Adolf Berle, Moley was part of the brains trust 
that helped Roosevelt shape ideas for the New Deal program that car
ried the New York governor to the White House and through the early 
months of the new administration. A Columbia University professor 
of public law, Moley had been reared in small town Ohio. The imprint 
of the Populist-Progressive era revealed itself in his admiration for 
William Jennings Bryan, Cleveland’s reform Mayor Tom Johnson, 
Henry George, and Woodrow Wilson. His doctoral studies at Colum
bia University exposed him to the powerful mind of historian Charles
A. Beard. Moley climbed the academic ladder, but he preferred direct 
involvement in public affairs. Roosevelt’s rising political fortunes pro
vided the professor with his great opportunity. In his dignified, re
served, thoughtful style, Moley made a large imprint both on the New 
Deal and on Roosevelt’s early conduct of foreign affairs. He rejected 
the isolationist label (as did most who were called isolationists then 
and later)—he preferred the term ‘ ‘ intranationalism” —yet his values 
and priorities gave him some common ground with leading isola
tionists.1

Initial planning for the London conference began during the final 
months of the Hoover administration. That planning was consistent 
with Hoover’s conviction that basic causes and solutions for the Great 
Depression lay on the world scene. The meetings (three in all) and 
communications between President Hoover and Governor Roosevelt 
during the four months from the election in November to the in
auguration in March included consideration of the pending con
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ference. Ironically, President Hoover (who later was seen as an isola
tionist opponent of Roosevelt's foreign policies before Pearl Harbor) 
played the role of internationalist in those exchanges of 1932-33, 
while Roosevelt (who as president was later to lead the United States 
away from isolationism) played the role of isolationist, or economic 
nationalist. Similarly, Hoover’s Secretary of State Henry L. Stimson, 
Secretary of Treasury Ogden L. Mills, and Ambassador Norman H. 
Davis (a Democrat who served on diplomatic missions for both the 
Hoover and the Roosevelt administrations) struggled to move Roose
velt in internationalist directions. At the same time, Roosevelt's brains 
truster, Raymond Moiey, was a force for economic nationalism.

President Hoover and his top advisers saw a close relationship be
tween the war debts controversy, disarmament, and the problems to 
be treated at the London conference. Hoover insisted that he only 
wanted to facilitate transition from one administration to the other 
and to have the president-elect share in arranging orderly procedures 
for that transition. He denied that he was trying to commit Roosevelt 
to the policies of the outgoing administration, although he did hope 
the London conference would meet as early as possible.4

Governor Roosevelt and Moiey, however, were wary of Hoover’s 
intentions. They suspected him of trying to commit Roosevelt to 
policies that the voters had already rejected at the polls. Roosevelt, 
Moiey, and Tugwell insisted that war debts and disarmament be ex
cluded from deliberations at the London conference. They wanted the 
conference delayed as long as possible to give the new administration 
time to implement its domestic New Deal program. Furthermore, 
Governor Roosevelt emphasized that until he was inaugurated, he had 
no constitutional or legal authority to assume responsibility for 
government decisions, policies, or actions.1

At the same time, Moiey and Tugwell became uneasy about the 
possible influence that Ambassador Davis and Secretary Stimson 
might be having on Roosevelt. Stimson and Davis were both dedicated 
internationalists; each had extended private discussions with the 
president-elect that winter, and Moiey saw Roosevelt becoming a bit 
more internationalist under their persuasive influence. In January, 
Moiey also was troubled by Roosevelt’s decision to appoint Cordell 
Hull as secretary of state. He knew Hull’s obsession on trade reciproc
ity; he knew that Hull did not share his views or priorities on the 
domestic New Deal program.4

Moiey therefore had mixed feelings about Roosevelt’s determina
tion to appoint him assistant secretary of state. Nominally, that would
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place Moley under Hull in the State Department. As Roosevelt’s close 
adviser, however, Moley would have easy direct access to him. Moley 
feared the unusual relationships and conflicting views would create 
difficulties between them. Roosevelt brushed aside Moley’s misgiv
ings. The president explicitly defined Moley’s duties as assistant 
secretary of state to include handling war debts, the World Economic 
Conference, “ and such additional duties as the President may direct 
in the general Held of foreign and domestic government.’’7

Through Secretary Stimson, the president-elect invited British Am
bassador Sir Ronald Lindsay to meet with him for informal conversa
tions at Warm Springs on January 28, 1933. By inauguration day, 
Secretary of State Hull had received from Ambassador Lindsay a for
mal memorandum, “ British Policy on Economic Problems.’’ With 
unmistakable reference to American isolationism, that memorandum 
emphasized that the world depression could not “ be effectively 
remedied by isolated action on the part of individual Governments,’’ 
that the depression was “ essentially international in its character,’’ 
and that it required “ international action on a very broad front.’’ It 
suggested an exchange of views between President Roosevelt and the 
British before the conference convened. And it concluded that the war 
debts constituted “ an insuperable barrier to economic and financial 
reconstruction” with “ no prospect of the World Economic Con
ference making progress”  if that barrier were not removed.'

Though Assistant Secretary Moley had primary responsibility 
within the State Department for handling conference matters, Nor
man Davis continued to serve abroad as the American representative 
on the organizing committee for the conference under President 
Roosevelt as he had earlier under Hoover. That was certain to com
plicate matters. Two days after the inauguration, Moley accidentally 
discovered Davis (with Hull’s approval) busily drafting a reply to the 
British memorandum, despite Roosevelt’s instructions that war debts 
and the conference were Moley's responsibility. Moley felt sur
rounded in the State Department by people who did not, in his opin
ion, understand or sympathize with Roosevelt's “ domestic and 
foreign objectives sufficiently to be capable of directing the prepara
tions for the foreign economic conversations.”  Furthermore, so far as 
Moley could determine, the president was not troubled by the ap
parent conflict between State Department policies and his domestic 
New Deal program. Moley quashed Davis's draft reply to the British, 
and the actual State Department response was consistent with Moley’s 
views.*
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Near the end of April, Britain’s Prime Minister J. Ramsay Mac
Donald conferred in the United States with President Roosevelt on 
war debts, disarmament, and plans for the economic conference. On 
his heels came France’s Edouard Herriot and representatives from 
other governments. Those conversations included the clear under
standing that war debts and disarmament were to be excluded from 
consideration at the conference.10

In May, the president named the six members of the American 
delegation. Although Moley declined to serve, Roosevelt consulted 
him in choosing the delegates. It was a weak and divided group. None 
of the six had had previous diplomatic experience. They were selected 
for their political positions and ties, rather than for their negotiating 
skills or their expertise on international trade and finance. Not one of 
them was from the urban Northeast. Three were internationalists of 
varied degree, two were economic nationalists, and the sixth’s views 
were not known to the president.

Roosevelt chose Secretary Hull to head the delegation, though he 
did not consult him in selecting the other delegates. For vice-chairman 
of the delegation he picked former Governor James M. Cox of Ohio 
who had been the Democratic party’s presidential nominee in 1920 
when Roosevelt had run for vice-president. He was a moderate inter
nationalist. The president named men from both houses of Congress 
and from both parties. He included the chairman of the Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee, Democrat Key Pittman from Nevada, 
and the chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee, Democrat 
Samuel D. McReynoIds of Tennessee. Pittman (like Moley) was an 
economic nationalist and a protectionist and disagreed with Hull's 
trade views. But his most notable characteristics were his passionate 
devotion to the silver interests of America's West, his anti-Japanese 
bias, his political shrewdness, and his heavy drinking. He was as 
obsessed with silver as Hull was with trade reciprocity. McReynoIds 
shared Hull’s general trade views, but without Hull’s crusading fer
vor. A last minute choice was Ralph W. Morrison, a retired banker 
and cotton dealer from Texas who had been recommended by James 
A. Farley and Vice-President John Nance Garner of Texas.11

President Roosevelt also determined to include a western pro
gressive. Burton K. Wheeler of Montana was suggested. But Wheeler 
(like Pittman) was both a Democrat and a silver senator. Roosevelt 
needed a Republican. Furthermore, to include two silver senators on 
the delegation would give that perspective greater weight than Roose
velt wanted. Roosevelt turned instead to California’s Republican
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Senator Hiram Johnson—progressive, nationalist, isolationist, and 
vigorously opposed to any cancellation or compromise on war debts. 
At the White House on May 21, the president asked Johnson to serve 
on the delegation. Both President Roosevelt and Mrs. Johnson turned 
to the senator’s friend, Secretary of Interior Harold Ickes, to help 
them persuade the old progressive to accept.12 Ever the man of inde
pendence, however, Johnson eventually declined and resisted all ef
forts to get him to reconsider. He believed that legislators should not 
accept diplomatic assignments; such appointments eroded the separa
tion of powers and could undercut legislative restraints on the execu
tive in foreign affairs. He did not share Hull’s trade views and had no 
intention of abandoning his protectionist efforts on behalf of his 
California constituents. And he doubted that the conference would 
accomplish much, with or without him.11

Roosevelt then turned to another progressive isolationist, Senator 
Robert M. La Follette, Jr., of Wisconsin. But young La Follette too 
rejected the appointment—and for some of the same reasons.14

Finally Roosevelt appointed Michigan Republican Senator James 
Couzens to the slot. Canadian-born, wealthy, elderly, a onetime 
business associate of Henry Ford, moderately progressive, and inde
pendent, Couzens was also an isolationist. He served conscientiously 
in London, but his was not a strong appointment.11

On May 30,1933, the day before they sailed for London from New 
York, President Roosevelt (along with Moley and Bernard Baruch) 
met with the delegation and its staff to give them their instructions. 
President Roosevelt instructed the delegates not to discuss war debts 
or disarmament. Similarly, the delegation had no authority to 
negotiate a currency stabilization agreement; that responsibility was 
assigned to Oliver M. W. Sprague of the Treasury Department and 
George L. Harrison of the New York Federal Reserve Bank. Though 
they conducted their discussions in London at the same time, they 
were not delegates to the World Economic Conference and were not 
subject to Hull’s authority. The president’s instructions authorized 
the delegation to consider the tariff truce instituted for the duration of 
the conference, general principles for coordinating monetary and 
fiscal policy, removal of foreign exchange restrictions, groundwork 
for an international monetary standard, a basic agreement for gradual 
removal of trade barriers, and basic agreements for control of produc
tion and distribution of certain commodities.'6

If the objective of the Roosevelt administration was to accomplish



The World Economic Conference 57

positive international agreement to end the world depression, those in
structions were not likely to produce fruitful results. If the objective 
was to procrastinate and delay on the world scene to give Roosevelt’s 
New Deal time to revive prosperity within the United States and to 
build a stronger domestic base from which to negotiate international 
agreements later, both the delegation and the instructions may have 
been ideal. If that were the hope, the divided counsels within and 
among the dozens of other countries represented at the London Eco
nomic Conference were certain to facilitate that end.

The president further limited the power of the delegation by under
cutting Secretary Hull in the one area in which Hull had real hopes for 
accomplishment—reciprocal trade agreements. Under Hull’s careful 
eye, the Department of State had drafted reciprocity legislation on 
which he placed high hopes. But Congress was becoming restive and 
rebellious; Roosevelt was eager to have it adjourn before it got out of 
hand and before the economic conference got under way. Troubled by 
rumors, Hull radioed the president on June 7 that he hoped reports 
were *’unfounded”  that the president did not intend to submit the 
reciprocal trade bill to Congress. But the rumors were correct. The 
president radioed Hull that the situation in the closing days of the ses
sion was ” so full of dynamite that immediate adjournment is 
necessary. Otherwise bonus legislation, paper money inflation, etc., 
may be forced.”  He insisted that “ tariff legislation seems not only 
highly inadvisable, but impossible of achievement.”  Hull could, the 
president advised, negotiate general reciprocal trade treaties subject to 
Senate approval.”

President Roosevelt’s response dismayed Secretary Hull. His 
treasured project was being lightly set aside for another time. As Hull 
saw it, the president’s decision wiped out the slim possibility of ac
complishing anything significant at the conference. William C. Bullitt 
wrote that the president’s response had completely unnerved Hull. 
Cox and Bullitt sent the president an “ ultra-confidential”  message on 
June 11, advising him of the seriousness of the situation. Roosevelt 
immediately tried to assuage Hull—without really backing down. He 
cabled Hull not to “ worry about the situation here in regard to tariff 
reduction and removal of trade obstacles. The eleventh-hour rows in 
Congress over domestic problems made general tariff debate 
dangerous to our whole program.”  The president assured Hull that he 
was “ squarely behind”  him and the “ nothing said or done”  in 
Washington would hamper Hull’s efforts. All that did not solve Hull’s
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problems in London or give him the legislation he so much wanted in 
Washington. But he regained his composure and pressed on with his 
mission—not knowing that the worst was yet to come."

A major address broadcast by Moley on May 20 before the delega
tion left for England and Secretary Hull’s address to the conference 
on June 14 illustrated the clash of thought and theory within the ad
ministration. In his address (which Moley later contended the presi
dent had seen and approved earlier in the form of a draft article), 
Moley urged Americans and the world not to expect too much from 
the conference. He thought it would “ be difficult to make extensive 
attacks upon trade barriers, however much this may be desired.”  In 
his view “ a good part of the ills of each country is domestic,”  and “ an 
international conference which attempted to bring about cures for 
these difficulties solely by concerted international measures would 
necessarily result in failure.”  As Moley explained it (and as the New 
Deal measures enacted during the Hundred Days implied): “ In large 
part the cures for our difficulties lie within ourselves. Each nation 
must set its own house in order and a meeting of representatives of all 
the nations is useful in large part only to coordinate in some measure 
these national activities.”  Moley insisted that “ world trade is, after 
all, only a small percentage of the entire trade o f the United States. 
This means that our domestic policy is of paramount importance.”  
He saw international cooperation as only a potentially helpful adjunct 
to the central task of building prosperity through domestic actions."

Secretary Hull (who had not been consulted about the speech) 
sharply disagreed. He thought the speech impaired the standing of the 
American delegation and that “ Moley deserved a severe call-down 
from the President”  for making it. In his Memoirs later, Hull wrote 
that “ the question of a conflict between the reduction of tariff and 
trade barriers at London and the high-tariff demands of the NRA and 
AAA” was not discussed until just before the American delegation 
prepared to depart for London."

In his address to the conference on June 14 (an address that Presi
dent Roosevelt in Washington had toned down considerably before 
Hull delivered it), the secretary of state spoke out boldly against the 
“ cherished idea of the extreme type of isolationist that each nation 
singly can, by bootstrap methods, lift itself out of the troubles that 
surround it.”  He conceded that “ each nation by itself can to a 
moderate extent restore conditions by suitable fiscal, financial and 
economic steps”  like those undertaken during the first three months 
of the Roosevelt administration. But he emphasized the “ necessity for
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an equally important international economic program of remedies." 
In his view "international cooperation" was " a  fundamental neces
sity." Hull urged the conference to "proclaim that economic na
tionalism" was " a  discredited policy," explaining that "many 
measures indispensable to full and satisfactory business recovery are 
beyond the powers of individual states." He concluded by urging the 
conference to "proceed to the herculean task of promoting and estab
lishing economic peace which is the fundamental basis of all peace."21

Hull did not rule out domestic efforts to assist recovery, and 
Moley did not exclude all international efforts. But the emphases and 
priorities of the two men were so different as to render effective 
cooperation almost impossible. And in the context they symbolized 
the contest between Moley’s early New Deal isolationism, or "intrana
tionalism," and Hull's reciprocal trade internationalism. It took a 
Franklin D. Roosevelt to attempt to reconcile the irreconcilable within 
his administration, within the international community, within the 
United States, and possibly within his own mind as well.

From the beginning the conference proved to be an exercise in 
futility characterized by confusion bordering on chaos. It might have 
failed whatever role Roosevelt and the United States had played. 
Countries were interested in different issues and in irreconcilable solu
tions to problems. Each country wanted a stabilization agreement that 
would give it advantages over the others in international exchange. 
And the American delegation had no authority to negotiate a 
stabilization agreement at all. Weak, divided, without authority to 
treat key matters, some members of the American delegation con
sidered returning home. Key Pittman’s heavy drinking rendered him 
incapable of functioning at times. And silver was the only economic 
subject of real interest to him at the conference anyway. Sprague and 
Harrison (not part of the delegation or conference, but conducting 
separate negotiations in London on stabilization at the same time) 
allowed themselves to be moved by the British negotiators to consider 
stabilization terms favorable to Britain and unacceptable to Roose
velt.22 Observing the chaos about him, Senator Couzens became con
vinced the nations had "not yet suffered enough to be willing to meet 
in complete humility." Like Moley and Hull, Couzens recognized the 
conflict between the economic nationalism represented by America's 
New Deal program and economic internationalism. He thought that 
"sooner or later in the Conference we shall have to decide which pro
gramme we are going to follow."22

In the midst of the confusion, when it seemed that the conference
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might collapse in failure, President Roosevelt decided to send Moley 
as his personal liaison to the American delegation and the conference. 
Things got out of hand. Announced at a time when the conference and 
negotiations were floundering, the move took on the appearance of 
vital importance. Moley was at least partly to blame for the sensation 
his mission created. Before his departure he made a dramatic air-sea 
trip to confer with the president, who was on a vacation cruise off the 
New England coast, relaxing from the strains of the now-adjourned 
special session of Congress. Encouraged by furtive meetings, massive 
press coverage, general uncertainty, and desperate hopes, many 
assumed that Moley was bringing some bold new proposal from the 
president that would bring order out of chaos, accomplish agreement 
in the midst of conflict, and restore world prosperity where there was 
panic and depression. The conference very nearly came to a standstill 
as it nervously awaited Moley’s arrival. Despite modest statements 
playing down the importance of his mission, Moley clearly enjoyed 
the attention and did not convincingly disabuse others about the 
potential significance of his role. Many saw the Moley mission as 
evidence of the president’s dissatisfaction both with the conference 
and with the American delegation. Moley arrived in England on June 
27. Despite Moley’s patronizing gestures, Cordell Hull was left ig
nored (even humiliated) in the shadows.24

Moley immediately became the central figure for flurries of con
versations and negotiations variously relating to stabilization. The ob
jective was to make a declaration strong enough to quiet financial 
panic on the Continent, where gold-standard countries feared “ the 
United States would push their currencies off gold and into infla
tion.’’ At the same time, Moley and the others tried to make the 
declaration innocuous enough to be acceptable to President Roose
velt, who had already rejected two stabilization agreements considered 
by Sprague and Harrison.

In Moley’s view, the declaration finally proposed was little more 
than “ a rephrasing of one of the ’instructions’ given to our delegation 
by Roosevelt before the delegation sailed—a statement of policy that 
had been introduced into the Conference as a resolution on June 19th 
by Senator Pittman.’* It was not a monetary stabilization agreement— 
either temporary or permanent. Moley saw it as “ completely harm
less,”  but hoped it might “ save the Conference from wreck.”  The 
proposed declaration would have asserted that it was “ in the interests 
of all concerned that stability in the international monetary field be at
tained as quickly as practicable”  and that “ gold should be reestab
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lished as the international measure of exchange value.’* But “ the par
ity and time at which each of the countries now off gold (including the 
United States] could undertake to stabilize must be decided by the 
respective governments concerned.”  That was no “ stabilization agree
ment.”  The declaration would have had the countries “ use whatever 
means they consider appropriate to limit exchange speculation”  and 
to ask their central banks to cooperate to that same end.”

The proposal that Moley and Sprague forwarded to Secretary of 
Treasury William Woodin and to President Roosevelt on June 30 ar
rived at an awkward time. Woodin was seriously ill at his home in 
New York, and Roosevelt was vacationing with Louis Howe and 
Henry Morgenthau, Jr., at Campobello, which had no telephone link 
with the mainland. After delays caused by communication difficulties 
and Woodin’s illness, the proposed declaration won the endorsement 
of Secretary Woodin, Undersecretary of the Treasury Dean Acheson, 
and presidential adviser Bernard Baruch.”

Moley confidently assumed that Roosevelt would give his ap
proval. But the president’s response was slow in coming. As the hours 
slipped by, the suspense grew, and Moley’s uneasiness increased. 
Finally, on Saturday afternoon, July 1, Moley received the president’s 
response. Roosevelt rejected the proposed declaration. He chose to 
consider it the equivalent of a stabilization agreement. As Moley saw 
it, “ The declaration was therefore rejected in terms that had no rela
tion to what the declaration was about.” 27

But that was not to be the end of Moley’s humiliation at the hands 
of the president. On July 2, 1933, Roosevelt sent his famous Bomb
shell Message to Hull for release on Monday morning, July 3. In it the 
president insisted, “ The sound internal economic system of a nation is 
a greater factor in its well being than the price of its currency in chang
ing terms of the currencies of other nations.”  He concluded: “ When 
the world works out concerted policies in the majority of nations to 
produce balanced budgets and living within their means, then we can 
properly discuss a batter distribution of the world’s gold and silver 
supply to act as a reserve base of national currencies.” 2'  The ideas in 
both of the president’s communications were consistent with Moley’s 
“ intranationalist”  views earlier and later, but at that moment Roose
velt used them to undercut Moley in London.

The president's message shook Moley and very nearly provided the 
coup de grace for the already floundering World Economic Con
ference. The French and delegates from other gold standard countries 
were furious at the president. Britain’s MacDonald was distraught and
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angered. He agreed with delegates from the gold countries that the 
conference should adjourn after placing responsibility for its failure 
on the shoulders of Roosevelt and the United States. Even Moley 
thought the conference should recess for two to ten weeks while the 
president formulated his ideas in specific form for later consideration 
by the delegates. Roosevelt opposed adjournment or recess, however, 
and suggested further conversations on monetary policies and 
tariffs.”

At that critical moment, when the conference was at the point of 
collapse and when the president was being blamed for the disaster, 
Secretary Hull, in his capacity as head of the American delegation, 
stepped out o f the shadows where he had been thrust with Moley’s ar
rival. Conducting himself with impressive dignity, poise, and skill, 
Hull successfully blocked immediate adjournment, turned back for
mal indictment of the president, and moved the conference to con
tinue its futile efforts. The conference stumbled on three weeks 
longer. Except for a silver agreement that Senator Pittman managed 
to put together, it accomplished nothing positive.10

The future careers of Cordell Hull and Raymond Moley, and their 
subsequent relations with President Roosevelt, would not have led 
observers to suspect that the World Economic Conference had floun
dered on economic nationalism or that Roosevelt had been a party to 
that economic nationalism. It was Moley the nationalist who fell from 
power and from the president’s grace; it was Hull the internationalist 
who gained in stature and presidential favor.

On July 4, 1933, the day after Roosevelt’s Bombshell Message was 
made public, Moley summarized his reactions and recommendations 
in a telegram marked 4’co nfidential  secret from moley to presi
d e n t  ALONE AND EXCLUSIVELY WITH NO DISTRIBUTION IN THE DEPART
MENT.”  But he made the mistake of having it sent through Am
bassador Robert W. Bingham in State Department code; its contents 
quickly reached Hull and the others on the American delegation. In 
his secret telegram Moley told Roosevelt that IKftman was the 44only 
member of delegation able intellectually and aggressively to present” 
the president’s ideas to the conference. He advised that a ‘‘recon
stituted delegation would be helpful.”  That language, of course, did 
not please any of the American delegates in London—except Pittman. 
Moley closed his telegram by calling the president’s message ‘‘splen
did”  and “ the only way to bring people to their senses.” 11

Moley helped Hull’s efforts to prevent the conference from ad
journing. He bade farewell to Hull and the other delegates in London
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on July 6. One of the messages Hull asked him to take back to the 
president (as Moley recalled in his memoirs later) was “ not to give 
progressive Republicans too prominent a place in the administration, 
since they didn’t seem capable of working with anybody." Hull had 
Senator Couzens in mind at that time, but he surely would have under
scored that advice many times later in other contexts as the Roosevelt 
administration’s contest with the isolationists ran its long and compli
cated course.12

Moley sailed from Southampton for the United States on Friday, 
July 7 and saw Roosevelt a week later on July 14. Their conversation 
was friendly and informal as Moley reported to the president. He 
made it clear that he thought Roosevelt should have accepted the pro
posed declaration. Roosevelt expressed regret that Moley had been 
seen as a “ savior" at the conference. For all the amiable tone, 
however, it was clear that Moley’s days as an intimate presidential ad
visor were numbered. Moley thought he deserved better from the 
president for his efforts. He considered resigning at that time, but 
hoped that by staying on he might disarm the charge that he had been 
repudiated by Roosevelt. But it was only a matter of when and how his 
departure from the administration would be accomplished.11

The process of easing him out came in the form of an announce
ment by the president on August 2 that Moley would undertake a spe
cial assignment to study Justice Department handling of kidnappings. 
With that study underway, Moley personally delivered his resignation 
to the president at Hyde Park on Sunday, August 27, to become effec
tive on September 7. He resigned to edit a weekly news magazine, To
day, which in 1937 merged with Newsweek. He continued to be 
welcome at the White House, but his official career in the Department 
of State and in the Roosevelt administration was ended.14

In striking contrast, Hull’s standing with the president mounted. 
On July 6, Roosevelt telegraphed his congratulations to Hull for 
blocking adjournment. Hull vigorously defended the president in a 
blunt exchange of letters with Prime Minister MacDonald—copies of 
which he forwarded to Roosevelt. At the same time Hull sent a long 
cablegram to the president relating and berating Moley’s performance 
in London. Just before the secretary of state departed London for his 
return to the United States, President Roosevelt sent a warm telegram 
telling Hull of his “ affectionate regard for and confidence in" him. 
He invited Secretary and Mrs. Hull to come directly to Hyde Park for 
the night after they reached New York.11

President Roosevelt’s early New Deal, its efforts to increase com
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modity prices, and its projection to the World Economic Conference 
in the form of the Bombshell Message were popular in the United 
States. The White House received thousands of telegrams and letters 
praising the message and lauding the president for sending it.”

But it was Secretary of State Cordell Hull, the doctrinaire interna
tionalist, whose standing with Roosevelt and with the public was 
enhanced by the developments in London. As the years passed, 
Roosevelt was to turn more and more boldly toward variants of Hull’s 
internationalism in his conduct of American foreign affairs. Those 
patterns were still mostly in the future when the president warmly 
received the secretary and his wife at his home at Hyde Park in early 
August, 1933. But in his first major disarmament initiatives, the presi
dent had already provided important indications of the directions his 
foreign policies were to take later.



Chapter 6

Disarmament

In the 1920s and 1930s millions of people blamed the military arma
ments race for the eruption of the Great War and for financial and 
political dislocations that followed. Many saw disarmament as a way 
to preserve peace and prevent the bloodbath of a second world war. In 
varied degree Franklin D. Roosevelt and leading isolationists shared 
those beliefs and hopes. Roosevelt and the isolationists were not 
pacifists, however, and were not sanguine about the practical possi
bilities for accomplishing disarmament. Their separate approaches on 
the issue conflicted and helped defeat efforts of both the administra
tion and the isolationists. Given the impasse between the French and 
Germans on armaments in Europe, given the determinations of the 
Japanese in Asia, and given the world's record on disarmament, those 
armament limitation efforts conceivably could be seen as exercises in 
futility. But both responsible reason and desperate hopes led world 
leaders to try. They failed.

During President Roosevelt's first term the United States explored 
the possibilities (and suffered the frustrations) of two major disarma
ment conferences. The World Disarmament Conference in Geneva be
gan its deliberations with dramatic fanfare early in 1932 and con
tinued through much of Roosevelt's first term. The London Naval 
Conference undertook its briefer effort with little hope in December, 
1933, and ended with none in March, 1936.

Under President Roosevelt and Secretary Hull, the key American 
negotiator was Norman H. Davis. Like Hull, Davis was born in Ten
nessee and had become a devoted Wilsonian internationalist. But 
while Hull followed the elective pathway through membership in the 
House and Senate to appointment as secretary of state, Davis took the 
path o f business and finance to appointments under President Wilson 
in the Treasury and State departments and at Versailles. As a southern
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Democrat, an Episcopalian, a Wilsonian, and a New York financier 
with ties to the House of Morgan, Norman Davis emerged from sec
tors o f the United States that were to undergird Roosevelt’s increas
ingly internationalist foreign policies later. Though he served in 
diplomatic positions under Republican Presidents Coolidge and 
Hoover, Davis was among those mentioned for appointment as 
Roosevelt’s secretary of state. He had known Roosevelt since they had 
both served in the Wilson administration during and after World 
War 1. His identification with J. P. Morgan and Company, however, 
made him anathema to western progressive isolationists whose sup
port Roosevelt sought. Instead, Davis functioned as something of an 
ambassador-at-large as he flitted back and forth across the Atlantic 
and from one country and conference to another throughout Roose
velt’s first term. He enjoyed the top level backstage maneuvering that 
that role entailed. The British were not so favorably impressed by him 
as Roosevelt and Hull believed. But he was a skilled, energetic, persis
tent, realistic, and cautiously optimistic negotiator. He was never an 
isolationist and never a pacifist.1

In a letter to Roosevelt in 1928, Davis had advised against “ a 
policy of isolation”  or ‘‘an independent role”  for the United States. 
Instead, he had urged “ a policy of cooperation.”  In his opinion, “ If 
we are not going to cooperate, then we ought to arm to the h il t . . . .  
War can only be banished by mobilizing the positive moral forces to 
combat it, and that requires cooperation.” 2 Roosevelt shared that 
general view, and it took on special significance in the context of 
European power and security perspectives.

In 1932, the German Weimar Republic under Chancellor Heinrich 
Brüning had wanted a disarmament agreement that would reduce 
Allied might and relax Versailles restrictions on Germany. If such an 
agreement were not accomplished, he feared the failure could play 
into the hands of Adolf Hitler and his Nazis. It wasn't, and it did.

France’s overwhelming obsession was security against a revived 
Germany. France would consider substantial armament limitations 
only if Germany were kept weak and if France had firm assurances of 
effective military support to check any German challenge.

Great Britain shared some of the French views, but was more flexi
ble. It wanted to keep Germany down, but was more willing to con
sider softening the Versailles settlement. It sided with France, but 
would not give the unequivocal assurances of support against Ger
many that France required as a prerequisite to disarmament. England 
had to balance its empire and commonwealth interests against Euro



Disarmament 67

pean considerations. By the time Roosevelt became president in 
March, 1933, the World Disarmament Conference had been stum
bling along ineffectively for more than a year. Some were prepared to 
admit failure, end the conference, go home, and prepare for war. But 
most were determined to continue to try.1

Roosevelt favored military preparedness. As president he kept 
close tabs on naval matters, and even used Public Works Administra
tion funds for naval construction. Throughout his first term Roosevelt 
officially and actively supported disarmament efforts. But he was 
never naive or sanguine about those efforts, and in personal letters he 
expressed pessimism about European developments in general and dis
armament in particular.

Roosevelt conferred at length with Davis in August, 1932 before 
the presidential election, and in December after election but before he 
took office. On March 9, 1933, shortly after he took office, Roosevelt 
asked Hull to have Davis arrange an appointment at the White House 
before returning to the deliberations at Geneva. In their extended 
discussions Roosevelt and Davis were each favorably impressed by the 
knowledge, understanding, and realism of the other on the prospects 
for disarmament.4 In April, Britain’s Prime Minister Ramsay Mac
Donald and France’s Foreign Minister Edouard Herriot separately 
came to the United States to confer with Roosevelt and Hull on disar
mament and on the economic crises. In mid-May, Germany’s Chan
cellor Adolf Hitler was scheduled to deliver a major address that was 
expected to relate to proceedings at the World Disarmament Con
ference.

At that juncture in May, 1933, the Roosevelt administration made 
its major move to break the impasse at the conference in Geneva. That 
effort came in the midst of the acute economic crisis in the United 
States, while the one-hundred-day special session of Congress was 
rushing to enact legislation for Roosevelt’s New Deal and as plans 
were being finalized for the upcoming World Economic Conference in 
London.

On May 16, 1933, the day before Hitler’s scheduled speech and less 
than a month before the opening of the World Economic Conference, 
President Roosevelt cabled identical messages to the heads of fifty- 
four states represented at the conferences in Geneva and London. His 
appeal linked the Geneva efforts for political peace with the London 
strivings for economic peace. He endorsed the partial elimination of 
offensive weapons called for in Britain’s MacDonald Plan. He saw 
that, however, as only preliminary to “ complete elimination of all of



68 Disarmament

fensive weapons," such as bombers, heavy mobile artillery, tanks, 
and poison gas. Pending that accomplishment, the president urged no 
increase in "existing armaments over and above the limitations of 
treaty obligations.”  And he called on all states to enter " a  solemn and 
definite pact of non-aggression”  promising to "send no armed force 
of whatsoever nature across their frontiers.” ’

Official responses generally were favorable (even in Hitler's 
Reichstag speech the next day), but each government gave special em
phases and qualifications appropriate to its own definition of national 
interest. Neither Britain nor France was particularly impressed by 
Roosevelt's specific proposals, but both hoped the move signaled a 
willingness by the president to lead the United States to larger security 
commitments in Europe.*

Less than a week later British and French hopes were further en
couraged by a major policy statement on behalf of the United States 
by Norman Davis. That statement grew out of cabled inquiries from 
Davis in April, modified and approved by President Roosevelt and 
Secretary Hull, and drafted with meticulous care by Roosevelt, Hull, 
Davis, and top State Department and White House officials. On May 
22, 1933, in Geneva, Davis restated President Roosevelt’s disarma
ment proposals. He urged supervision of disarmament and indicated 
America's willingness to participate in that supervision. Davis told the 
assembled delegates that if the conference accomplished substantial 
general disarmament, the United States would be "willing to consult 
the other states in case of a threat to peace with a view to averting con
flict.”  He said that if "the states, in conference, determine that a state 
has been guilty of a breach of the peace in violation of its international 
obligations and take measures against the violator, then, if we concur 
in the judgment rendered as to the responsible and guilty party, we 
will refrain from any action tending to defeat the collective effort 
which such state may make to restore peace.’”

That cautious statement by Davis in Geneva was as far as Presi
dent Roosevelt and Secretary Hull believed the United States dared go 
at that time in the direction of collective security to encourage disar
mament and to preserve peace. Davis would have preferred to have 
the United States undertake those assurances in treaty form, but he 
recognized the "political problems” that such a treaty would en
counter. Sensitive to the strength o f America's tradition of avoiding 
entangling commitments in Europe, confronted with nonintervention
ist sentiment in Congress and public opinion, in degree sharing some 
of those feelings, absorbed with shaping and implementing the New
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Deal program, and alert to political currents at home and abroad, 
Roosevelt did not risk the treaty route. He preferred a unilateral 
declaration rather than a binding treaty to be agreed upon by other 
states and requiring a two-thirds vote in the Senate.'

Roosevelt also kept the Davis statement as general as possible, 
avoiding details that might provoke controversy either among those 
who feared it would involve the United States too deeply in European 
affairs or among those who feared it would not represent a sufficiently 
muscular American role abroad. That pattern (general, flexible, un- 
doctrinaire) was consistent with Roosevelt’s style then and later. The 
key portion of the statement made no reference to the League of Na
tions, the Kellogg-Briand Pact, or disarmament conference organiza
tional machinery. The United States (presumably the president) would 
decide the form and occasion for consultation, the United States 
would decide for itself whether the judgment of guilt of the state 
violating the peace was justified or not, and the statement did not 
promise any positive steps to help collective action against a guilty 
state—only that the United States would refrain from doing anything 
tending to defeat collective action.

Actually, neither the president’s message nor the Davis statement 
accomplished practical results for disarmament. The president’s pro
posals did not win approval at the World Disarmament Conference. 
Since the policies outlined by Davis in Geneva were conditional upon 
general disarmament, those policies never went into effect. The im
passe between Hitler’s ambitions, French security concerns, and 
British ambiguity probably would have doomed disarmament negotia
tions in the 1930s whatever the United States, President Roosevelt, 
and American isolationists might have done.

Nevertheless, isolationism and isolationists were part of the com
pound that helped frustrate those efforts. Isolationists shared in blam
ing armaments for insecurity and war. They railed at military expen
ditures and saber-rattling in Europe, Japan, and the United States. 
They urged disarmament. But they had little confidence in conference 
diplomacy, fearing that selfish national interests, military leaders and 
advisers, and munitions makers and financiers would undercut possi
bilities for armaments limitation agreement. They thought the United 
Sûtes should not speed up the armaments race through , its own mili
tary buildup, and should restrict its preparations to the requirements 
of continental defense. Isolationist strength inhibited commitments 
the administration dared make on behalf of peace and disarmament in 
Europe. Traditional isolationism weakened British and French con
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fidence in the role the United States was likely to play in European set
tlements and reduced the weight that Hitler may have attached to 
America. A more specific (but less important) role of isolationists in 
the failure of the administration’s disarmanent initiatives in 1933 in
volved the Senate’s performance on arms embargo and neutrality 
legislation.

In approving the Davis statement of May 22, the Roosevelt admin
istration envisaged changes in American neutrality policies in the in
terests of disarmament and peace. Traditionally the United States had 
insisted on the right of Americans to trade with all belligerents, sub
ject to the rules of international law. That meant the right to trade 
with all belligerents (subject to contraband and blockade regulations) 
without distinguishing between aggressors and victims of aggression. 
The United States had insisted upon neutrality, neutral rights, and 
equal treatment to and by belligerents under the law. In contrast, 
under the Davis statement in certain circumstances the United States 
would “ refrain from any action tending to defeat the collective 
effort’’ to restore peace and would deny protection to American 
nationals aiding war-making states. Conceivably under certain circum
stances the United States might ban sale of munitions to aggressors 
while permitting their sale to victims of aggression and to states aiding 
those victims.'

That was not a new idea. In 1929, Senator Arthur Capper of Kan
sas, a moderate agrarian isolationist, had introduced a resolution that 
would have authorized the president to prohibit sale of arms and 
munitions to states violating the Kellogg-Briand Pact of Paris. The 
Stimson Doctrine of 1932 directed against Japanese conquest of Man
churia moved Capper to renew efforts to win approval of his arms em
bargo resolution. He hoped it would give “ a greater freedom of action 
for the Executive’* to deal with the Manchurian crisis. "

Prodded by Secretary Stimson, on January 10, 1933, President 
Hoover sent a message to Congress recommending approval of the 
Traffic in Arms Convention of 1923 and adoption of legislation giving 
the president discretionary authority, in cooperation with other coun
tries, to limit or prohibit shipment of arms and munitions to any state 
when he believed the shipment of such materials would encourage 
conflict abroad. President-elect Roosevelt promptly endorsed the 
general idea. Confronted with opposition in both houses of Congress, 
however, none of the arms embargo resolutions was enacted during 
the hectic closing days of the Hoover administration.11
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In March, 1933, the new president and secretary of state, Roose
velt and Hull, were as persuaded of the wisdom of discretionary arms 
embargo legislation as Secretary Stimson had been, and more than 
Hoover had been. But in the frenzied economic and political pyro
technics that marked the beginning of the new administration the em
bargo legislation did not have priority. Prodding to move the issue off 
dead center did not come from Roosevelt and Hull, but rather from 
the British, from American diplomats in Europe, and from second- 
level State Department officials. Of central importance was Norman 
H. Davis. He did not want to apply it to Japan, but looked primarily 
to Europe. He provided the initiatives that won approval from Roose
velt and Hull for communications to British and other missions in
dicating the administration’s intention to press for enactment of 
legislation necessary for discretionary arms embargo authority. 
Senator Capper reintroduced his resolution and elicited sympathetic 
responses from the president and secretary of state. Hull, however, 
preferred the more elastic provisions in a resolution sponsored by 
McReynolds in the House.11

But the White House moved slowly and cautiously. At Hull’s 
direction the State Department drafted a presidential message to Con
gress on the issue, but Roosevelt rejected it, fearing it might give an 
arms embargo undue emphasis. Instead, the president asked Secretary 
Hull to explain the administration’s position in letters to Senator Key 
Pittman, chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee, and to 
Representative Sam McReynolds, chairman of the Foreign Affairs 
Committee. The letters were drafted, approved, signed, and sent on 
their way. But the president changed his mind that evening and asked 
Hull to withdraw them. Consequently, the next day Hull sent Under
secretary William Phillips scurrying to the Capitol to withdraw the let
ters and have all copies destroyed. Next they planned to have Under
secretary of State Phillips testify at a meeting of the House Foreign 
Affairs Committee scheduled to consider the arms embargo resolu
tion on Tuesday morning, March 21. But Monday afternoon Phillips 
telephoned to cancel his appearance. Rather than a presidential 
message, formal letters to committee chairmen, or testimony by the 
number-two man in the State Department, the administration finally 
made its views known by sending Joseph C. Green of the Division of 
Western European Affairs of the State Department to testify. That 
pattern did not represent a policy change, but it provided a much 
lower emphasis on the issue at a time when the president was focusing
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his political strength (including that provided by western progressive 
isolationists) to win approval for New Deal legislation he sought from 
Congress.'*

That equivocating gave Republican Congressmen Hamilton Fish 
o f New York and George Tinkham of Massachusetts the opportunity 
in the House committee to organize and publicize opposition to the 
embargo resolution. They called opposition witnesses to testify. At the 
same time, Senator Borah, ranking minority member of the Foreign 
Relations Committee, publicly endorsed the House resolution, con
tending that it rested “ upon a sound and wise policy.’* He insisted 
that the resolution did not violate the Constitution and could not be 
used “ to foment war or make trouble unless there is a deliberate desire 
to do so. Any reasonable use of it would be in the interest of peace.”  
On March 28, in a straight party vote of fifteen to six, the Foreign Af
fairs Committee reported the resolution favorably to the House of 
Representatives. After a brief debate, the House of Representatives 
passed the arms embargo resolution without amendment by more than 
a two-thirds margin on April 17, 1933.'4

The resolution ran into difficulties in the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee. The new chairman. Democrat Key Pittman of Nevada, 
did not speed action on the resolution. After the committee considered 
it at length on May 10, Pittman wrote to Hull outlining some of the 
objections. According to Pittman, members of the committee were 
troubled because it was “ indefinite as to what governments the Presi
dent shall cooperate with.”  It could hurt American producers. 
Authority to treat one set of belligerents differently from another 
“ would have a strong tendency to involve the United States to such an 
extent that a condition of war might arise.”  And committee members 
feared that adoption of the resolution at that time “ might be accepted 
by Japan as aimed at her.”  Certain amendments had been suggested 
to assuage misgivings, and Pittman asked Hull whether he would be 
willing to appear personally before the committee on the matter.1 *

The secretary declined, but he approved a detailed statement that 
Joseph Green presented to the committee in his stead on May 17. That 
statement assured the senators that there was “ no intention of sacri
ficing the interests of American manufacturers to those of foreign 
manufacturers.”  The embargo would not include “ foodstuffs, or
dinary clothing and ordinary articles of peaceful commerce.”  The 
statement concluded: “ It is not our policy to have this Government 
posing before the world as a leader in all the efforts to prevent or put 
an end to wars but on the other hand it is not our policy to lag behind
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the other nations o f the world in their efforts to promote peace. The 
passage of this Resolution is necessary in order that this Government 
may keep pace with other Governments of the world in this move
ment.’" 4

Progressive Republican Hiram Johnson of California led the op
position in the Foreign Relations Committee, and he drew heavily on 
legal advice from John Bassett Moore. Initially Johnson assumed that 
the committee would report the resolution favorably and that he could 
accomplish little more than record his objections. But he won more 
support than he expected. Though Green presented the department’s 
statement in executive session, Hearst newspapers the next day carried 
the substance of that part relating to Japan. According to Green, news 
of that leak elicited from the usually staid Cordell H u ll4'a  stream of 
unprintable profanity imputing canine maternity to certain persons 
not designated by name.” 1’

On May 25, 1933, three days after Norman Davis's major policy 
statement at the Geneva Disarmament Conference, Senator Johnson 
formally proposed an amendment drafted by Moore that provided 
that any arms embargo must “ apply impartially to all the parties in 
the dispute or conflict to which it refers." It would have prevented the 
administration from discriminating against aggressors in the applica
tion of the embargo. "

Senator Pittman conferred with President Roosevelt at the White 
House and told him that the strength of the opposition made it im
possible to win committee approval for the resolution or adoption in 
the Senate without the Johnson amendment. Without consulting his 
secretary of state, the president agreed to Pittman's recommendation 
that the resolution, with the Johnson amendment attached, be 
reported to the Senate. Roosevelt wanted discretionary authority in 
the use of the embargo, and he did not like the Johnson amendment. 
But he was prepared to accept the amended version as the best he 
could get from Congress at that time. He had been president less than 
three months, the country was suffering from the most critical eco
nomic emergency in its history, he was in the midst of the pressure- 
packed and politically chaotic rush to win enactment of his early New 
Deal program, and Hiram Johnson was high among the western pro
gressives whose political support and friendship he was assiduously 
and (with reservations) successfully cultivating at that time. The arms 
embargo resolution was important, but in that context Roosevelt 
faced many other matters that were important as well. With the presi
dent's go-ahead, on May 27, 1933, the Foreign Relations Committee
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voted unanimously to report the amended resolution favorably. And 
Congressmen McReynolds and Sol Bloom planned to have the House 
Foreign Affairs Committee concur in the Johnson amendment.1* 

Secretary of State Hull, however, was less willing to compromise. 
He promptly telephoned the president opposing the Johnson amend
ment. And in a memorandum to Roosevelt, Hull pointed out that the 
amendment was “ directly in conflict with our position at Geneva as 
expressed by Norman Davis.”  Hull telephoned the president again on 
Monday, May 29, and Roosevelt deferred to Hull's wishes. The secre
tary of state got authority to state at his press conference that same 
day that the Johnson amendment did not represent the president's 
views or his. On May 30, the president decided to allow the resolution 
to die and not to have it brought to a vote. They might try again the 
next session. Johnson and his isolationist colleagues were unable to 
enact a mandatory arms embargo in 1933, but they successfully 
blocked the administration's more internationalist proposal.20

Though they did not like it, Americans closest to the disarmament 
negotiations at that time were not entirely convinced that the Johnson 
amendment directly conflicted with the Davis statement. United States 
Minister to Switzerland Hugh R. Wilson wrote from Geneva that, ex
cept for consultation, the Davis statement promised only “ passive 
undertakings”  and did not require any positive “ cooperation in the 
collective action.”  He thought the administration should “ not mis
lead these nations over here into thinking that the statement which 
Norman Davis made has any obligation to positive action.”  He con
tended that the arms embargo with the Johnson amendment would 
not “ diminish the value of the declarations of the President and of 
Norman Davis.”  Joseph Green conceded that the Davis statement im
plied “ a passive attitude rather than specific action on our part, 
whereas an embargo on the export of arms would be positive action.” 
But he still saw the Johnson amendment as “ contrary to our general 
policy in regard to neutrality as expressed in that telegram and that 
statement.”  In Green's view, the isolationists in the Senate “ seized 
upon the Embargo Resolution and offered this amendment as an ex
pression of their opposition to our recently announced policy in 
regard to neutrality.”  He thought that if the arms embargo resolution 
were revived during the next session of Congress, isolationists would 
use it as “ the excuse for a pitched battle on the issue of strict isolation 
and international cooperation.” 21

In January, 1934, J. Pierrepont Moffat, of the Western European 
Division of the State Department, advised Secretary Hull not to press
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for enactment of the discretionary embargo in that session of Con
gress. He predicted that efforts to get it passed would lead to “ a 
strenuous fight”  that could interfere with *'passage of legislation 
more vital to our foreign relations.”  And, like Wilson, Moffat con
tended that it was ‘‘but one phase, and a relatively small one, of a 
much larger picture.” 22

On January 25, 1934, Norman Davis sent a five-page memoran
dum to the president along similar lines. He wrote that Congress and 
the press had ‘‘misinterpreted”  his Geneva statement **as indicating a 
willingness to abandon neutrality and as constituting a binding com
mitment as to future action.”  Davis reminded the president that the 
declaration did ‘‘not involve any attempt to predetermine the action 
of the United States,”  that ‘‘the obligation under the declaration is a 
negative one, involving no participation in collective or punitive ac
tion against a treaty violator,”  that the declaration did ‘‘not imply an 
abandonment of neutrality,”  and that the policy was “ contingent 
upon the conclusion and ratification of a general disarmament agree
ment satisfactory to the United States.” 22

By the middle of February, 1934, President Roosevelt had decided 
not to press for legislative action on the embargo resolution that ses
sion. Secretary Hull passed that word along to Senator Pittman and 
Congressman McReynolds. It was allowed to die. Secretary Hull, 
Undersecretary Phillips, Davis, Moffatt, and Green, as well as the 
president, had discussed repeatedly and at length the relationship be
tween the arms embargo resolution (with and without the amendment) 
and the Davis statement. They had concluded, according to Green, 
that “ Mr. Davis's offer would have . . . full validity without the 
passage of the Embargo Resolution, but, on the other hand, its valid
ity would be gravely impaired by the passage of the Resolution with 
the Johnson amendment.” 24

So far as the Geneva Disarmament Conference was concerned, all 
that was “ academic.”  The states were unable to reach accord on 
general disarmament in any form; that failure made the Davis state
ment a dead letter. The conference dragged on into 1934 and 1935, but 
its hopes for real accomplishment had long since evaporated. In Oc
tober, 1933, Germany under Hitler withdrew both from the con
ference and from the League of Nations and speeded its armaments 
program. The course of events relative to the arms embargo resolution 
had little effect on European diplomacy. But, as Green and others cor
rectly believed, the embargo resolution was a tangible target at which 
isolationists could concentrate their attacks against the administra-
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tion’s internationalist inclinations. And the administration’s cautious 
efforts to redefine neutrality policies in the interests of peace and 
disarmament served as a crack in the door through which isolationists 
could and did move to restructure American neutrality policies in the 
interests of noninvolvement in European conflicts.

The London Naval Conference of 1935-36 began its deliberations 
with even less hope for success than the World Disarmament Con
ference had known—and that pessimism proved justified. Whereas 
the Geneva conference had focused on Europe, the London confer
ence looked largely to the Pacific and Asia. From an Anglo-American 
perspective Japan was to the London conference what Germany had 
been to Geneva. The London conference conducted its sessions after 
Japan had completed its conquest of Manchuria, while the undeclared 
Italian-Ethiopian war raged in Africa, while Nazi Germany was 
building its armaments in Europe, at a time when many congressmen 
and senators from both parties were returning from a junket to 
Hawaii, Japan, and the Philippines (where they had attended the in
auguration of Manuel Quezon as the first president of the Philippine 
Commonwealth), and at a time when tensions continued to mount in 
relations between Japan and China. Again Norman H. Davis was 
chief delegate for the United States, both at the preparatory negotia
tions in 1934 and at the formal conference itself from December 9, 
1933, to March 26,1936.

Though President Roosevelt was a Europe-firster and saw Nazi 
Germany as the most dangerous threat to peace and security, he had 
greater personal interest in and knowledge of naval matters than land 
and air power. In the 1920s the United States had allowed its naval 
strength to fall below levels permitted by the five-power Treaty for the 
Limitation of Naval Armament of 1922, and the Roosevelt ad
ministration set about building toward authorized levels. Most Amer
icans shared hard-line attitudes toward Japan in the Pacific and East 
Asia. Isolationists and pacifists generally opposed Roosevelt’s naval 
preparations in the 1930s, fearing that they pointed toward military 
and diplomatic involvement abroad. With few exceptions, however, 
that opposition to the administration’s naval program did not extend 
to sympathy for the Japanese during the London Naval Conference or 
in the armaments race that followed.

Roosevelt, Davis, and the British wanted to retain the five-five- 
three naval tonnage ratio for capital ships agreed to at the Washington 
conference of 1921-22. To the Japanese that seemed unfair and de
meaning, but the British and Americans insisted that it provided equal
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relative security for the powers involved. In the preliminary negotia
tions for the London Naval Conference, President Roosevelt wanted 
naval reductions across the board (preferably 20 percent reductions). 
He would have accepted smaller reductions, but he flatly opposed any 
treaty giving Japan tonnage equality with the United States and Brit
ain, and he firmly rejected increasing authorized tonnage.21

In sharp contrast, Japan was determined to gain naval equality 
with the United States and Britain. Japan wanted general naval levels 
to be reduced and offensive naval capabilities to be limited or abol
ished. The practical effect of Japan's proposals would have been to 
reduce relative British and American power in the Pacific and to leave 
Japan more free from British and American restraints. That pattern 
would have left Britain and the United States less able to defend their 
commerce, colonies, and interests in the western Pacific and East 
Asia. The diplomatic impasse left little room for maneuver or negotia
tion. Consequently, in December, 1934, Japan gave formal notice that 
it would terminate its commitment to the Washington five power 
naval agreement of 1922—effective two years later on December 31,
1936. With that diplomatic deadlock and the Japanese notice, there 
was virtually no hope that the London Naval Conference of 1933-36 
could accomplish positive results. And it didn 't.2*

With the formal opening of the London Naval Conference on De
cember 9, 1933, spokesmen for each government restated their posi
tion—which had already been found unacceptable by at least one of 
the others. Davis read Roosevelt’s letter of instruction calling for 
across-the-board reductions while preserving the Washington treaty 
ratios, Britain proposed a qualitative naval limitations plan that in
cluded retention of the ratios, and Japan called for equality with Brit
ain and the United States. The delegates halfheartedly explored 
qualitative proposals to delay briefly the inevitable impasse on the 
quota issue. On January 13,1936, when the delegates rejected the plan 
for naval parity, Japan withdrew from the conference, determined to 
build beyond treaty limits when the treaties of 1922 and 1930 expired 
on December 31, 1936. Britain, the United States, and France signed a 
new naval treaty on March 23, 1936, but in the absence of the 
Japanese it was meaningless and futile. The London Naval Con
ference ended in failure, and with it another strand in the fragile fabric 
of peace snapped.27 Japan, Britain, the United States, France, Ger
many, Italy, and other states plunged headlong into a naval arma
ments race that continued through World War II.

As with the World Disarmament Conference earlier, so with the
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London Naval Conference the actions and inactions of American iso
lationists had little direct impact on the results of the negotiations. 
The conference would have failed at that time whatever the isola
tionists might or might not have done. Pacifists favored more flexible, 
conciliatory, and bolder disarmament proposals than Roosevelt and 
his advisers were prepared to endorse. But most isolationists were as 
distrustful of the Japanese as President Roosevelt was. Senator John
son and others on the West Coast were particularly anti-Japanese, 
and so was Senator Pittman of Nevada. Early in 193S, Johnson told 
Davis that he thought the United States had taken the proper stand in 
the preliminary negotiations, but (according to Davis) the California 
Republican was skeptical o f the ability of Britain and the United 
States combined “ to avoid ultimate trouble with Japan because he 
feels that Japan can not be trusted to keep any agreement what
ever.“ 2'  Throughout the 1930s most western progressive isolationists 
opposed the administration’s naval building programs, believing them 
not necessary for national defense and likely to involve the United 
States in distant conflicts. But even in their oppositon to large naval 
appropriations, most isolationists stopped short o f expressing sym
pathy for the Japanese.

An exception to that pattern was progressive Republican Senator 
Gerald P. Nye of North Dakota. Though not a pacifist, he was closer 
to and cooperated more with pacifist leaders than did many isola
tionists. He shared with other noninterventionists in battling (always 
unsuccessfully) against the administration’s ever-larger naval ap
propriation requests. In March, 1934, Senator Nye charged that disar
mament conferences failed because they “ are manipulated, are played 
with, are influenced, by lobbyists for the munition makers who do not 
want, above all things else, anything resembling disarmament.’’2*

In a public address late in 1934, Nye endorsed Japanese claims for 
naval equality. That statement, and a similar one by Senator Borah, 
worried Secretary Hull. He encouraged Joseph Green to visit with Nye 
and tactfully explain the error of his ways. Green did so, and Nye 
listened. But the senator responded that “ his chief fear was that if we 
did not accede to the Japanese demands, the big Navy advocates in 
Congress would succeed in initiating a naval race which could not be 
checked." The North Dakotan did not change his views. Early in 
1933, a Japanese newspaper reported a trans-Pacific telephone inter
view in which Senator Nye was supposed to have said that “ Japan has 
a right to feel secure, with a free hand in the Far East and the same
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degree of freedom from intervention from without that America en
joys in the western hemisphere. The United States ought to be fair 
enough to agree on naval equality with Japan ." The newspaper 
reported Nye as saying that he hoped to prevent an armaments race 
"by organizing public opinion against such folly" and that permitting 
"both America and Japan to float a navy big enough for defense but
not big enough for offense___ is the only lasting solution of the naval
problem." Less than a month after Japan withdrew from the London 
conference, Nye said that he thought America’s navy at that time was 
"adequate, and even more than adequate, to repulse any nation that is 
going to be so foolish as to attack u s .">0

In May, 1936, in an address opposing the administration’s naval 
appropriation bill, Nye told the Senate that on his trip to Japan a few 
months earlier representative citizens of Japan had told him "that the 
military dominance in Japan would have died o f its own weight long 
ago except for the fact that at least once a year the United States gives 
the Japanese military some ground or other upon which to stand when 
they say, *We have to be better prepared for the trouble that the 
United States is getting ready to make for us.’ . . .  The race which is 
involved is one which certainly is not going to get us anywhere except 
into the very thing we are trying to prevent."1'

In April, 1936, after Norman Davis had returned to the United 
States from his latest unsuccessful effort to negotiate disarmament, he 
visited at length with Secretary of State Cordell Hull. As the two 
former Tennesseans talked over the developments, " it  became clearly 
manifest" (as Hull explained in his memoirs later) "that peace on the 
basis of disarmament was next to impossible." The question, then, 
was whether and to what extent the law-abiding nations could co
operate to curb the rapidly developing plans of military aggression. 
"But our government, we knew, was obliged virtually to ignore this 
possible method of preserving peace for the patent reason that public 
opinion here was, in majority, militantly and almost violently against 
our entering any such joint undertakings." As Hull saw it, the "only 
alternative remaining" for the United States was to "arm  our nation 
without delay to the extent adequate for our security."12

There was a touching but logical end to the tale. The diplomatic 
career of Norman H. Davis continued until after the Brussels con
ference failed in its efforts to end the Sino-Japanese war near the end 
of 1937. With that failure. President Roosevelt asked Davis to accept 
the position as head of the American Red Cross. Davis wrote at the
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time: "Having failed to accomplish anything very concrete in my ef
forts for disarmament and peace and the consequent prevention of 
human cruelty, misery and distress, I am somewhat intrigued by the 
new job I am taking on as Chairman of the American Red Cross, be
cause I can thus at least help to alleviate human suffering which can
not be prevented."11 Isolationists, however, still hoped to avert such 
suffering for Americans by preventing American involvement in 
European and Asiatic wars.



Chapter 7

War Debts and the Johnson Act

Henry L. Stimson, secretary of state under Hoover and later 
Roosevelt's secretary of war, favored canceling the war debts owed by 
European governments to the United States. He believed that Presi
dent Roosevelt agreed with him.1 Whether Stimson was correct about 
Roosevelt's personal views or not, the president never endorsed 
cancellation in his official dealings with debtor governments or in his 
public statements. Publicly and officially Roosevelt provided a 
reasonably dear position on the war debts issue that was consistent 
with the attitudes of isolationists and public opinion. The actual 
course o f events, however, included repudiation of reparations by 
Germany, default on war debt payments by the European govern
ments (except by Finland), and ultimately the financial burden for the 
debts falling on American taxpayers. That was essentially the course 
advocated all along (in strikingly different vocabulary, of course) by 
many internationalists in the United States (and by debtor govern
ments in Europe—governments that were not entirely innocent of na
tionalistic sentiments of their own).

During and immediately after World War I the United States 
government had loaned over ten billion dollars to European govern
ments. The largest loans went to Great Britain, France, and Italy.1 In 
the 1920s the United States concluded refunding agreements with 
debtor governments. Those agreements did not change the principal 
due, but they substantially reduced the financial obligations by scaling 
down interest rates. Under those agreements European governments 
promised to pay the United States more than twenty-two billion 
dollars in principal and interest over a period of sixty-two years. 
Debtor governments in Europe, however, were short of both the 
money and the will to pay. They contended that the loans should be 
treated as part of America's contribution to the war effort of World
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War I. They emphasized the economic relationship between repara
tions owed to the Allies by Germany and war debts owed to the United 
States by the Allies. They insisted that any reduction of reparations be 
matched by comparable reductions in war debts. The European 
governments did not have gold enough to pay the debts, and Amer
ica’s high tariffs made it extremely difficult for them to pay by ex
ports. The stock market collapse of 1929, the Hawley-Smoot Tariff of 
1930, and the worldwide depression of the 1930s made an already dif
ficult situation almost impossibly worse.

American internationalists (including, among others, both urban 
liberals and conservative financiers) generally believed war debts 
should be scaled down and tariffs reduced. Some urged cancellation 
of the debts. Those views, however, never won the majority position 
in the United States in the 1920s and 1930s.

Americans generally (and isolationists in particular) favored a firm 
line on war debts. Neither the Democratic nor the Republican party 
platforms advocated cancellation of war debts, and no presidential 
administration between the two world wars endorsed cancellation. 
Both Republican and Democratic presidential administrations main
tained that reparations and war debts were separate issues to be 
treated independently. Americans insisted that the loans were finan
cial transactions and included both legal and moral obligation to 
repay. In the 1920s spokesmen for debtor farmers contended that if 
the United States scaled down or canceled debts owed by foreign 
governments, it should do the same for American farmers who had 
gone deeply into debt in their efforts to increase food production for 
the war effort in World War I. Progressive isolationists charged that 
efforts to reduce or cancel the war debts would give American finan
ciers first access to European financial resources. They saw renegotia
tion, reduction, or cancellation as tactics for transferring the financial 
burden from Europeans to the American taxpayers (including 
farmers) to the advantage of American financiers and European 
militarists. They contended that if Europeans could afford to spend 
large sums for big navies and military forces, they could well afford to 
pay their debts to the United States. Some hoped that debt payments 
would keep those governments so short of money that they would 
have less available for military expenditures.

The war debts issue provided the immediate occasion for President 
Herbert Hoover’s initiative that led to the first meeting between 
Hoover and Roosevelt on November 22, 1932, after the election. In 
the middle of 1932, representatives of European governments had met
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in Lausanne, Switzerland, to discuss reparations. The agreements con
cluded there would have drastically reduced German reparations. In 
an accompanying secret gentlemen's agreement, however, the Allied 
governments tied reparations to war debts by promising to withhold 
ratifications if comparable concessions were not made to them on war 
debts. The gentlemen’s agreement made the reparations settlement 
conditional on war debt settlement with the United States, and it 
presented something of a united front in treating with the United 
States on war debts. President Hoover was more flexible on the issue 
than Roosevelt was to be, but both Hoover and Roosevelt opposed 
cancellation, and neither acknowledged a relationship between repara
tions and war debts. If either Hoover or Roosevelt had shown signs of 
wavering or weakening on the matter, the strong feelings in Congress 
and the American public might have been sufficient to keep either 
from backing down. Neither Hoover nor Roosevelt would treat with 
debtor governments on the terms worked out at Lausanne.

Immediately after the presidential election, the British, French, 
and other governments communicated to the State Department their 
wish to reopen consideration of the war debts and to suspend the debt 
payments due on December 13, pending negotiation of revised ar
rangements on the war debts—not excluding the possibility of can
cellation. On November 12, Hoover wrote Governor Roosevelt o f 
those communications and invited Roosevelt to confer with him on 
the matter. They did so at the White House on November 22, with 
Moley accompanying Roosevelt and Secretary of Treasury Mills at
tending with Hoover.

The president thoroughly briefed Roosevelt and Moley on the war 
debt situation and sought their cooperation in winning congressional 
authorization for reconstituting the joint congressional-administra
tion World War Foreign Debt Commission. Hoover did not win the 
cooperation he sought from Roosevelt. The two men issued separate 
statements after their meeting. Both insisted that the European 
governments make the payments due on December 15, both held that 
the Europeans were obligated to pay, both indicated that the United 
States would treat debtor governments individually rather than as a 
bloc, both denied that war debts and reparations were related so far as 
the United States was concerned, and both asserted that the United 
States should take account of the ability of debtor governments to 
pay. Roosevelt also encouraged continued negotiation on the issue. 
Until March 4,1933, however, presidential responsibility and authori
ty continued to rest exclusively with Hoover, and Roosevelt declined
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to share with the president in efforts to persuade Congress to recon
stitute the debt commission. Without his cooperation in winning 
Democratic votes, no congressional action was politically possible. 
Great Britain, Italy, and other governments made their debt payments 
due on December IS, 1932, but France and others defaulted.1

Moley worried about the influence o f Stimson and Davis on 
Roosevelt. He was uneasy about Roosevelt's visit at Warm Springs 
with the British Ambassador Ronald Lindsay on January 29. Moley 
was convinced that Hoover and the British were attempting to commit 
the president-elect to link war debt negotiations with other economic 
issues to be considered at the World Economic Conference in London. 
In his account of their conversations, Lindsay contended that Roose
velt saw debt cancellation as the best (though politically impossible) 
solution. Roosevelt's relations with Stimson, Davis, and Lindsay were 
cozier than Moley would have preferred.4

Nonetheless, in practice Roosevelt held firm. A second exchange 
of communications between Hoover and Roosevelt later in December,
1932, a second meeting between them in Washington on January 20, 
1933 (with Stimson, Mills, Davis, and Moley present), and continuing 
communications between Governor Roosevelt and Secretary Stimson 
did not draw from the president-elect assurances or commitments on 
the war debts issue that were satisfactory either to Hoover or to the 
British. Roosevelt refused to be drawn into responsibility for decision
making or advanced planning jointly with the outgoing Hoover ad
ministration on either war debts or the World Economic Conference.1

As preliminary planning for the conference progressed, as the eco
nomic crises worsened, and as the date for the beginning o f the new 
administration drew closer, Britain's Prime Minister J. Ramsay Mac
Donald grew increasingly troubled by the war debt issue. In a personal 
letter on February 10, 1933, MacDonald urged Governor Roosevelt 
that "n o  settlement with any European nation can meet the present 
situation unless it is, in fact, one which will keep the Lausanne Agree
ment going and enable it to be ratified." That would have meant no 
reparations settlement without a war debt settlement. He advanced the 
thought that it might be necessary to postpone debt payments in June,
1933. The memorandum, "British Policy on Economic Problems," 
which Ambassador Lindsay handed to Secretary Hull on March 4, 
closed with the assertion that the war debts constituted "an  in
superable barrier to economic and financial reconstruction" and to 
the success of the World Economic Conference. War debts were 
among the subjects discussed in the conversations that MacDonald,



War Debts and the Johnson Act 85

Herriot, and others had in Washington with President Roosevelt, 
Hull, and other administration officials during the spring of 1933.'

The president and his administration stood firm and consistent on 
the war debts issue. The Department of State reply on March 24 to 
“ British Policy on Economic Problems" showed Moley’s dominant 
influence and was approved by Roosevelt and Hull. It made dear that 
the United States was "prepared to discuss the debt question at the 
same time as—but separately from—the range of questions" to be 
treated at the World Economic Conference. And it flatly rejected the 
idea " tha t a new settlement of the debt owed by the British Govern
ment be a precedent to a solution o f the questions" to be considered at 
the London Conference. In his conversations with foreign statesmen 
and diplomats, President Roosevelt was careful to emphasize that war 
debts were to be excluded from the conference deliberations. His writ
ten and oral instructions to Hull and the other members o f the 
American delegation to the London conference explicitly directed 
them not " to  carry on, formally or informally, any discussion of 
either war debts or disarmament. These two problems will be handled 
by me in W ashington." Hull and other Americans considered it a 
breach o f prior assurances when Prime Minister MacDonald alluded 
to war debts and debt reduction in his opening address to the con
ference on June 12, 1933.7

President Roosevelt’s official and public position on war debts was 
consistent throughout. He expressed those views repeatedly in his let
ters, his press conferences, in conversations reported by others, and in 
a formal message on the subject that he presented to Congress on June 
1,1934. The president was willing to receive proposals and representa
tions from debtor governments concerning war debts and to give their 
proposals thoughtful consideration. But he emphasized repeatedly 
that he had no legal or constitutional authority to reduce or cancel war 
debts. He stressed that only Congress had authority to extend any 
moratorium on debt payments. In June, 1933, during the closing days 
of the special session, the press of domestic legislation, according to 
the president, made it impossible to win from Congress any mora
torium on the debt payments due June 15. Congressional approval for 
debt reduction or cancellation was impossible in the hectic rush to ad
journ (and probably would have been politically impossible even if 
unhurried deliberation were possible at some less traumatic time). He 
did not consider a partial payment as a default. But President Roose
velt did not at any time ask Congress to authorize postponement, 
reduction, or cancellation of war debt payments. And he consistently
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insisted that war debts were separate from reparations so far as the 
United States was concerned. Isolationists worried that Roosevelt 
might weaken on the issue. They were uneasy about the possible 
deleterious influence o f Norman Davis and other internationalists. In 
practice, however, they had no cause to find fault with President 
Roosevelt's public and official position on war debts.'

Progressive Republican Senator Hiram Johnson o f California 
played the largest active role in isolationist and congressional 
responses to the war debt controversy. A year younger than Borah, 
Johnson was born in Sacramento, California, in 1866. He attended 
the University of California at Berkeley, but left school in his junior 
year and never graduated. He read law in his father's office, was ad
mitted to the bar in 1888, and practiced law in Sacramento and later in 
San Francisco. Active in Republican party politics, he opposed the 
party machine and supported progressive reforms. As governor of 
California from 1911 to 1917 he emerged as one of the nation's 
leading state reformers. He won the vice-presidential nomination as 
Theodore Roosevelt's running mate in the unsuccessful third party 
Bull Moose Progressive party effort in 1912. Elected to the United 
States Senate in 1916, Johnson was in his fifth term when he died in
1945. Johnson was second only to Borah in seniority among Repub
licans in the Senate Foreign Relations Committee during the years that 
Japan, Italy, and Germany mounted their alarming challenges to 
world peace and security in the 1930s. Fully as independent, chauvin
istic, and isolationist as Borah, Johnson personally was more crusty, 
abrasive, and subjective. He resented Borah's good relations with the 
press and his talent for winning headlines. Even more than other 
western progressives, Johnson saw himself as fighting almost alone 
against the forces of evil. He could be a formidable political oppo
nent, and he commanded impressive oratorical and legislative skills.*

In 1931-32, Johnson conducted a Senate Finance Committee in
vestigation of American loans abroad. His probe and report touched 
on war debts, but it focused largely on private American loans to 
Latin American governments. As he probed deeper, Johnson became 
increasingly troubled by the role (almost the partnership) of the 
Department of State in the whole process. The State Department, ac
cording to Johnson, helped financiers arrange loans to Latin Amer
ican governments, failed to alert small creditors to the questionable 
soundness of the bonds, and then through official secrecy helped 
cover their tracks (and those of the financiers). State Department of
ficials withheld dispatches from Johnson’s committee (documents
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that were available to financiers involved). He reached the conclusion 
that the United States had “ a government of, for, and by interna
tional bankers, owned by those who have, and without the slightest 
concern for those who have no t."  Johnson's investigation in 1931-32 
directed its fire against international bankers and the State Depart
ment much more than against European debtor governments.10

Nonetheless, the California senator had repeatedly criticized 
America's war debt policies. He opposed the Hoover moratorium on 
intergovernmental debts, and he vigorously objected to reducing or 
canceling the war debts. He actively supported Roosevelt before and 
after the election of 1932, but he worried that Roosevelt might weaken 
on the debts issue under pressure from eastern “ cancellationists.”  On 
November 14, 1932, when he learned that President Hoover had in
vited the president-elect to meet at the White House to discuss war 
debts, the senator telegraphed Roosevelt through James A. Farley, ad
vising him to “ beware of Greeks bearing gifts." He thought Hoover 
was trying to trap him on the debts issue. In his telegram Johnson con
tended that the American people were overwhelmingly opposed to 
cancellation or reduction of the debts. He thought Congress generally 
reflected that sentiment. There would be time enough for Roosevelt to 
deal with debts after inauguration; it "would be folly" to participate 
or share in the consequences of Hoover's actions.11

Near the close of the Hoover administration, two of the giants 
among isolationists, Hiram Johnson of California and William E. 
Borah o f Idaho, took the floor for a moving Senate debate on war 
debts. Though they disliked each other personally, Johnson and 
Borah generally took similar stands on public issues. On war debts, 
however, they disagreed enough to produce a memorable oratorical 
contest. With France and other countries expected to default on their 
payments due December 15, both Borah and Senator Pat Harrison of 
Mississippi had given notice of their intention to speak on the subject. 
But neither had acted. Hiram Johnson, ever suspicious of the motives 
of others, suspected that either the Hoover administration or the inter
national bankers had silenced them and that there "was a policy 
thereafter of hush hushing upstairs." He grew increasingly impatient, 
and after the holiday adjournment he gave notice of his intention to 
speak. He took the floor on Wednesday, January 4,1933.12

For more than two hours Senator Johnson held forth, speaking 
largely without notes. His was a dramatic, powerful oration restating 
arguments against the moratorium and against either reducing or 
canceling the debts. He provided factual background on the history of



88 War Debts and the Johnson Act

the debts, the original agreements, the renegotiations in the 1920s, and 
the moratorium. In moving terms he described the plight o f American 
farmers and workers whose acute economic difficulties led to 
foreclosures and bankruptcies without benefit o f compassion or help 
from either the United States government or big financiers. He 
reminded his listeners that those same Americans, in their capacities as 
taxpayers, would bear the financial burdens if the war debts were 
reduced or canceled. Highly critical of the debtor governments, par
ticularly France, he insisted those governments were obligated to  pay 
and were capable of paying. In his opinion, if European governments 
chose to violate their agreements to pay, they should bear the onus for 
defaulting; the United States should not relieve them of that op
probrium by transferring the burden to American taxpayers through 
moratorium, reduction, or cancellation of the debts.

Though he criticized the European governments, Johnson directed, 
his most eloquent denunciations against American internationalists 
that he called “ the American foreign legion." In that category he in
cluded international bankers, the internationalist press, intellectuals, 
and the Hoover administration. He wished his voice might extend 
across the ocean to give Europeans the message “ that no administra
tion can settle these debts, no international banker will be permitted to 
revise or reduce them, no international press can befog the issue and 
drive the American people into reducing them ." That authority, he 
pointed out, rested solely with the Congress of the United States—and 
Congress would not do it. Senator Johnson was exhausted after his 
two-and-one-half hour performance. He wrote his sons later that it 
went over “ very, very well." And indeed it had.'*

Though the old California progressive left the chamber after his 
address, later that same afternoon Senator Borah continued the 
deliberations with a major address of his own. There were none in the 
Senate who surpassed Borah's reputation or talent for oratory. The 
Idaho progressive Republican conceded many of Johnson's points. 
He did not favor having the United States unilaterally reduce or cancel 
the war debts. He did not believe that canceling the debts would con
tribute significantly, by itself, to restoring prosperity or preserving 
peace. Borah did believe that there were other economic considera
tions more important than debts, however, and that the United States 
should be willing to use debt adjustments to gain world markets that 
could contribute to prosperity for the United States and the world.

In his address Borah claimed to be speaking “ from the viewpoint 
of the farmer" and insisted that there could not be “ a restoration of
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real and permanent prosperity in the United States without a restora
tion o f  prosperity to the American farm er." He cited statistics on the 
sharp drop in foreign trade during the depression and contended that 
without revived commerce there could not be "any reasonable return 
of prosperity in the United States." He thought it would be impossible 
for farmers " to  prosper upon his local m arket." In a key statement 
Senator Borah said: " I f  we could open the markets for the American 
farm, revive trade and commerce, reestablish our monetary systems 
upon a  sound basis and drastically reduce the armaments of the world 
. . . it would be infinitely more valuable to the people of the United 
States than the payment o f the debts." He wanted to use those debts 
to negotiate for more important economic advantages for the Amer
ican people. He praised the Lausanne agreements o f 1932 as " a  
tremendous step in the right direction." He asked how the senators 
"proposed to restore prosperity on the farm without markets? With
out that all schemes fail. My remedy may be wrong, but in the name of 
a suffering people then tell me what is the rem edy."14

Senator Borah, as always, was magnificently impressive as he 
addressed the Senate that afternoon. Despite his concern for the 
farmer and farm markets, however, his language was more in tune 
with that of internationalists than with that of most of his fellow isola
tionists. On that subject, and in that address, Secretary of State Stim- 
son was correct in grouping the Idaho senator with himself and with 
" th e  bankers and economists." Johnson was, in a sense, justified in 
associating Borah’s position with “ the New York bankers."11 But 
President Roosevelt did not pursue the course urged by Senator 
Borah. Whatever Roosevelt’s personal views may have been, in prac
tice he followed policies that were consistent with those that Hiram 
Johnson advocated so eloquently. And he conferred with Johnson on 
the issue both before and after inauguration.

Johnson was uneasy, however, about Roosevelt's position; he did 
not like the way the president-elect was "monkeying around with our 
war debts." He disapproved of FDR’s January meeting at Warm 
Springs with Britain’s Ambassador Lindsay. In mid-February, he 
wrote that he was "very deeply concerned over Roosevelt’s attitude in 
respect to our foreign deb ts ." '4

On March 22, 1933, at the beginning o f the Roosevelt administra
tion, Senator Johnson introduced a bill (S. 682) that would have pro
hibited private American loans to any foreign government that 
defaulted on its debts to the United States government or to private 
individuals and corporations in the United States. The Judiciary Com
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mittee reported it out favorably to the Senate. Initially it did not win 
legislative support from Roosevelt, and it was not passed by either 
house during the special session. Roosevelt gave priority to his 
domestic New Deal program during the One Hundred Days. He was 
evasive on the debts issue in his press conferences. Time grew short 
and tempers flared as the special session rushed to adjournment just as 
the June IS war debt payments came due and just as the World Eco
nomic Conference got under way in London.17

Though the special session had not acted on his bill, neither John
son nor Roosevelt was through with the matter. President Roosevelt, 
Secretary Hull, Assistant Secretary Moley, William C. Bullitt, and 
others consulted with Johnson on the bill. The Senate passed it 
without objection on January 11,1934. Later that same day, however, 
Democratic Majority Leader Senator Joseph T. Robinson o f Arkan
sas delayed matters when he moved for reconsideration. Robinson 
was in consultation with the White House and the State Department, 
and there were objections to the bill in its original form. "

Johnson believed the president “ really favored the bill*’ and 
“ would like it as a weapon in dealing with these European welchers,“  
but “ desired some amendments to protect him in what he was doing in 
South America, [and] with Russia.** The administration wanted three 
major changes—and got its way on two of them. Roosevelt suggested 
that the bill be changed to give him discretionary authority to deter
mine when there was a default, and thus when and whether the 
penalties against debtors should go into effect. Johnson objected to 
that proposed change and insisted that he “ would not leave to any 
individual, however much I cared for him, the right to do as he 
pleased with these foreign debts.’’ The president yielded to his wishes 
on that m atter."

Both the president and the State Department objected to the 
language in the original bill that would have applied it to those govern
ments that had defaulted on debts to private American bondholders; 
they wanted it to apply only to governments that had defaulted on 
debts owed to the United States government. The change they urged 
would have made it applicable on the war debts issue, but would not 
have had it apply to Latin American defaults that affected small 
private bondholders whose plight had aroused Johnson’s concern in 
the course of his 1931-32 investigation. In a letter to the president, 
Johnson complained that if that change were made, “ we protect our 
Government and then deny the same protection to our people.’’ He 
thought “ there should be no distinction.’’ But he reluctantly yielded
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to the president’s wishes on that important change. And finally, 
Roosevelt and the State Department wanted it amended to prevent it 
from interfering with trade with the Soviet Union that they hoped 
would develop with help from the Export-Import Bank established for 
that purpose. Again Johnson yielded to the administration's wishes.10

On February 2, 1934, the Senate reconsidered Johnson’s bill. With 
the Californian’s assent, and with Johnson and Robinson handling 
the necessary legislative procedures, the Senate quickly approved the 
amendments desired by the administration. The amended bill prompt
ly passed the Senate without debate, without dissent, and without 
record vote.11

It then went on to the House of Representatives. Johnson kept a 
watchful eye on its progress there.11 On March 2 it was referred to the 
Foreign Affairs Committee. Chairman McReynolds arranged to have 
Senator Johnson testify on behalf of his bill. After consultation with 
Assistant Secretary of State R. Walton Moore, Johnson agreed "no t 
to unnecessarily quote" the president in the course of his testimony. 
Johnson did his job effectively, and the committee reported the bill 
out favorably on March 14.1*

On Wednesday afternoon, April 4, the House of Representatives 
considered Johnson’s "little bill," under a suspension of the rules that 
limited debate and did not permit amendments. McReynolds, Demo
cratic chairman of the Foreign Affairs Committee, and Hamilton 
Fish, New York Republican and ranking minority member o f the 
committee, led the deliberations. All who participated in the one-hour 
debate approved the general purposes of the bill. Criticism came prin
cipally from those who thought it did not go far enough.

The most severe criticisms focused on that part designed to permit 
Export-Import Bank credits to the Soviet Union. The pertinent 
language was general, exempting from the application of the measure 
any public corporation created by Congress or any corporation con
trolled by the Unted States government. It did not explicitly mention 
the Soviet Union. Anticipating objections, McReynolds had obtained 
a formal resolution from the board involved that "n o  actual credit 
transactions with the Soviet Government shall be undertaken unless 
and until that government shall submit to the President of the United 
States an acceptable agreement respecting the payment of the Russian 
indebtedness to the Government of the United States and its na
tionals."

Isolationist Hamilton Fish was scathing in his comments on that 
provision. "Just why we should show any favoritism to the Com
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munists is a matter for the ‘brain trust* to explain, for I know of no 
reason for it unless we are verging toward a socialist dictatorship as 
many claim.** Fish and others would have preferred changing the bill 
to prohibit loans or credits to the Soviet Union, but amendments 
were not permitted under the suspension of the rules. Fish said he had 
been assured by “ a prominent official** of the State Department, 
however, that the government would “ not lend any money to Soviet 
Russia until the debts she owes us have been settled. . .  to the satisfac
tion of the President.** With those assurances, Fish would vote for the 
bill. Despite objections to the provision permitting credits to the 
Soviet Union, the House after its brief debate gave two-thirds ap
proval to the bill, with no roll call vote, and sent it on to the presi
dent.*4

If he had been prepared to pay the political price, Roosevelt prob
ably could have blocked action on Johnson’s bill—but he did not do 
so. The president’s New Deal legislative priorities helped account for 
the failure of the special session to consider Johnson’s bill in the 
spring of 1933, but Roosevelt did not speak out against it either then 
or later. The president and the State Department had a hand in Robin
son’s move to reconsider the bill after the Senate first approved it in 
January, 1934. And the president and the State Department suc
cessfully compelled Johnson to accept amendments that the senator 
really did not want. Roosevelt did not publicly urge Congress to adopt 
the bill, but neither did he publicly oppose it. Spokesmen for the 
legislation (including Johnson) were careful not to quote the president 
or to state in Congress or in committee that he favored the bill. But 
Assistant Secretary of State R. Walton Moore (who played the largest 
State Department role in the legislative course of the bill) wrote 
Undersecretary William Phillips that it was “ a fact that the President 
favors the legislation.*' And the British Ambassador Lindsay noted in 
a communication to his government that the Senate approval on 
February 2 was accomplished “ without any opposition, with perfect
ing amendments proposed by the State Department, and with the 
Administration leaders of the Chamber standing by in favourable 
neutrality, all circumstances combining to indicate an absence of 
opposition by the White House.’’*5

Both internationalists in the United States and statesmen from 
debtor governments denounced the bill. But even if Roosevelt had 
agreed with them (and he provided no solid evidence that he did), he 
was not prepared to pay the political price required to quash it. He 
wanted and needed the political support o f western progressive isola-
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tionists (including Johnson) who felt strongly on war debts in general 
and on this legislation in particular. Whatever his personal convictions 
(and he may have agreed with Johnson), he was not going to endanger 
his New Deal legislative program and his political standing in the 
country on an issue where feelings ran so high as they did on war 
debts. Secretary of State Cordell Hull offered “ no objection to the 
form of the bill,“  and President Roosevelt signed it into law on April 
13,1934. He invited Senator and Mrs. Johnson to dinner at the White 
House soon after, and even sent an inscribed picture o f himself to 
Mrs. Johnson.2*

The Johnson Act of 1934 raised many legal uncertainties, and the 
White House and State Department conferred with the Californian in 
resolving those technicalities. The new law did not affect short-term 
credits involved in day-to-day operation of normal commercial deal
ings between countries. Before the adoption o f the Johnson Act, the 
president had ruled that Britain and other countries that made partial 
payments were not in default. Under the Johnson Act, however, 
governments that made only partial payments would be in default. 
Johnson and administration leaders agreed that the new definition of 
default should not be retroactive, but it clearly applied when the next 
payments came due on June IS, 1934. In practice, neither Britain nor 
any other debtor governments (except Finland) made any further pay
ments (token or otherwise) on their war debts to the United States 
after the adoption of the Johnson Act in 1934.27

In his address to Congress on January 3, 1934, Roosevelt had indi
cated that he would send a message to Congress on war debts, but he 
procrastinated. Finally, on June 1, 1934, after he had signed the 
Johnson Act, after the main legal questions involved had been worked 
out, and when it was clear that the act would be met by general default 
by the debtor governments, the president presented his debts message 
to Congress. It was largely a factual summary o f the course of policies 
and developments on war debts from 1931 through the end of 1933.

In his message the president neither called for new legislation nor 
mentioned the Johnson Act. He repeated his earlier statements that 
the war debts had “ no relation whatsoever to reparations payments“  
and that each debtor government was free to discuss its problem with 
the United States. He reminded the debtor governments of “ the 
sacredness“  of their obligations. He concluded his message by affirm
ing that “ the final power”  on America’s war debt policies lay “ with 
the Congress“  and promising to “ keep the Congress informed from 
time to  time and make such new recommendations as may later seem
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advisable." No such “ new recommendations" were ever forthcoming 
from President Roosevelt.”

The Johnson Act was not exactly what the California progressive 
Republican had intended it to be. It did not apply to those govern
ments that defaulted on obligations to small private bondholders in 
the United States—the matter that had first given rise to his concern. 
The Johnson Act did not ban loans by the United States government 
to those governments that had defaulted on debt payments. By defin
ing default to include both nonpayment and partial payment, the act 
provided no incentive for Britain and other governments to continue 
making token payments. If it was designed to coerce debtor govern
ments into paying their debts, it failed. Except for Finland, none of 
the European governments made any further payments after the John
son Act went into effect in 1934. The law was more of an angry na
tionalistic slap at Europeans than any real effort to win further 
payments. It was a widely approved manifestation of America's disen
chantment with Europe after World War I. For many (including 
Johnson) it was an expression o f hostility against international 
bankers and big financiers. In its restrictions on private American 
financial ties with European governments, the Johnson Act was a pre
cursor to the neutrality laws of the 1930s that were designed to prevent 
economic ties that might involve the United States in European wars.

There were no serious moves either by the administration or by 
Congress to repeal the Johnson Act during the years that Franklin D. 
Roosevelt was president of the United States. Not until the financial 
needs of Britain, France, China, and the Soviet Union in World War 
II became of growing concern did President Roosevelt publicly allude 
to the problem again. And he did so then only to take a fresh tack that 
might “ eliminate the dollar sign" and avoid the “ mistakes" that had 
so inflamed America’s relations with Europe in the war debt con
troversies that had followed World War I.



C hapter 8

Reciprocal Trade 
Agreements Program

Isolationist economic concerns extended to foreign trade, tariffs, and 
reciprocity. No leading isolationist wanted the United States to cut 
itself o ff  economically from the rest of the world. Many actively 
sought foreign markets for .American products—particularly agricul- 

( tural and mineral products. In that connection, they urged construc
tion o f  a Saint Lawrence seaway to give the Middle West direct access 
by oceangoing ships to markets and products of other parts of the 
world.

Nonetheless, isolationist views on trade, tariffs, and reciprocity 
differed from those of internationalists. Some in retail businesses, ser
vice industries, and protected manufacturing sold only on the 
domestic market and felt no direct need for foreign markets. Some 
parts o f  agriculture (truck farming, for example) sold largely in the 
domestic market. Farmers and miners produced surpluses that found 
their way into foreign markets, but they did not directly handle ex
ports, shipping, and marketing abroad. Consequently, often they 
were not alert to the economic significance of foreign markets. In any 
event, they were primarily interested in agricultural and mineral prod
ucts. Tariffs that protected industrial sectors of the economy and 
reciprocal trade agreements that seemed to encourage industrial ex
ports in exchange for agricultural and mineral imports did not appeal 
to western progressive isolationists. They emphasized the right of 
farmers to the American market. They criticized legislative delegation 
of authority to the president to conclude reciprocal trade agreements.

Those considerations were personalized in the contest between 
Secretary o f State Cordell Hull and Foreign Trade Adviser George N. 
Peek over trade policies. Even more decisively than in his earlier con
test with Moley, Hull triumphed over Peek. Like Moley a few months



earlier, Peek fell from presidential grace and left the Roosevelt admin
istration before the end of 1935.

President Roosevelt’s role in the Hull-Peek confrontation was less 
spectacular than it had been in the earlier Hull-Moley clash. But his 
personal views on trade and reciprocity became more clearly sym
pathetic with Hull’s side than they had been in the Hull-Moley clash. 
In both the Hull-Peek episode and evolving trade policies, Roosevelt 
increasingly identified with the reciprocal trade program for which 
Secretary Hull crusaded so tenaciously. Hull’s reciprocal trade agree
ments did not contribute so much to prosperity and peace as he had 
predicted. But the developing patterns were part o f the gradual 
estrangement of isolationists in general and agrarian progressive isola
tionists in particular from the Roosevelt administration’s conduct of 
foreign relations.
^ T h ro u ghout his public career ErankiiuD. Roosevelt had-favored- 

lowering, tariff barriers .and expanding ioreign markets^ But he was 
never so rigidly doctrinaire as Hull was on reciprocal trade agree
ments. In 1932-33, Roosevelt was sufficiently artful in his choice o f 
words to satisfy those who wanted tariff protection for their particular 
sectors of the economy (as well as those who favored mutual reduc
tions through the hard tariff bargaining) and those who urged sweep
ing multilateral tariff reductions. In a letter to Hull in 1929, Governor 
Roosevelt applauded the Tennessee congressman’s tariff stand and 
predicted that in 1932 the tariff issue would “ be more to the front 
than at any time since 1892." In his address to the New York State 
Grange in February 1932 (the speech in which he said he no longer 
favored American membership in the League of Nations), Governor 
Roosevelt criticized the high Smoot-Hawley tariff of 1930. He blamed 
it for provoking other countries to raise their tariff walls and so close 
foreign markets to American products. Roosevelt pointed to the “ sim
ple fact that the farmers of America have been buying in a protected 
market and selling in a market open to the competition of the whole 
world." He urged “ reciprocal methods" to negotiate mutually bene
ficial tariff reductions at a “ trade conference with the other Nations 
of the world.” '

Before the Democratic convention in 1932, Hull got the impression 
that Roosevelt “ was entirely favorable in principle" to his reciprocal 
trade agreement idea. Hull and A. Mitchell Palmer wrote the plank in 
the Democratic platform that called for “ a competitive tariff for 
revenue with a fact-finding tariff commission free from executive 
interference, reciprocal tariff agreements with other nations, and an
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international economic conference designed to restore international 
trade and facilitate exchange." In his acceptance speech Roosevelt ex
plicitly endorsed the tariff plank in the platform and urged "resto
ration o f the trade of the world" by negotiating with other countries.1

The tariff views o f Roosevelt's campaign advisers ranged from the 
reciprocity ideas o f Hull and Charles W. Taussig to the economic na
tionalism and protectionism of Hugh Johnson* Raymond Moley, Key 
Pittman, and George N. Peek. Roosevelt’s responses to their range of 
guidance provided insight into the man and his methods. Hull and 
Taussig drafted a tariff speech for him in accord with their reciprocal 
trade views; brains truster Hugh Johnson dictated a different draft 
calling for "old-fashioned Yankee horse-trades" in tough bilateral 
negotiations. Moley thought the two drafts differed so fundamentally 
that they were irreconcilable (Hull would have thought so too). After 
reading them both, however, Roosevelt casually asked Moley to 
"weave the two together." Moley considered it "an  impossible assign
m ent." But when the speech was ready for delivery before an Iowa 
audience, Roosevelt believed they had succeeded. He saw it as " a  
compromise between the free traders and the protectionists." In 
Moley's opinion, however, the speech ignored "the Hulls of the 
party" and threw them " a  couple of sops" in the form of attacks on 
the Smoot-Hawley tariff.1 Critics might consider Roosevelt's response 
an indication of his economic ignorance, his fuzzy thinking, his talent 
for obfuscation, or his lack of principle. But it might be just as ac
curate to suggest that Hull, Moley, and Peek wore doctrinal blinders, 
while Roosevelt demonstrated his political artfulness, his talent for 
keeping his options open, and his flexible undoctrinaire style. His 
position on tariffs during the campaign was not exactly what Hull 
wanted, but it was not what the Smoot-Hawley tariff provided either.

In a campaign address in Seattle on September 20, Governor 
Roosevelt denounced the "outrageous rates" in the Smoot-Hawley 
tariff for raising "havoc" with plans " to  stimulate foreign markets." 
He urged " a  tariff policy based in large part upon the simple principle 
of profitable exchange, arrived at through negotiated tariff, with 
benefit to each Nation." Speaking in Sioux City, Iowa, on September 
29, Roosevelt again denounced the Smoot-Hawley tariff for increas
ing the prices of the industrial goods the farmer bought without at the 
same time increasing the prices the farmer received for his products. 
He charged that the high Republican tariff had "largely extinguished 
the export markets for our industrial and our farm surplus." He 
called for " a  competitive ta r if f ' that would "pu t the American
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producers on a market equality with their foreign competitors.”  In 
his opinion “ international negotiation”  was “ the most desirable 
method”  to accomplish that goal, using “ good old-fashioned trad
ing”  and “ successful barter.”  Roosevelt denied that the Democrats 
wanted free trade. He charged that the Republicans “ would put the 
duties so high as to make them practically prohibitive”  and promised 
that the Democrats “ would put them as low as the preservation of the 
prosperity of American industry and American agriculture will per
mit.”  On October 25, in a speech in Baltimore, Roosevelt denied 
Republican charges that he would hurt farmers by reducing tariffs on 
farm products. Six days later he told an audience in Boston that he 
favored continued tariff protection “ for American agriculture as well 
as American industry.” 4

In his inaugural address on March 4, 1933, President Roosevelt 
gave priority to his domestic program. “ Our international trade rela
tions, though vastly important, are in point of time and necessity 
secondary to the establishment of a sound national economy.”  He 
promised to “ spare no effort to restore world trade by international 
economic readjustment, but the emergency at home cannot wait on 
that accomplishment.”  That tone and priority coincided with Moley’s 
views, but could not have been entirely pleasing to the new president’s 
secretary of state.5

Cordell Hull of Tennessee was a Wilsonian Democrat. He shared 
the South’s traditional low tariff views and those of Woodrow Wilson 
(himself a product of the South). From the beginning of his long career 
in the House of Representatives, Hull had taken special interest in 
economic issues—particularly tax, tarriff, and trade matters. Long 
before he became secretary of state, Hull’s obsession had become 
multilateral trade reciprocity, his central solution to the problems of 
the United States and the world. He was not a free-trader, but he 
favored legislation authorizing the president to negotiate bilateral 
reciprocal trade agreements. Hull firmly believed that mutually bene
ficial trade relations contributed to improved diplomatic relations be
tween states and reduced international friction and hostility. He was 
persuaded that international peace and prosperity went hand in hand 
and that his trade program would contribute to both peace and pros
perity for the United States and the world.*

Sophisticated critics ridiculed his single-minded preoccupation 
with reciprocity. Whether the reciprocal trade agreements program 
had the utopian results he expected from it may be doubted. But his 
persistent, determined, and skillful efforts were centrally responsible
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for its enactment and implementation during the Roosevelt ad
ministration. Hull, more than any other individual, guided President 
Roosevelt from his generalized sympathy for tariff reduction to 
positive action culminating in the enactment of the reciprocal trade 
agreements program in the middle of 1934.7 And just as Roosevelt's 
early New Deal program and the president’s role in the World 
Economic Conference were in tune with economic nationalism and 
isolationism, so Hull's reciprocal trade agreements program was in 
tune with the administration's slowly developing internationalism and 
its gradual estrangement from isolationism.

It may well be that fundamental circumstances at home and 
abroad were moving the United States in the internationalist direc
tions that Secretary Hull's trade views pointed. But his success on the 
issue was not accomplished without overcoming difficulties and 
frustrations. Roosevelt’s brains trusters (including Moley, Tugwell, 
Johnson, and Peek), western progressive isolationists, and the early 
New Deal’s economic nationalism (including that of NRA and AAA) 
encouraged a modified self-containment that was fundamentally at 
odds with Hull’s trade views and with internationalism.

As head of the American delegation to the World Economic Con
ference in June, 1933, Hull was acutely distraught when he learned en 
route to  London that Roosevelt had decided not to press for enact
ment o f trade agreements legislation. He seriously considered resign
ing. James M. Cox and William C. Bullitt dissuaded him, however, 
and prodded Roosevelt into sending a message reassuring Hull of his 
continued dedication to the enactment of reciprocity legislation—at 
an unspecified later date. Hull dried his tears, stiffened his back, 
squared his shoulders, and pressed on with his frustrating duties as 
head o f the American delegation in London. He loyally defended his 
president and won Roosevelt’s gratitude at the close of the fruitless 
conference. But Hull was to have more tribulations before his brain
child could become a reality. And part of his difficulties came in the 
person of George N. Peek.

Peek of Illinois (like Hugh S. Johnson) was a protégé of Bernard 
M. Baruch, having served under him on the War Industries Board of 
World War 1. He had experience as a businessman in the manufacture 
of farm equipment before and after World War I. Priding himself on 
his business experience and on getting hard facts as bases for action, 
Peek took a dim view of academic theoreticians (and of Hull’s lack of 
experience in the practical world of business). He was not an agrarian 
radical, and on many domestic issues he disagreed with western pro



gressives. But he shared their devotion to agriculture—and to isola
tionism. Like western progressives, Peek gave priority to domestic 
considerations over foreign affairs and to the needs of farmers over 
those of urban sectors of the economy (though he denied that there 
was any fundamental conflict between rural and urban interests within 
the United States). He played a central role in developing the two- 
price system urged by agricultural reformers in the 1920s; he proposed 
to increase farm income by protecting the domestic market for 
American producers and by selling agricultural surpluses on the world 
market. He favored negotiating bilateral trade agreements with 
foreign governments, including barter agreements, but wanted them 
subject to Senate approval. He strongly opposed Hull’s uncondi
tional-most-favored-nation scheme. '

In 1932, Hugh Johnson drew Peek into the Roosevelt camp. In the 
new Roosevelt administration Peek helped draft the first Agricultural 
Adjustment Act and served as the first head of the Agricultural Ad
justment Administration. He found himself at odds, however, with 
Secretary Henry A. Wallace, Rexford G. Tugwell, Jerome N. Frank, 
and others in the Department of Agriculture. He saw them as ’interna
tionalists”  and “ collectivists”  who were trying to make the AAA into 
“ an instrument to regiment the farmer through acreage control.”  He 
opposed “ planned scarcity.”  They, in turn, objected to Peek’s plans 
to raise farm incomes by disposing of agricultural surpluses abroad 
through dumping, subsidized exports, and bilateral barter arrange
ments.*

Wallace and Tugwell would have been pleased if the president had 
simply fired Peek. But that was not Roosevelt’s way. He eschewed 
personal unpleasantness and found it difficult to dismiss anyone. He 
was concerned about Peek’s political following in the Middle West. 
The president solved the problem by easing it from the Department of 
Agriculture to the Department of State, from Secretary Wallace to 
Secretary Hull. And he did so while Hull was out of the country 
heading the American delegation to the Inter-American Conference at 
Montevideo, Uruguay. At a carefully staged White House meeting on 
December 11, 1933, the president arranged for Peek to resign as Agri
cultural Adjustment Administrator and then appointed him to head a 
temporary committee to recommend a permanent organization “ to 
coordinate all government relations to American foreign trade.”  In 
advance of the White House meeting the president had confided to 
Undersecretary of State William Phillips that Peek's new assignment 
was “ window dressing”  to resolve the Peek-Wallace impasse and “ to
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save the face o f Peek.’* Insiders assumed that Peek was on his way 
out—but it proved to be a long slow process. He submitted his tem
porary committee’s report to the president on December 30; early in 
February, 1934, Roosevelt named him to head the new Export-Import 
banks; and on March 23, 1934, he appointed Peek to be special ad
viser to the president on foreign trade. Hull later wrote that “ if Mr. 
Roosevelt had hit me between the eyes with a sledge hammer he could 
not have stunned me more than by this appointment.**10

Personally, Peek was likable enough. Some two years younger 
than Hull, he shared the secretary of state’s single-minded devotion to 
a cause he considered vital; he shared Hull’s doctrinaire rigidity and 
unshakable conviction that his own particular approach was right. To 
use religious terms for their secular ideologies, Peek and Hull were 
both true believers. But each worshiped a different god, and each was 
intolerant o f those of different faiths. Both emerged from agricultural 
sectors o f the society—but with a difference. Hull of Tennessee was a 
product o f the South, long and consciously dependent on foreign 
markets for its cotton and on foreign suppliers for its industrial im
ports; Peek o f Illinois was a product of the Middle West with its corn- 
hog agriculture, its protectionist tariff views, and its less acute 
awareness of the importance of foreign markets for agricultural pros
perity.

From December, 1933, until November, 1933, Hull and Peek were 
locked in a continuing contest over control of trade policies. Both had 
direct access to the president. Each thought Roosevelt could have 
resolved the difficulty by unequivocally committing his administration 
to one trade policy or the other. That the president was agonizingly 
slow to do. Peek inundated Roosevelt with facts, figures, reports, and 
recommendations. Secretary Hull, Undersecretary Phillips, Assistant 
Secretary Francis B. Sayre (President Wilson’s son-in-law), and others 
in the State Department alertly countered each of Peek’s initiatives by 
persuading the president to dilute, block, or bury them. Roosevelt’s 
personal views were closer to Hull’s than to Peek’s, but he insisted 
that the two were not so far apart as each believed. Peek persisted. 
And there were repeated scares in the State Department that he might 
slip through one or another o f his schemes. Even the adoption of 
Hull’s precious Reciprocal Trade Agreements Act in June, 1934, did 
not immediately end the contest or determine with certainty that 
Hull’s trade views would prevail over Peek’s in implementing the new 
law.

The reciprocal trade agreements bill (H.R. 8687) was the product



of many minds—including those o f both Hull and Peek. Leaders in 
both houses of Congress were consulted in the deliberations. President 
Roosevelt approved the draft legislation at a White House meeting on 
February 28, 1934, at which both Hull and Peek were present. On 
March 2, the president sent a message to Congress urging adoption of 
the reciprocity resolution. Roosevelt pointed out that " a  full and per
manent domestic recovery depends in part upon a revived and 
strengthened international trade and that American exports cannot be 
permanently increased without a corresponding increase in imports.” 
Describing it as “ an emergency program necessitated by the economic 
crisis,”  the president promised to “ pay due heed to the requirements 
of other branches of our recovery program, such as the National 
Industrial Recovery Act.” 11

On March 16, Democratic Representative Robert L. Doughton of 
North Carolina, chairman o f the House Ways and Means Committee, 
introduced the administration’s resolution. His committee conducted 
hearings. Congressman Doughton opened the House debate on March 
23 with a major address urging adoption. Republican Congressman 
Allen Treadway o f Massachusetts led the opposition. Though agri
cultural representatives held forth against the bill, spokesmen for pro
tected industries held center stage for the opposition. In the final vote 
on March 29, more than two-thirds of the legislators assured House 
approval, 274 for and 111 against.12

On April 2, the Senate Finance Committee, under Mississippi's 
Democratic Senator Pat Harrison, held extensive hearings at which 
Hull and others testified. During the extended and sometimes heated 
debate on the Senate floor, spokesmen for industry, labor, and agri
culture shared in marshaling arguments against Hull’s reciprocity pro
posal. But California’s Hiram Johnson and other agrarian progressive 
isolationists dominated closing phases of the deliberations with their 
unsuccessful efforts to amend the bill to exclude agricultural products 
from reciprocity agreements to be concluded under the program. A 
few, including Arthur Capper of Kansas, voted for Johnson’s amend
ment (though correctly anticipating its defeat), and then voted for the 
administration's bill even without the amendment (believing it would 
“ give President Roosevelt an opportunity to open up foreign markets 
for our surplus, especially our farm products” ). Johnson, Borah, 
Nye, and other western progressives objected to delegating authority 
to the president to conclude trade agreements (“ treaties” ) that would 
not be subject to Senate approval. Johnson regretted that he had to 
oppose the president on the issue and feared the proposal would
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“ destroy the entente cordiale which has, thus far, existed between the 
President and the Congress.”  He blamed Hull and Wallace (whom 
he called “ internationalists”  and “ freetraders” ) for persuading the 
president to seek authority to make reciprocity agreements. Johnson 
thought Wallace wanted “ to uplift the entire world,”  “ cancel our 
foreign debts if he can,”  and “ break down every tariff barrier here 
and abroad.”  He considered Hull “ a nice old gentleman” who had 
“ more delusions concerning the world in general than a dog has 
fleas.”  With his California constituents explicitly in mind, Johnson 
opposed putting Hull and Wallace “ in command of the things that we 
raise from the soil, particularly upon which we have to compete with 
the Mediterranean and other countries.”  On April 13, Johnson wrote 
his son: “ I am sorry to say that the Administration is internationally- 
minded. I really think I have had much to do in preventing open and 
public expression, o f views by the Administration, thus far. This time, 
however, is doubtless at an end. A Californian can not be a free-trader 
like Wallace and Hull.” 11

The Senate voted minor clarifying amendments approved by the 
administration, but the efforts to exclude farm products from tariff- 
reducing agreements were defeated. The Senate voted its approval of 
the slightly amended resolution on June 4, 1934, with fifty-seven for 
and thirty-three against. Isolationists in general and western agrarian 
progressives in particular were nearly unanimous by 1940 in their op
position to extending the reciprocal trade agreements legislation, but 
they divided when the legislation was adopted initially in 1934. 
Senators Borah, Cutting, Frazier, Johnson, Long, McNary, Nye, 
Vandenberg, and White voted against the reciprocity bill in 1934. But 
Senators Capper, La Follette, McCarran, Norbeck, Norris, Pittman, 
Shipstead, and Wheeler voted for it.14 Party considerations were in
volved. Loyalty to the president and to his varied efforts to restore 
prosperity moved some. But part of the split among isolationists on 
the issue may have grown out of the still-unresolved contest between 
Hull and Peek. Secretary Hull brimmed with joy as he watched the 
president sign the measure into law on the night o f June 12, 1934.11 
But the future directions of that trade agreements program (and the 
attitudes of western progressive isolationists toward it) were still to be 
determined by the final outcome of the contest between Hull and 
Peek. That contest would have to be resolved by the president. And he 
was slow to act. Procrastination to give the difficulty time to dis
appear did not work, and neither did efforts to find a compromise.

The Reciprocal Trade Agreements Act was an amendment to the



Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act of 1930. It authorized the president to 
negotiate executive trade agreements« not subject to Senate approval, 
in which the United States could alter existing tariff rates by as much 
as 30 percent in return for comparable adjustments in the customs 
duties of other states. Each agreement was to include an uncon- 
ditional-most-favored-nation clause that would extend the tariff 
reductions to all countries that did not discriminate against the United 
States in their trade policies. Under Hull that meant, in practice, 
generalizing those reductions to most countries except Nazi Germany. 
Peek opposed the unconditional-most-favored-nation clause. And he 
believed the language of the new law permitted exceptions abroad that 
could severely limit the generalizing of tariff reductions. He identified 
scores of trade agreements between other countries (including the 1932 
Ottawa agreements providing preferential rates in trade between 
British Commonwealth states) that sufficiently discriminated against 
the United States to justify withholding tariff concessions from them. 
On November 19, 1934, Roosevelt in a “ Private and Confidential” 
memorandum suggested that if Hull and Peek “ could spend a couple 
of hours some evening together talking over this problem of the most- 
favored-nation clauses, it would be very helpful in many ways.”  The 
two men met and talked—but it was not “ helpful”  at a ll."

Throughout 1934 and 1933, Hull and his department repeatedly 
clashed with Peek on the negotiation of trade agreements with specific 
countries. Two proposed agreements—one with Germany and the 
other with Canada—highlighted the issues and the outcome of the 
contest. They involved the clash o f agricultural and industrial inter
ests, the relative roles of domestic economic and foreign policy con
cerns, and evolving patterns that were to see the United States drawing 
closer to Britain and the Commonwealth in opposition to Germany 
and the Axis.

Late in 1934 Peek, in  his dual capacities as foreign trade adviser 
and head of the Export-Import a ty r ttr  agr^m ont
with Germany. In effect it would have sent raw cotton to Germany in 
exchange for American dollars and cut-rate German products. On 
December 13, when Hull was in Tennessee away from his office, 
Undersecretary Phillips learned from the White House that the presi
dent was likely to approve Peek’s cotton deal with Germany. Phillips 
strongly urged the White House to delay the decision until after Hull 
returned the next day. Phillips alerted Hull to the crisis and sent a 
subordinate to brief the secretary on the train back to Washington. On 
Friday, December 14, Assistant Secretary Sayre met with the president
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to argue against the barter deal, Hull and his advisers drafted a letter 
to the president opposing the agreement, and Hull presented his case 
against it at the cabinet meeting in the afternoon. They* objggnd en

prQiinrk |} ıa t^ e r f r ı a ^ w a ^ j | fîf a ı ı l t in g  r m .H ah tc  t n  AmCUCan cred
itors and followed discriminatory trade- p'*1*™6. r llf-rat** r,<irman 
prnHnçf s rrûıT/t American industries. And many would object to 
such an arrangement with the oppressive Nazi government. Peek, in 
turn, thought the agreement was sound economically and would 
benefit both countries. Though he considered Nazi persecutions 
“ deplorable,”  on strictly economic and legal grounds Peek saw no 
reason why Germany should be “ black listed”  when other countries 
that discriminated against the United States through preferential trade 
agreements were not. The efforts by Secretary Hull and the State 
Department prevailed. The president yielded to their guidance. The 
prtprrdtrl ayr«^m»nt with fifffflja»™ Htr îrAH Peek lost the skir
mish.17

Hull later described the episode as the end of “ Peek’s intention to 
negotiate similar deals with other countries”  and wrote that the 
reciprocal trade agreements program “ steadily weakened and broke 
down the Peek program.”  J. Pierrepont Moffat in the State Depart
ment wrote that the episode blocked “ Peek’s one accomplishment to 
date,”  but he noted “ that politically the President wishes to keep Peek 
in the picture and to keep him reasonably contented.”  Peek was not 
“ reasonably contented,”  but he persisted in his opposition to Hull’s 
program—both with the president and the public. "

In February 1935, Phillips urged the president to resolve the matter 
—presumably by ousting Peek. But Roosevelt said that Peek had in
dicated he would not continue much longer; the president would not 
“ take action one way or the other to relieve the situation.”  Early in 
May, after Peek again attacked Hull’s policies publicly, Phillips 
wondered how the president could let the “ controversy continue” ; yet 
he understood that Roosevelt was still “ perfectly willing to ride both 
horses.”  At its meeting on May 10, cabinet members discussed Peek 
and his place in the administration. According to Secretary of Interior 
Ickes, “ Everyone seems to want to get rid of him, but the President is 
afraid that if he eases him out, Peek, who has a good deal of strength 
with certain farming elements, might proceed to organize against the 
Administration.”  Hull remonstrated with Roosevelt against Peek 
again on May 17."

On July 16, 1935, Peek submitted his resignation to the president 
because he felt “ increasingly out of sympathy with the foreign trade



policies now being pursued.” 20 Superficially Peek’s proffered resig
nation gave Roosevelt an easy opportunity to resolve the difficulty to 
the satisfaction of Hull and the State Department. But Congress was 
in the midst of a whole range of legislative battles on major items in 
Roosevelt’s domestic New Deal program. He could not lightly risk 
alienating congressmen and senators from western agricultural states 
when their votes were so needed on key legislation during the hectic 
closing weeks of the session. Roosevelt was concerned about the 
strength of Peek’s following in agricultural regions o f the Middle 
West. Peek was likely to depart the administration eventually. From 
the perspective o f Roosevelt's political dealings with Congress on New 
Deal matters, however, that was not the right time.

Roosevelt asked Jesse Jones to “ get hold of George and tell him he 
is silly and stupid about the general Foreign Trade policy. The amount 
involved in the special Trade agreements is so small in dollars and 
cents and so small in relation to our total commerce that it is captious 
o f George Peek to try to make this an issue.. . .  his position is so close 
to that of the State Department that the difference is one of detail and 
not of principle.”  Neither Peek nor Hull would have agreed with that 
contention. On July 25, Roosevelt wrote Peek asking him to delay his 
resignation and suggesting that though the two were not “ entirely in 
agreement,”  they were “ probably not as far apart”  as Peek believed. 
Peek agreed to stay on “ for the time being.”  But he reemphasized to 
the president that he considered “ the policies in question as unsound 
economically and politically”  and that he could not place himself in a 
position “ of endorsing them by remaining silent.”  He stayed on, but 
both Roosevelt and Peek (and Hull) must have known that it could 
not be for long.21
_  p e e k ’s proposed agreement with Germany in 1934 would have sold 
American agricultural products abroad. In contrast, Hull’s reciprocal 
trade agreement concluded with Canada a year later pointed to the ex
port of American industrial products in exchange for the import o f 
Canadian farm and mineral products into the United States. That was 
precisely the pattern that Peek and western agrarian and mining 
spokesmen feared and opposed. Canada did not produce cotton or 
rice that might have competed with southern agriculture, and its 
manufacturers did not constitute any formidable challenge to Amer
ican industry. But Canada did produce wheat, cattle, and minerals 
that competed with products from America's West. And the uncondi- 
tional-most-favored-nation clause extended those tariff reductions to
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producers o f those agricultural and mineral products in other coun
tries as well.

Conservative New York Republicans such as Henry L. Stimson 
and Frederic R. Coudert could and did applaud the reciprocity agree
ment with Canada as “ one of the best things effected by American 
policy in years." But spokesmen for western agricultural and mining 
interests had different perspectives. They had fought against Cana
dian reciprocity in 1911, and they did not find it any more acceptable 
in 1935. Peek wrote that “ the plain intent o f the agreement is to trade 
a share of the American farm market for industrial export trade." 
Though Senator Norris of Nebraska defended the Canadian agree
ment, most western legislators shared Peek's general reaction. But it 
went into effect nonetheless.”  And it coincided with the final break 
between Roosevelt and Peek.

On Armistice Day, November 11, 1935, four days before the sign
ing o f the Canadian agreement, Peek delivered a major address, 
“ America’s Choice—Which Shall It Be?," before the War Industries 
Board Association in New York. In that address he contrasted an 
eight-point “ Policy for Internationalists" with what he called “ A 
Policy for America" and urged his listeners to “ choose America." 
The “ Policy for Internationalists" that he rejected included relaxing 
immigration laws, reducing tariffs under unconditional-most-favored- 
nation arrangements, international monetary stabilization, free export 
of capital and resumption of foreign loans, international naval limita
tion agreement, dependence on foreign shipping and communications, 
submitting disputes to the World Court, and “ automatic intervention 
in European or Asiatic political disputes" through the Kellogg-Briand 
Pact, Stimson Doctrine, or League o f Nations. The “ Policy for 
America" that Peek endorsed called for tightening o f immigration 
laws (partly to “ reduce alien influence in our domestic affairs"), 
“ preservation o f the American market, American price levels and 
American employment" through “ selective imports and exports" and 
“ tariff reductions only for specific advantages in individual foreign 
countries," and “ stabilization of American dollar at American price 
level." That “ Policy for America" also called for control of export 
capital, a navy designed for American requirements (including Pan
ama and the Pacific coast), development of American shipping and 
communications systems, settlement of disputes by arbitration ar
rangements subject to Senate approval, and “ in the case o f wars in 
Europe or Asia, strict neutrality and avoidance of 'm oral' judgments



on belligerents." That final point also called for cash-and-carry in 
trade with belligerents and for the Monroe Doctrine and Good 
Neighbor policy in the Western Hemisphere. The speech was reported 
widely in the press. Hearst newspapers gave it major play on their 
editorial pages as a vehicle for attacking the Roosevelt administra
tion's foreign policies, which they identified with "A  Policy for Inter
nationalists. " 2>

Peek met with Roosevelt on November 19, two days after the 
Canadian agreement was made public. He left with the president a 
two-page memorandum drawn from his Armistice Day speech, in
cluding the two-column contrast of "A  Policy for Internationalists" 
and ‘‘A Policy for America."14

Three days later while in Warm Springs, Roosevelt wrote Peek a 
biting letter excoriating the memorandum Peek had left with him. In 
his letter Roosevelt contended that he did not know who wrote the 
memo, but that it was “ rather silly" and sounded “ like a Hearst 
paper." The president commented on each of the eight points and 
denied that either the government or the public advocated any of those 
policies as listed in the “ Internationalist" column. He concluded that 
the memo was “ nothing more than the setting up deliberately o f straw 
men . . .  and then making a great show of knocking them over."1’

That did it. Peek responded with a letter identifying himself as the 
author of the memo and resigning from the administration effective 
immediately. He denied that his memorandum was designed as an at
tack on the administration. But he insisted that the issue between the 
two policy patterns was real and that he had tried to present them 
fairly. “ In the face of so fundamental a difference of opinion as to 
policy," he saw no other course but to resign. Roosevelt drafted a 
reply contending that he “ honestly had no idea" that Peek had writ
ten the memo, but he decided not to send it.14 Another isolationist had 
fallen from the administration. Hull and his internationalist reciprocal 
trade program prevailed.

In 1936, George N. Peek moved back to Republican ranks and 
supported Kansas’s Alf M. Landon against Roosevelt for president. 
And in 1941, Peek served on the national committee of the isolationist 
America First Committee actively opposing the foreign policies of the 
Roosevelt administration toward the war raging in Europe and Asia.17

When the Reciprocal Trade Agreements Act came up for renewal 
and extension in 1937, it again won the votes of some leading isola
tionists, including Senators Clark of Missouri, La Follette of Wiscon
sin, Norris of Nebraska, and Wheeler of Montana. But the issues were

108 Reciprocal T rade Agreements



Reciprocal T rade Agreements 109

more clearly drawn than in 1934. There was little mention of manufac
turers who may have been hurt by the trade agreements; the focus was 
almost exclusively on the harmful effects on agriculture. General 
Motors, United States Steel, and the House of Morgan liked the pro
gram, and so did the cotton-producing South. But legislators with 
substantial farming constituencies in the North generally did not. 
They charged that agreements opened America's doors to agricultural 
imports in exchange for tariff concessions abroad favorable for 
American industrial exports. With both heavy industry and 
agriculture important in his state, Michigan’s Republican Senator 
Vandenberg pointed to that split with particular clarity. In 1937 he 
told his fellow senators that “ the automobile industry has been most 
generously and sympathetically treated by the State Department in all 
the agreements thus far negotiated. . . . The press of my State, in its 
metropolitan sectors, very generally favors the Hull policy. . .  . but I 
believe Michigan agriculture very generally disapproves of the Hull 
policies.”  He charged that agriculture was ‘‘the chief victim of the 
plan.”  Arthur Capper, whose political base in Kansas was pre
dominantly agricultural, had voted for reciprocity in 1934, but in 1937 
he spoke and voted against it. He conceded the importance of foreign 
markets for both agriculture and industry, but he had reached the con
clusion “ that agriculture has suffered some distinct losses and has 
been placed at serious disadvantage by the terms of the agreements”  
that had been made. Representatives of farm organizations generally 
opposed the legislation. Senators Key Pittman and Pat McCarran 
from the western mining state of Nevada and Joseph C. O’Mahoney 
of Wyoming had voted for reciprocity in 1934, but shifted to the 
opposition in 1937.”

Legislative opponents objected to the unconditional-most- 
favored-nation clause and to the delegation of treaty-making author
ity to  the president. They wanted agreements subject to approval by 
two-thirds vote of the Senate. Amendments were easily defeated, 
however, and the joint resolution extending the reciprocity program 
won approval by even wider margins in 1937 than in 1934 (283 to 101 
in the House, and 58 to 24 in the Senate).”

Early in 1940 when Congress debated and voted another three- 
year extension of the program, conditions had further changed both at 
home and abroad. The undeclared Sino-Japanese war was raging in 
Asia; Germany had begun World War II in Europe with its conquest 
of Poland. Within the United States economic conditions were better 
than they had been earlier, but many found it hard to convince them



selves that the depression had really ended. Growing political opposi
tion had brought Roosevelt’s New Deal program very nearly to a 
standstill. And most of Roosevelt’s personal and political bonds with 
western progressive isolationists were parting.

Secretary Hull and other administration leaders continued their ef
forts to persuade farmers, miners, and small manufacturers that they 
benefited from reciprocal trade agreements. And they had the support 
of the president. In January, 1939, he authorized Lowell Mellett, 
director of the White House’s National Emergency Council, to initiate 
an informational campaign to win support for the trade agreements 
program: “ Please do all you can.”  Roosevelt told Jim Farley to “ go 
down the line with our Senators and Congressmen in support of our 
trade agreement policy.” 10

Most farmers, miners, raw material producers, and their organiza
tions outside the South remained unconvinced. The negotiation o f a 
reciprocity agreement with Great Britain provoked irritation all 
around. The British complained that American special interests 
pressed unreasonably for access to the British market, while American 
agricultural and mining interests complained that the Ottawa agree
ments gave preferential treatment in Britain to agricultural and 
mineral products from Canada, Australia, and other Commonwealth 
countries. General Robert E. Wood, head of Sears, Roebuck and 
Company in Chicago and later national chairman of the America First 
Committee, argued for a bilateral barter agreement that would have 
sent American lard and cotton to Germany in exchange for barbed 
wire, nails, and other similar manufactured products. Senate minority 
leader Charles L. McNary from Oregon repeatedly compained that 
reciprocity agreements “ brought the farmers of America into direct 
competition with the agricultural producers of other countries”  and 
that heavy industry benefited “ at the expense of the producers of farm 
crops.”  He and other agrarian spokesmen were as tenacious in their 
opposition to reciprocity as Hull was in support of it.11

Insofar as the reciprocal trade program may have coincided with 
American internationalism, the debates and votes of 1940 in Congress 
could not have provided President Roosevelt, Secretary Hull, and the 
internationalists with much ground for confidence or satisfaction. 
Both houses voted to extend the reciprocal trade program three more 
years, but the margin of victory was much closer than before. The 
vote in the House of Representatives on February 23, 1940 (218 for 
and 168 against) revealed an opposition increased by more than 66 
percent over 1937.“
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Key Pittman of Nevada, Democratic chairman of the Foreign Re
lations Committee, led the opposition in the Senate in 1940. He had 
always been an economic nationalist and had objected to the un- 
conditional-most-favored-nation provision. But under pressure from 
Roosevelt he had reluctantly voted for reciprocity in 1934. In 1937 he 
had voted against extension, but had not played a major role in Senate 
debates. By 1940, however, constituent interests, personal conviction, 
and political advantage moved him to leadership for the opposition. 
Mining interests in Nevada (like agricultural interests in other states) 
objected that the trade agreements brought minerals, metals, and raw 
materials to compete on the American domestic market in exchange 
for foreign markets for American industrial output. But objections on 
those grounds had had little effect on individual trade agreements and 
had completely failed to block the basic legislation. So Pittman and 
other opponents of reciprocity determined to focus on the constitu
tional issue. He explained the tactics in a letter to a constituent early in 
1940: “ We must realize all the time that there are a very few people 
engaged in producing metal by comparison with those engaged in all 
other industries in the United States.“ 11

Senate opposition to extending the reciprocal trade program in 
1940 continued to emphasize the harmful effects of the program on 
agriculture and mining. But the main focus was on the contention that 
the legislation unconstitutionally delegated treaty-making authority to 
the executive. Pittman and others urged that the legislation be 
amended to require that the trade agreements be subject to approval 
by two-thirds vote of the Senate as required for treaties. All proposed 
amendments were defeated, however, and on April 5,1940, the Senate 
voted forty-two to thirty-seven to extend the reciprocity program three 
more years.14

Secretary Hull's associates in the State Department warmly con
gratulated the old gentleman for his victory in winning extension of 
the program. The affirmative votes in the Senate included such isola
tionists as Clark of Missouri, Norris of Nebraska, Reynolds of North 
Carolina, and Walsh of Massachusetts. But it had been a close, hard 
right; the opposition was stronger in 1940 than it had been in 1934 or
1937. The thirty-seven negative votes represented an increase of more 
than 34 percent over the opposition three years earlier. A shift of three 
votes in the Senate from the affirmative to the negative column would 
have defeated the legislation. Senators Wheeler of Montana and La 
Follette of Wisconsin had voted for reciprocity in 1934 and 1937, 
but both were paired against in 1940. Democratic Senator Homer



Bone of Washington had voted for the legislation in 1934 and 1937, 
but he cast his vote against it in 1940. Senator Shipstead o f Minnesota 
had voted for reciprocity in 1934, but he voted against in 1940—and 
so did the new junior senator from Minnesota, Ernest Lundeen. 
Robert A. Taft of Ohio and D. Worth Clark o f Idaho had not been in 
the Senate in 1934 or 1937, but they voted against it in 1940.11

Roosevelt’s artful political skill in winning support from western 
agrarian progressives in the early years of his administration, and the 
presence of George N. Peek in that administration, divided and 
weakened opposition to Hull’s internationalist reciprocal trade pro* 
gram initially. And the administration never failed to win the votes 
needed to continue the program. But the lines were more sharply 
drawn by 1940 than before. If the reciprocity program was an indica
tion of the strength of internationalism, then Roosevelt, Hull, and the 
internationalists had little cause for optimism on April 3, 1940. But 
Hitler helped boost internationalist (or interventionist) strength four 
days later when he sent his German blitzkrieg into Denmark and 
Norway.
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Chapter 9

The League and World 
Court Reconsidered

Franklin D. Roosevelt could see no wisdom and feel no satisfaction in 
fighting for lost causes. Quixotic crusades or the martyr's shroud were 
not for him. The image of nobly falling on his sword while heroically 
leading a bloody charge against an impregnable fortress did not in
spire him. He fought to win what he could with tactics that seemed 
most likely to accomplish practical results. If the costs of a frontal 
assault seemed excessive or the odds against victory too great, he did 
not hesitate to turn, instead, to indirection, stealth, dissembling, and 
compromise if they seemed more likely to accomplish advances. In
deed, he seemed often to prefer or delight in indirection. And he really 
did not like confrontations. As he maneuvered, Roosevelt allowed 
himself few utopian expectations even if victory were complete. He 
would feel no great surprise if he found that the roof leaked and that 
the castle teemed with rodents once he captured the keep.

So it was with the president's contest with isolationists over the 
League o f Nations and the Permanent Court of International Justice. 
Like Woodrow Wilson earlier, Roosevelt favored American participa
tion in the league and World Court. But his expectations from such 
participation were never so optimistic as Wilson's had been. During 
his years in the White House, Roosevelt displayed less candor, demon
strated greater patience, and (after his death) won greater accomplish
ment than Wilson had. That ultimate triumph may have resulted as 
much from changed conditions at home and abroad as from his 
leadership. And the contributions of world organizations to peace and 
security may have fallen short of even his modest hopes. But the 
general positions he served ultimately prevailed over isolationist oppo
sition.

As the Democratic party's vice-presidential nominee in 1920, 
young Roosevelt had urged American approval of the Versailles treaty
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and membership in the League of Nations. He retained that attitude in 
the decade that followed. In 1930, he wrote England’s Viscount 
Robert Cecil urging him to accept the League of Nations Association's 
invitation to speak in the United States on behalf of the league. In his 
letter Governor Roosevelt emphasized " tha t the general spirit which 
underlies the League and the World Court should be kept alive.”  
Some who were isolationists in the 1930s (including Senator Gerald P. 
Nye and historian Charles A. Beard) had endorsed American member
ship in the League of Nations in 1919. Prominent statesmen in both 
political parties, distinguished American scholars, and many others 
supported the League of Nations Association in the 1920s and later. 
Some internationalists hoped the Kellogg-Briand Pact of Paris of 1928 
might draw the United States into joint peace-keeping efforts with 
cosigners of that multilateral pact "outlawing war.” 1

By the 1930s, however, there was no practical possibility of any 
formal United States commitment to the League of Nations or to any 
other meaningful collective security arrangement with England and 
France. William E. Borah, Hiram W. Johnson, and George W. Norris 
had led Senate opponents of the league in 1919-20, and they never 
abandoned their opposition. In the 1930s, neither the Democratic nor 
the Republican party platforms endorsed American membership in 
the League of Nations.2

Despite his earlier support for the league, on February 2, 1932, in 
an address before the farmer's Grange in Albany, New York, Gover
nor Roosevelt publicly stated that he no longer favored American 
membership in the league. He said the league too often had been " a  
mere meeting place for the political discussion of strictly European 
political national difficulties. In these the United States should have 
no part.”  He contended that "American participation in the League 
would not serve the highest purpose of the prevention of war and a 
settlement of international difficulties in accordance with funda
mental American ideals.”  That speech was a direct result of pressure 
from isolationist publisher William Randolph Hearst and was a con
scious effort to win political support from Hearst and other isola
tionists for his nomination and election to the presidency.1 At no time 
while he was president did Roosevelt publicly advocate American 
membership in the League of Nations.

The Roosevelt administration did try to cooperate with the League 
of Nations informally, unofficially, and inconspicuously. It tried to 
avoid undercutting league peace-keeping efforts. But it did so with a 
sharp eye on American public opinion. Even during the Republican
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years under Presidents Harding, Coolidge, and Hoover, the United 
States ministers to Switzerland served as informal, unofficial liaisons 
with the League o f Nations. That procedure continued under the 
Roosevelt-Hull administration from 1933 onward. Arthur Sweetser, 
an American employed by the league in Geneva, performed a similar 
informal and unofficial liaison service between American officials and 
the league in the 1920s and 1930s.4

Norman H. Davis's major policy statement at the World Disarma
ment Conference in Geneva on May 13, 1933, did not explicitly focus 
on the League of Nations. But with the approval o f Roosevelt and 
Hull, Ambassador Davis announced that if the conference reached 
agreement on general disarmament, the United States would be *'‘will
ing to consult the other states in case of a threat to peace with a view to 
averting conflict." He also declared that "in  the event that the states, 
in conference, determine that a state has been guilty of a breach o f the 
peace in violation o f its international obligations and take measures 
against the violator, then, if we concur in the judgment rendered as to 
the responsible and guilty party, we will refrain from any action tend
ing to defeat the collective effort which such state may make to restore 
peace.**1 The president was convinced that antileague sentiment in the 
United States and in Congress would not permit him to go any further 
at that time.

The necessity for caution was underscored by an episode in Sep
tember, 1933. On August 17, Arthur Sweetser had had lunch with the 
president. Roosevelt had lauded the league and said he had been 
thinking of ways he might encourage it without making any political 
commitments. He had considered asking Congress to authorize a pay
ment to the league for expenses for causes from which the United 
States benefited. He had also considered appointing Minister Hugh R. 
Wilson to serve officially as the president’s personal representative at 
all league meetings in which the United States had an interest, but 
without any authority to commit the United States. The State Depart
ment also had been quietly exploring the possibilities o f similar lines 
of cooperation with the league.

In mid-September, however, after Sweetser had returned to his 
post at the league in Geneva, someone there gave out a statement 
describing American plans for cooperation with the league, but mak
ing them seem firmer, more sweeping, and more public than either 
Roosevelt or Hull had intended. State Department officials were con
vinced that Sweetser was responsible for the leak, though he denied it. 
Whatever its origins, the statement provoked an uproar in the United
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States, and Secretary Hull felt obliged to deny the whole thing. He 
gloomily concluded that the “ outlook for any sort of international 
cooperation“  was “ near its lowest ebb.“  Jay Pierrepont Moffat, chief 
of the Division of Western European Affairs in the State Department, 
feared that Sweetser’s “ indiscretion“  would “ put back the matter he 
desires for years.“ 4

In November, 1933, after a discussion among members of the 
internationalist-oriented Century Club in New York, Spencer Van B. 
Nichols discreetly inquired how they might serve the president in 
building sentiment in line with league principles. Roosevelt's sec
retary, Marvin H. McIntyre, responded that he was “ sure that all 
the President could ask is intelligent cooperation and support, and if 
this carries with it criticism that is constructive, it would still be 
helpful and not unwelcome." In other words, the president would 
welcome friendly criticism prodding him and the American people in 
internationalist and league directions.'

On December 28, 1933, in an address before a Woodrow Wilson 
Foundation dinner in Washington, President Roosevelt praised 
Wilson's efforts on behalf of peace and called the League of Nations 
“ a prop in the world peace structure" that “ must remain." Roosevelt 
mentioned that the United States was not a member and did not “ con
template membership" in the league. But he said the United States 
was “ giving cooperation to the League in every matter which is not 
primarily political and in every matter which obviously represents the 
views and the good of the peoples of the world as distinguished from 
the views and the good of political leaders, of privileged classes and of 
imperialistic aims.’’*

But members of the Woodrow Wilson Foundation, the League of 
Nations Association, and the Century Club—and Franklin D. Roose
velt himself—held views on the league that most Americans did not 
share—and Roosevelt knew it. Though more blunt than many, Sena
tor Borah of Idaho was more nearly in tune with majority sentiment 
when he wrote in December, 1933, that “ the League of Nations can
not be changed, reformed, or made over so as to receive my support." 
In April, 1934, Senator Couzens of Michigan wrote a constituent that 
he was “ unwilling to have our country tied up with any League of Na
tions which is controlled by foreign countries many thousands of miles 
away." A year later when Undersecretary of State Phillips asked the 
White House about including an American on a committee of trade 
experts to be appointed by the Economic Committee of the League of 
Nations, Roosevelt worried whether it might be “ going too far
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towards official membership in a direct official Committee o f the 
League itself.” *

When the undeclared Italian-Ethiopian war erupted in the fall o f
1935, the United States under President Roosevelt and Secretary Hull 
pursued an independent policy that technically conformed to the letter 
of America's Neutrality Act of 1935. The administration deliberately 
invoked the Neutrality Act, including its mandatory arms embargo, 
before the league voted economic sanctions against Italy. Isolationists 
and pacifists applauded the administration action in the name of 
peace and noninvolvement. Roosevelt and Hull, however, saw the 
course as an unspoken way of cooperating informally with league 
sanctions against Italy. By acting in advance of the league, the ad
ministration disarmed isolationists who might have accused it of 
following the league's lead. Since Ethiopia did not have shipping ac
cess to American war goods anyway (and Italy did), the arms embargo 
had the effect of working against Mussolini’s Italy much as league 
sanctions did. Roosevelt and Hull regretted that the embargo did not 
extend to oil and other nonmunitions war materials that Italy needed. 
They tried to fill that gap by means of a “ moral embargo,”  though it 
was not very effective. Hull's fear of isolationist opposition helped 
prevent the Roosevelt administration from explaining publicly that the 
United States policies involved de facto cooperation with the league in 
that crisis.10

Hull's fears were not without justification. Senator Gerald P. Nye, 
for example, voiced “ emphatic opposition”  to any American cooper
ation with league sanctions against Italy. Senator Henrik Shipstead of 
Minnesota pointed to the Italian-Ethiopian war as evidence that the 
league and World Court provided paths to war and not to peace. He 
urged the United States to stay out of the league and to refrain from 
aiding its sanctions. Senator Arthur H. Vandenberg of Michigan 
warned: “ We cannot pursue neutrality worthy of the name except as it 
be an independent, American program unrelated to the League of Na
tions or any program dictated by dominant League powers.”  Early in
1936, after Hitler's Germany remilitarized the Rhineland in violation 
o f existing agreements, Senator Hiram Johnson o f California reaf
firmed his opposition to the Versailles treaty and reasserted his convic
tion that the league was designed as a “ hypocritical institution to 
maintain the status quo. ” 11

In mid-September, 1936, in the midst of the presidential election 
campaigns, Roosevelt considered issuing a statement at his press con
ference encouraging efforts for peace at the forthcoming meeting of
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the League of Nations Assembly. In the statement Roosevelt intended 
to emphasize that though the United States was “ not participating in 
these discussions,”  it was following them with “ an eager hope that the 
statesmen engaged in them may find ways of contributing to world 
peace.”  And Roosevelt planned to announce that his government 
stood “ ever ready to participate in any effort which promises to con
tribute towards either a reduction of the armaments which now 
threaten world peace or the removal of the economic barriers which 
stifle world trade.”  Before deciding to issue the press statement, 
however, he asked his assistant secretary, Stephen T. Early, to speak 
to him about it. In fact, the president did not issue the statement to the 
press; it went unused into the White House files.11

More than a year later, Senator Borah wrote to a New York attor
ney that he thought “ an international police force”  was not prac
ticable and that he “ certainly would not be willing to trust the affairs 
o f the United States to an international body over which the people of 
the United States would have no control.”  He believed that if other 
countries attacked America, it could take care of itself “ under all cir
cumstances.”  In company with other western progressives, Borah 
firmly believed that the United States could “ pursue the Jeffersonian 
policy,—peace, friendship and commerce with all nations, and- en
tangling alliances with none.”  Even as George W. Norris was begin
ning to turn away from his earlier isolationism by 1938, the old 
Nebraska senator wrote that he was “ not in favor of the League of 
Nations. I opposed it when it was proposed. I still believe we were 
right in not joining it.” 11

In April, 1940, after World War II had erupted in Europe, various 
American devotees of the league, including Mary Woolley and Clark 
Eichelberger, set in motion plans to organize a committee to raise 
money to help humanitarian activities of the league. They won the 
sympathetic ear of the president and, through him, the active assis
tance of Assistant Secretary of State Adolf A. Berle. At their request 
Roosevelt agreed to provide a letter supporting their fund-raising ef
forts. But he made it clear that America’s long efforts “ to cooperate 
in the world-wide technical and humanitarian activities of the 
League”  had been undertaken “ without in any way becoming in
volved in the political affairs of Europe.” 14

Though the United States under President Roosevelt encouraged 
humanitarian activities of the league, and though the United States 
under his leadership cautiously pursued independent foreign policies 
that paralleled league actions on particular issues, there was not the
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slightest possibility that isolationist sentiment would permit American 
membership in the League of Nations during the 1930s. After that the 
league was dead—and no isolationist shed any tears at its passing.

Isolationist opposition to the League of Nations also extended in 
diluted form to American adherence to the protocols of the Perma
nent C ourt o f International Justice. Frustrated in their efforts to bring 
the United States into the league, many internationalists saw 
adherence to the World Court as a limited but potentially helpful first 
step toward a more active and responsible role by the United States in 
world affairs. Pacifists who objected to alliances or collective security 
arrangements found the legal approach of the World Court appealing. 
Isolationists worried less about the direct effects of membership in the 
World Court than about the possibility that it might be a vehicle for 
involving the United States in the league system and in European tur
moil. The World Court only had authority to treat legal disputes 
covered by treaties or international law that parties to the disputes 
might voluntarily bring before it; it had no collective security or 
political powers. The court's limited authority made it appear less 
hopeful as an instrument of world peace in the eyes o f nonpacifist 
internationalists and less of a danger to American sovereignty and 
freedom of action in the eyes of isolationists. Writing early in 1935, 
the British ambassador to the United States, Sir Ronald Lindsay, 
doubted whether American membership would "m ake any immediate 
difference," but thought that in "the  longer view" American ad
herence to the World Court "m ust have some educative value to the 
American public, and should be a considerable help to the Ad
ministration in its perpetual struggle against the extremer forms of 
isolationism." He warned the British Foreign Office against imagin
ing that American adherence would indicate "any tendency at this 
moment on the part of Congress towards closer co-operation in world 
affairs. No such tendency is to be observed, and no particular en
thusiasm for the Permanent C ou rt."11

Both Democratic and Republican party platforms endorsed Amer
ican adherence to the protocols. The Republican presidential adminis
trations of Harding, Coolidge, and Hoover all recommended Senate 
approval, and so did the Democratic administration of Roosevelt. On 
January 27,1926, the Senate voted seventy-six to seventeen to approve 
membership in the World court. Even Senators Norris, Wheeler, and 
Capper voted for adherence. But Senators Borah, Johnson, La 
Follette, Nye, Shipstead, and others voted against approval. And they 
helped attach reservations that were unacceptable to major European
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states." President Hoover's administration recommended approval of 
the court, but the Senate took no action on it during the months that 
remained to the beleaguered administration.17

Franklin D. Roosevelt had long favored American adherence to 
the Permanent Court of International Justice, and he continued to do 
so after he became president in 1933. But his hopes for that organiza
tion were never so optimistic as his wife's were; her tone was that of 
the internationalist peace groups with which she identified. Late in 
March, 1933, during the Hundred Days, Democratic Senator Joseph 
T. Robinson o f Arkansas urged the Foreign Relations Committee to 
report out a World Court resolution. That elicited vigorous objections 
from Senators Johnson, Borah, Shipstead, and other isolationists on 
the committee. President Roosevelt did not want to endanger his New 
Deal program by alienating his western progressive supporters. At a 
White House dinner party the jovial president leaned across the table 
and laughingly told Hiram Johnson, "Now Senator I want you to en
joy your dinner. I know you will enjoy it when I tell you that the 
World Court will remain for the present at least in the Foreign Rela
tions Committee.'* He was as good as his word. The president asked 
Senator Robinson not to press action in committee on the World 
Court that session because it would interfere with more urgent 
domestic legislation."

With encouragement from State Department officials (especially 
Secretary Hull and Assistant Secretary Sayre), from Mrs. Roosevelt, 
pacifists, and various internationalists, the president from time to 
time considered trying to get Senate action on the World Court. 
Generally, he concluded that the political situation was not right or 
that priority should go to more pressing New Deal concerns. Senator 
Key Pittman of Nevada, Democratic chairman of the Foreign Rela
tions Committee, reinforced Roosevelt’s caution.

In September, 1934, Secretary Hull, Assistant Secretary Sayre, and 
Assistant Secretary R. Walton Moore won the president’s permission 
to press the issue at the next session of Congress. They drafted an ap
propriate resolution. In conversations with Senator Johnson, how
ever, Roosevelt minimized the importance he attached to the matter 
and emphasized that his action was undertaken to fulfill his party’s 
platform pledge."

In the first week of January, 1935, Roosevelt, Hull, and Sayre ran 
into difficulties with their plans even before the Foreign Relations 
Committee and the Senate began formal deliberations. Senator Pitt
man refused to assume leadership on the matter because he did not
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believe the administration's proposal contained adequate safeguards 
against advisory opinions by the World Court in cases involving the 
United States. Pittman agreed to be " a  friendly neutral," but he sug
gested that Roosevelt ask Senator Robinson to lead the fight in the 
Senate. On January S, at a White House conference, the president 
agreed to that arrangement. Senate Majority Leader Robinson and 
Senate Minority Leader Charles McNary, after preliminary tallies, 
had concluded that the opposition could count on only about fifteen 
to twenty votes—not enough to block approval. The moment seemed 
right.**

On January 9, the Foreign Relations Committee (without con
ducting further hearings) voted fourteen to seven to report out the 
World Court resolution to the full Senate. The opposition in commit
tee included Johnson, Borah, Cutting, Shipstead, and La Follette. As 
proposed by the administration and as reported by committee, the 
resolution called for the United States to adhere to the protocols o f the 
Permanent Court of International Justice "with the clear understand
ing" that the court "shall not, over an objection by the United States, 
entertain any request for an advisory opinion touching any dispute or 
question in which the United States has or claims an interest." Even 
Pittman approved it in that form.*1

On January 10, Senator Robinson reported the resolution to the 
Senate with the committee’s recommendation that it be approved. He 
opened Senate consideration of the issue on January 14 and 15, and 
on January 16 the president sent a message to the Senate urging ap
proval. In his letter Roosevelt emphasized that "the  sovereignty o f the 
United States will be in no way diminished or jeopardized by such ac
tion ." Robinson orchestrated tactics on behalf of the resolution. The 
debate proceeded in an almost leisurely fashion, and all who wished 
had the opportunity to be heard. Though the longer and more power
ful presentations came from opponents, speeches rather evenly di
vided between opponents and proponents. And most on both sides 
assumed that the resolution for adherence would win the necessary 
two-thirds vote.**

Senator Johnson, who led the opposition, saw himself as fighting a 
lonely battle for a just but hopeless cause. He boasted that when he 
opened the debate for the opposition on January 16, he "started 
alone." The Californian's feelings may have been reinforced when, 
contrary to his prior understanding, the president sent his letter to the 
Senate on behalf of the World Court on the very day that Johnson 
rose to deliver his major address. Johnson's speech against adherence



122 The League and World Court

was in the grand traditions o f Senate oratory. He began by noting the 
coincidence that the day was also his grandson's twenty-first birthday 
and that he could not "d o  better" by his descendant and others like 
him than to dedicate his energies and talents " to  the endeavor to 
preserve the traditional policy of the American Republic and to keep 
this country free and independent in its every action in regard to other 
nations." Johnson boasted that he did not speak as " a  citizen o f the 
world," but rather "as a citizen of the United States." He called it 
"the League of Nations Court" and an "adjunct of the League o f Na
tions." Adherence, he insisted, would draw the United States toward 
involvement in the league, and through the league into the turmoil and 
wars of Europe.“

Though Johnson excelled in his moving drama, none was so 
impressive and formidable in oratory as William E. Borah. The Idaho 
Republican focused particularly on the advisory opinion issue and on 
legal subtleties that persuaded him that neither the protocols nor the 
Senate resolution sufficiently guarded American interests and inde
pendence. Borah charged that the World Court was more of a political 
organ of the league and its member states than a court of law. He was 
convinced that its political character would harm the United States 
and draw it into the caldron that was Europe. Arthur Vandenberg, 
Henrik Shipstead, Robert R. Reynolds, and others added the power of 
their oratory to the opposition in the senate.“

Opponents proposed various amendments and reservations gen
erally designed to guard American sovereignty and freedom of action 
if the resolution were approved. The Senate rejected most of those 
proposed amendments, including one by Senator Nye that would have 
required that "the code of law to be administered by the World Court 
shall not contain inequalities based on sex." Senator Norris had voted 
for the court in 1926, had supported President Roosevelt on most 
issues, and had been expected to vote for adherence again in 1935. He 
introduced an amendment that would have required all recourse to the 
court in cases involving the United States to be accomplished through 
treaties subject to two-thirds vote of the Senate. When the Senate re
jected his admendment, Norris indicated he would oppose adherence 
—an unsettling development for devotees of the court. Only an inter
pretative amendment introduced by Vandenberg won approval. It was 
essentially a restatement of America’s traditional policy of isolation 
and noninvolvement.“

As the debate began to run down, some wanted a final vote on Fri
day, January 25. Johnson objected, however, and pressed Robinson
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to put o ff  the vote until after the weekend. Robinson acquiesced, but 
with the provision for limitation of debate beginning on Monday. The 
World Court, as amended, did not come to a vote until Tuesday, Jan
uary 29, 1935.14

The battle was by no means limited to the Senate floor. In the final 
hectic days and hours the tempo of activity accelerated on both sides. 
Pacifist organizations urged their members to write or telegraph their 
senators supporting the court, and spokesmen for peace groups 
earnestly buttonholed individual senators to persuade them to vote for 
the court (or to make certain that their resolves to vote right did not 
falter). Mrs. Roosevelt met with groups o f women and with peace 
organizations. She delivered a nationwide radio address on behalf of 
adherence. The president met in the White House with individual 
senators. Hull, Sayre, Robinson, and others on the administration 
side shared in the effort.27

Opponents were even more active (and effective). A Movietone 
newsreel in which Johnson and Robinson voiced their differing views 
helped the opposition (at least Johnson thought it did). The humor of 
cowboy Will Rogers may have been more effective in opposition than 
some more angry blasts. William Randolph Hearst threw the weight 
of his newspapers into the fray. He sent Edward Coblentz from New 
York to organize an efficient staff in the Mayflower Hotel in Wash
ington against the World Court. Father Charles E. Coughlin of Royal 
Oak, Michigan, appealed to his huge radio audience to make opposi
tion known. His broadcast on Sunday, January 27, brought thou
sands o f letters and telegrams to senate offices opposing the court.1*

Senator Robinson had estimated that only about eight Democratic 
senators would vote against the administration, and McNary believed 
the opposition would not get much more than eight Republican votes. 
Johnson thought he could count twenty-eight votes against the court, 
but was fearful lest the administration get to individual legislators to 
reverse their positions. According to Johnson, an unnamed Repub
lican leader offered an additional bloc of five votes if the California 
senator could assure him it would be enough to defeat the administra
tion on the issue. After conferring name by name on their tallies, they 
concluded that it could be done. Their forces held on Monday. On 
Tuesday, January 29, 1935, Johnson nervously checked and re
checked and found his lines holding firm.2*

The final vote came at 6:15 p . m . Fifty-two senators voted for the 
World Court resolution as amended, and thirty-six voted against. The 
affirmative vote was seven fewer than the required two-thirds, so the
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opponents triumphed over the administration. Robinson, Pittman, 
and McNary voted for the resolution, but so did isolationists Vanden- 
berg, Capper, and Couzens, who were satisfied with its amended 
form. The opposition included, among others, Senators Johnson, 
Borah, Norris, Nye, Wheeler, La Follette, Shipstead, Long, and 
Walsh. The negative votes included twenty Democrats, fourteen Re
publicans, one Progressive, and one Farmer-Laborite.10

There were the usual postmortems. While conceding roles by 
others, Johnson was inclined to see the outcome as little more than his 
own one-man triumph. He boasted in a letter to his son that he had 
“ won the toughest and the biggest and most far-reaching contest 
legislatively in which ever I have been engaged.’* Many blamed Robin
son for blundering in leading the floor right; by allowing delay o f the 
vote until after the weekend, he gave the opposition more time to 
organize and make its voices heard. Most credited Hearst and Father 
Coughlin for turning the tide. The day after the vote, Senator Borah 
sent warm messages to Coughlin and Hearst thanking them for their 
help. Two years later, however, Borah contended privately that “ the 
vote would have been the same” whether Coughlin and Hearst had 
taken part in the effort or not. He thought the effect of propaganda in 
the contest was “ fearfully overestimated.”  In a letter to old Elihu 
Root a few days after the vote, President Roosevelt wrote that “ the 
deluge o f letters, telegrams. Resolutions of Legislatures, and the radio 
talks of people like Coughlin turned the trick against us.”  McNary ex
plained the final vote partly as a slap at the president and partly due to 
poor organization of the debate on the part of the administration. 
Assistant Secretary of State Moore thought the World Court would 
not have been defeated in the Senate “ if some people very close to the 
President had exerted themselves a little more instead o f giving the im
pression that the President was indifferent.”  Britain’s Ambassador 
Lindsay thought the president had not “ exerted quite as much 
pressure on it as might have been expected.”  The ambassador believed 
that though Roosevelt “ earnestly desired that the United States should 
join the court, he also had his eye on his future influence over 
Senators for support on domestic questions, and the manner in which 
that influence might be impaired if he pressed them vigorously on a 
foreign question.” 11

Administration supporters, internationalists, and pacifists saw the 
vote as a serious and damaging setback. Hull saw the defeat as 
“ another heavy blow to our efforts at international cooperation.”
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William E. Dodd, United States ambassador to Germany, considered 
resigning in protest against the insistence " o f  a minority of the 
Senate on their right to govern the country." Former Secretary of 
State Henry L. Stimson described it as a "tragedy" and feared the 
"repercussions around the world will be bad." He saw some benefit, 
however, in "the fact that the opponents of such an honest effort for 
peace as the World Court are now lined up in full view."11

President Roosevelt’s defeat on the World Court at the hands of 
Senate isolationists came the day before his fifty-third birthday. Nor
man Davis found the president "furious" at the opposition senators; 
Undersecretary Phillips described him as "very indignant with the 
Senate for throwing out the World Court and seemed to want to fight 
back." At the cabinet meeting later that week, Secretary of Interior 
Ickes "thought the President distinctly showed that the defeat of the 
World Court Protocol had cut pretty deeply. At times there seemed to 
be a bitter tinge to his laughter and good humor and perhaps a little 
showing o f willingness to hurt those who brought about his defeat." 
In a letter to Senator Robinson the day after the vote, Roosevelt wrote 
that if the senators who voted against the World Court "ever get to 
Heaven they will be doing a great deal of apologizing for a very long 
time—that is if God is against war—and I think He is." In another let
ter Roosevelt wrote "that at the present time we face a large misin
formed public opinion and we can only hope that this will change." 
To Stimson he concluded that "common sense dictates no new 
method for the time being—but I have an unfortunately long memory 
and I am not forgetting either our enemies or our objectives." In a let
ter to Elihu Root, Roosevelt wrote that " in  time we shall win the long 
fight for judicial decision of international problems—but today, quite 
frankly, the wind everywhere blows against u s ."11

As he had written to Stimson, Roosevelt did have a "long mem
o ry ."  The rejection of the World Court sparked a lively and wide- 
ranging discussion at a small dinner gathering in the home o f brains 
truster Rexford G. Tugwell on the evening of February 1. One of the 
guests was the historian and United States ambassador to Germany, 
William E. Dodd. A doctrinaire Wilsonian internationalist, Dodd pre
dicted that America’s rejection of the World Court would lead to war. 
Convinced by the vote that the United States would not take a stand in 
Europe, Hitler would, Dodd contended, feel free to move against 
Austria, Czechoslovakia, and Poland. If Britain then concentrated its 
strength against Hitler in Europe, Japan could move against China in



Asia. Others at the dinner gathering thought Dodd was too emotional 
and exaggerated the significance of the vote. But they thought Roose
velt probably shared Dodd’s general point of view.14

In striking contrast to Dodd, another of the dinner guests, Senator 
Burton K. Wheeler, who had voted against the World Court, thought 
Europe would have to recognize Germany’s great power and permit its 
expansion in Central Europe. He thought the United States should 
stay out of it. John Franklin Carter, another of the guests, thought the 
exchange demonstrated “ that there was complete irreconcilability be
tween the Wheeler nationalistic view and the Dodd internationalist 
view. Each believed that his way was the way to prevent war and that 
the other way would involve us in war.” 11

The next day at the White House Ambassador Dodd reported the 
conversation to Roosevelt. Six years later at a press conference on 
January 31, 1941, in response to persistent queries by newsmen, the 
president alluded to Wheeler's comments. As he recalled Dodd’s ren
dition six years before, Roosevelt thought Wheeler's comments tanta
mount to favoring Nazi domination of Europe. That was not the way 
Tugwell remembered it.1* But by 1941 that image helped inflame the 
developing feud between the president and the senator.

In that same 1933 conversation at Tugwell’s home, Wheeler had 
criticized Roosevelt’s failure to lead boldly in progressive directions 
on the domestic front. Wheeler charged Roosevelt with being close to 
big business and unfriendly to progressives. Consequently, the senator 
thought a third party could form on the left in 1936 under Huey Long, 
Father Coughlin, Upton Sinclair, and the La Follettes. As Carter 
reported it, another of the guests, Jerome Frank, concluded that they 
had to make up their minds whether to “ go Inca or go Morgan, inter
nally and externally” —and not to continue their “ vain efforts to do 
two contradictory things at the same time.” 17

After the Senate defeat of the World Court in 1933, some State 
Department officials explored the possibility of accomplishing their 
goal through a joint resolution that would require only a simple ma
jority in both houses of Congress, rather than a two-thirds vote in the 
Senate. Hull approved the idea, but the president rejected it. In his 
memoirs Hull wrote that they “ kept tab on the prospects in the Senate 
for ratification. . . . But the forces of isolation grew stronger rather 
than weaker. The opportunity that seemed so bright in January, 1933, 
was not to recur.” 1* The Roosevelt administration never again pressed 
for a vote on the World Court. At the close of World War II after the 
defeat of the Axis powers and the death of Roosevelt, the American
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people and  the United States Senate overwhelmingly approved Amer
ican membership in the United Nations organization and in a new 
International Court of Justice. But during the Roosevelt era, when the 
Axis states were challenging world peace and security, isolationists 
successfully prevented United States membership in both the League 
of Nations and the Permanent Court of International Justice.



Chapter 10

The New Deal

Disarmament, international stabilization, war debts, reciprocity, and 
the World Court all won headlines and the earnest attention of 
statesmen, diplomats, and newsmen. They were important. But most 
people had more pressing concerns closer at hand—finding a job, buy
ing food and fuel, paying the rent or mortgage, patching worn 
clothing, making do with what one had, growing accustomed to the 
fact that “ we can’t afford it.”  Farmers on the Great Plains had their 
own special concerns of paying high interest and big mortgages with 
farm products that brought prices lower than production costs—and 
drought, grasshoppers, and dust storms often left them with no prod
ucts to sell at any price. Norman Davis flitted from capital to capital, 
from conference to conference; countless others who owned little 
more than the clothes on their backs flitted from town to town, from 
door to door, seeking work or handouts—and they were not necessar
ily lazy or incompetent. Comfortable elites could afford the luxury 
and fascination of preoccupation with realpolitik; they could ridicule 
the parochial concerns of lesser folk. But food, clothing, and shelter 
were practical necessities for all. State Department officials, Foreign 
Service officers, professional scholars, career military officers, and 
financiers might take such necessities for granted; the man (and 
woman and child) in the street could not. And neither could politi
cians whose election or reelection depended on the votes of those com
mon folk. Most of those concerns were close at hand. Insofar as they 
reached national levels, they concentrated on the New Deal—and on 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt who gave leadership and hope 
through his domestic New Deal program.

Neither isolationists nor internationalists united in their attitudes 
and actions toward the New Deal during Roosevelt's first term. There 
were conservative isolationists who criticized much of the New Deal—
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Senator Arthur H. Vandenberg of Michigan, for example. But promi
nent internationalists also opposed the New Deal—Henry L. Stimson 
of New York, among others. Independent progressive Republicans 
could not be depended upon to rubber-stamp any broad political or 
economic program. Nonetheless, leading isolationists generally sup
ported Roosevelt's New Deal. When western progressive isolationists 
broke with the president on particular domestic issues, they generally 
did so on the grounds that the individual proposal was not consistent 
with their conceptions of progressivism.

Their progressive perspectives were more commonly agrarian and 
Jeffersonian than urban and Hamiltonian. Generally, they favored 
programs beneficial to farmers, small businessmen, debtors, workers, 
and the little guy. They were hostile to monopoly and critical of big 
business and big finance. In the crises of the Great Depression, 
western progressive isolationists urged federal government action. But 
they tended to fear bigness of almost any sort—including big business, 
big government, big military, and eventually (for many o f them) big 
unions. Their compassion for the weak and downtrodden led them to 
vote for federal relief programs, social security legislation, and the 
Wagner Labor Relations Act. Their sympathy for farmers moved 
them to support a wide variety of farm legislation. They favored 
regulating banking and security exchanges. Within limits they favored 
inflation, including silver legislation and devaluation of the dollar. 
But collectivization, centralized government planning, permanent 
government subsidies, prolonged relief programs, government-en
forced production controls, and massive federal deficits did not ap
peal to them. In their attachment to the individual, in their emphasis 
on constitutional restraints on federal authority, in their skepticism 
about deficit financing, in their attachment to "little d  democracy," 
and in their misgivings about socialism or strong federal controls, 
many o f those progressive isolationists had domestic values that 
would make them outsiders as the United States (under both Dem
ocrats and Republicans, from both business and labor perspec
tives, in both peace and war) moved toward ever bigger government, 
more government regulation, more government spending, and ever 
larger federal debts.

Those differences with the directions the government was to take 
were dampened and obscured during the frenetic gyrations of the New 
Deal during Roosevelt's first term. Most leading isolationists sup
ported the president’s New Deal proposals most of the time during his 
first term in office. President Roosevelt frequently consulted with
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various western progressive isolationists and took them into account 
in shaping the political tactics for implementing his New Deal pro
gram.

The Agricultural Adjustment Administration benefited many 
farmers. But the plow-up and kill program to get it into operation 
quickly in 1933 drew widespread criticism. Farm spokesmen charged 
that industrial prices increased more rapidly than farm prices and left 
farmers worse off than before. In 1934 and 1936, severe droughts in 
the Middle West and Great Plains did more to reduce farm production 
than did AAA acreage controls. Few really liked the acreage controls 
—at a time when millions at home and abroad were hungry or starv
ing. In January, 1936, the United States Supreme Court killed the 
AAA by declaring its processing tax unconstitutional. There had been 
little enthusiasm among leading isolationists for the Agricultural Ad
justment Act when President Roosevelt had signed it into law in May, 
1933; they shed few tears when it died at the hands of the court in 
January, 1936.

The provisions of the so-called inflation amendment to the farm 
bill were largely discretionary, and its effects proved less helpful in in
creasing commodity prices than its sponsors had hoped. Similarly, the 
silver agreement concluded by Senator Pittman at the World Eco
nomic Conference in 1933 had little effect on commodity prices or 
world trade. Legislators serving inflationary and silver interests 
(overlapping but really different interests) met repeatedly to plan tac
tics. The Reverend Father Charles E. Coughlin made emotional ap
peals for inflation in his popular radio broadcasts, in his cor
respondence, and in personal contacts. His nationwide following was 
not to be treated lightly, whatever one thought of the wisdom of his 
nostrums.1

In January, 1934, Senator Wheeler o f Montana introduced 
another silver purchase amendment, this one attached to a monetary 
bill. Again the president, through Senate Majority Leader Joseph T. 
Robinson of Arkansas, opposed the amendment and urged that they 
“ wait a little while to see how the Pittman agreement works out.“  
Again Roosevelt prevailed over Wheeler. On January 27, the Senate 
voted forty-five to forty-three to reject his amendment. Though 
Father Coughlin of Michigan supported Wheeler's amendment, 
Michigan's Senators Vandenberg and Couzens (both Republicans and 
both isolationists) voted against it. Vandenberg boasted that he and 
Couzens from Coughlin's state “ saved the President's program ." But 
most progressive isolationists voted with the minority in favor o f silver 
and in opposition to the president.2
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In response to President Roosevelt’s silver message of May 22, 
1934, Congress quickly passed a Silver Purchase Act, which he signed 
into law on June 19,1934. The vote in the House was 263 to 77, and in 
the Senate 35 to 25. The Senate votes for the Silver Purchase Act in
cluded those of Bone, Borah, Capper, Clark, Costigan, Frazier, La 
Follette, Long, Norbeck, Norris, Nye, Pittman, Reynolds, Shipstead, 
and Wheeler, among others.1 Pittman, Wheeler, Thomas, and others 
continued their silver and inflationary efforts throughout the 1930s.

In practice, the silver legislation as implemented by the Roosevelt 
administration subsidized western silver producers and contributed to 
financial havoc for China's silver monetary system. In the United 
States it did little to promote inflation, limit imports, promote foreign 
purchases of American products, or restore prosperity. It was one of 
the issues on which Roosevelt reluctantly made halfhearted political 
gestures to appease western legislators (many o f whom were isola
tionists) without really satisfying them of his good faith and trust
worthiness on the issue.4

Western progressive isolationists supported New Deal relief and 
public works programs, with Senator Robert M. La Follette, Jr., of 
Wisconsin providing leadership for larger and more effective pro
grams. Progressives complained that the relief programs were inade
quate and that Harold L. Ickes moved too slowly and conservatively 
in undertaking public works projects. By the end of 1934, Roosevelt 
wanted “ the abolition of relief altogether" and to “ substitute work 
for relief." The major action by Congress to attempt that change was 
the adoption of legislation creating the Works Progress Administra
tion, which the president signed into law on April 8, 1935. Roosevelt 
appointed Harry Hopkins to administer WPA. Among leading isola
tionists only Republicans Arthur Vandenberg of Michigan in the 
Senate and Hamilton Fish o f New York in the House opposed the 
legislation in clearly conservative terms. Vandenberg charged that it 
was “ an unconscionable surrender of the legislature’s functions, and a 
corresponding concentration o f equally unconscionable power in a 
relatively irresponsible bureaucracy." He thought it would not produce 
adequate relief and would retard recovery. He worried about the 
steady legislative surrender o f power to the president. He thought 
those patterns contained “ the seeds of fascism." Besides, in his view, 
“ the prescription did not work"; there were more unemployed than 
there had been when Roosevelt began his New Deal two years earlier.1

Other isolationists proposed amendments to the WPA bill that 
reflected their special perspectives, but they supported the basic pro
posal. Senator La Follette thought the appropriation was not large
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enough. He introduced an amendment suggested by his brother, 
Governor Philip La Follette of Wisconsin, that would have more than 
doubled the appropriation from $4 billion to $9 billion. His amend* 
ment won only eight votes, including those of progressive isolationists 
Costigan, Frazier, La Follette, and Nye. Senator Homer T. Bone of 
Washington, an active member of Nye’s munitions investigating com
mittee, proposed an amendment calling for federal loans to states and 
municipalities for public power facilities, but it was rejected without 
record vote. Senator Borah introduced an amendment calling for 
repeal of the provision in the National Industrial Recovery Act that 
exempted NRA codes from the antitrust laws. The Senate rejected his 
amendment, but most progressive isolationists either voted for it or 
did not vote against it. Senators Thomas of Oklahoma and Wheeler of 
Montana proposed silver and inflationary amendments, but failed to 
get what they wanted. All of those progressives, however, supported 
the basic administration proposal.*

On March 23, 1933, the Senate approved WPA by sixty-eight to 
sixteen, and on April 5 voted the conference report sixty-six to thir
teen. All of the progressive isolationists voted for it. The House ap
proved the resolution and the conference report by wide margins, with 
Hamilton Fish voting with the minority in opposition. Hiram Johnson 
confided to his son that he voted for the legislation because of his 
views “ about relieving distress,“  but he worried about “ giving to one 
man the largest sum that hâs been accorded an individual in the 
history of the world.”  Others complained of political partisanship, in
efficiency, and inequities in the operation of WPA. Nonetheless, pro
gressive isolationists shared in the enactment and continued support 
for the relief and public works programs of Roosevelt’s New Deal.’

Progressive Senators La Follette, Nye, Borah, and others favored 
enactment of the Wagner labor relations bill before Roosevelt did. 
When the Supreme Court killed N1RA in May, 1933, Roosevelt en
dorsed the Wagner bill, and Congress quickly passed it with little 
debate and little opposition. In the only roll call vote on the Wagner 
bill, the Senate on May 16, 1933, approved it sixty-three to twelve. All 
progressive isolationist senators voted for the bill; among leading iso
lationists only Vandenberg voted against it.'

Similarly, progressive isolationists voted for Social Security when 
it was adopted in the summer of 1933. Even Vandenberg voted for 
Social Security. Both the Senate and House approved Social Security 
by wide margins.*

Of special interest to many leading isolationists (and to President 
Roosevelt) was the Saint Lawrence Seaway project. In 1932, the
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Hoover administration negotiated and signed a treaty with Canada 
calling for the construction o f that inland waterway system. The 
Senate had not yet acted on it when Roosevelt became president. The 
project had two main features: it would provide for a deep-channel 
linkage via the Saint Lawrence River and the Great Lakes for ocean
going ships between the upper Middle West in America's heartland 
and foreign markets abroad, and it would provide public hydroelectric 
power at low cost for private and business consumers in New York. 
The commercial-shipping features won enthusiastic support from the 
Middle West—from Ohio, Michigan, Indiana, Wisconsin, Minnesota, 
and other states. Progressives (and conservatives) from that region 
favored construction of that transportation system to compete with 
railroads that, in their judgment, charged excessive rates harmful to 
western prosperity. Those same progressives applauded public power 
facilities that would undercut private utility companies controlled by
J. P. Morgan and other eastern financiers. The Saint Lawrence Sea
way might do for the Northeast in public power what the Tennessee 
Valley Authority was doing for the Tennessee Valley, Boulder Dam 
was doing for the Southwest, and Grand Coulee Dam was to do for 
the Northwest.

Not surprisingly, the Saint Lawrence Seaway project sparked 
spirited opposition from competing interests. Private utility com
panies in the Northeast—including those controlled by J. P. Morgan 
and Company—opposed the public power features. In East Coast 
port cities from Maine to Texas, business, labor, shipping, and political 
interests (including both Republicans and Democrats, both chambers 
of commerce and labor unions) feared competition from the proposed 
inland system. Railroad corporations and the railroad brotherhoods 
fought against creation of that competition. Cities tied to use of the 
Mississippi River (including Chicago, St. Louis, and New Orleans) 
feared loss of traffic and water diverted from that great river system. 
Other parts of the country less likely to be affected directly were reluc
tant to approve appropriations or taxes necessary for construction of 
that huge project. Neither party lines nor class lines nor liberal- 
conservative lines nor isolationist-internationalist lines held firm in the 
controversies surrounding the Saint Lawrence Seaway; self-interests 
of specific individuals, groups, and sections carried the day. Nonethe
less, internationalists (many from coastal regions of the East and 
South) commonly opposed the seaway, and leading isolationists 
(many from the upper Middle West and Great Plains) generally sup
ported the Saint Lawrence Seaway. It was a bit ironic that leading 
isolationists spoke out for the promotion of foreign commerce and for
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the economic and industrial developments to be gained by that trade, 
while at the same time internationalists (including Democratic Senator 
Robert F. Wagner of New York) found ways to argue against the 
development. President Roosevelt aligned with proponents of the 
treaty, though it was never at the top of his priorities.

Roosevelt, as governor of New York, had played an important role 
in the public power features of the project; he continued his interest 
and efforts after he became president. In the Senate, Robert M. La 
Follette, Jr., o f Wisconsin, Arthur H. Vandenberg of Michigan, Hen
rik Shipstead of Minnesota, George W. Norris of Nebraska, Arthur 
Capper of Kansas, Gerald P. Nye of North Dakota, and Burton K. 
Wheeler of Montana (isolationists all) were among the legislators who 
urged the administration to action, shared in legislative maneuvers for 
the treaty, battled for the project—and failed in their efforts during 
the Roosevelt years. Senators J. Hamilton Lewis of Illinois, Bennett 
Champ Clark o f Missouri, Huey Long of Louisiana, and Robert R. 
Reynolds of North Carolina (Democrats all) were among the isola
tionists whose constituents' interests put them in opposition to the 
seaway.

There was no question about Roosevelt's approval of the Saint 
Lawrence Seaway, but the acute economic crises in the spring and 
summer of 1933 demanded priority. In April, 1933, at the president's 
request, the House of Representatives approved a resolution arrang
ing New York State's contribution to the costs of the project in the 
event the treaty should win approval. As time passed and the president 
failed to press the Senate to action, Senators Vandenberg, La Follette, 
Wheeler, Shipstead, Duffy, Norris, Costigan, and Cutting formally 
urged the president to add the treaty to the administration's priority 
items for the special session. But Roosevelt hesitated. When queried 
by newsmen on May 24, he told his press conference: “ There is no
question about my being for the St. Lawrence Treaty___ 1 would like
to see it go through now. On the other hand, if it means two weeks of 
debate with the question of whether it goes through in the end in 
doubt, I think it better not to take it up.”  In response to a letter from 
La Follette, Roosevelt on June 8 wrote the Wisconsin senator endors
ing both the treaty and the House resolution. And he gave La Follette 
permission to use his letter. The very next day La Follette attached the 
House resolution as an amendment to the NIRA bill then under con
sideration in the Senate and arranged to have the president's letter 
printed in the Congressional Record. The Senate promptly rejected La 
Follette's amendment, but nearly all western isolationists voted for it.
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The Senate adjourned without approving either the House resolution 
o rth e trea ty .10

Proponents o f the seaway continued their efforts. Vandenberg and 
others urged Roosevelt to use public works funds to begin construc
tion in advance of Senate action, but he thought that would violate 
congressional intent." Concerned senators and administration leaders 
conferred endlessly on timing and tactics. They arranged for various 
studies and reports to provide data to support Senate action. At the 
same time, public power interests, railroads, labor, port cities, and 
Mississippi River interests mounted formidable propaganda and 
lobbying campaigns against the project.

Though all persons involved realized that the margin would be 
close and the possibilities for failure very real, in 1934 the president 
and his associates made their move. On January 10, Roosevelt sent a 
message to the Senate urging approval of the treaty on “ broad na
tional”  grounds. He urged Senator Key Pittman to “ make a rip- 
snorting, 20 carat, 100%, speech on the St. Lawrence Treaty— We 
ought not to let the Progressives bear the brunt of the attack!”  Pitt
man opened the Senate debate with a speech on January 12. It was a 
weak presentation, however, rather than the “ rip-snorting”  per
formance Roosevelt had called for. Senator J. Hamilton Lewis re
sponded on behalf of Chicago’s special interests with an eloquent ora
tion opposing the treaty on the grounds that it would provide the 
waterway through which the British navy could sail in assaulting the 
United States directly in its heartland. That ludicrous idea won ridi
cule from the treaty's advocates and embarrassed its opponents. But 
anti-British and anti-foreign arguments were conspicuous weapons in 
the arsenal of treaty opponents.12

Though Pittman’s opening remarks got the debate off to a shaky 
start, others spoke with much greater effectiveness. In a report to the 
Foreign Office on the progress of the debate, the British ambassador 
to the United States noted that the president “ enjoys the strong sup
port of the insurgent Republicans in the matter, and is anxious to re
tain them under his wing in view of the elections in November.”  And 
most o f those insurgent Republicans were isolationists. Using the 
language of the agrarian radical he was, Senator Shipstead of Min
nesota blamed the opposition on “ the banking interests in the large 
financial centers of the country”  who controlled the railroads, steel, 
oil, and other groups lobbying against the treaty. Senators La Follette, 
Vandenberg, Capper, Wheeler, Nye, and Norris (among others) 
added their voices and legislative talents to the effort. Pittman com
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plained to the White House that they had "no t had sufficient support 
upon the floor o f the Senate to indicate seriously that it was an Ad
ministration measure, in spite of the President's very strong 
message.”  As the debate progressed, it became increasingly apparent 
that the proponents did not have, and might not be able to get, the 
necessary two-thirds vote. Opponents pressed for an early vote, while 
proponents wanted to delay, hoping to win more support. Senator 
Clark proposed reservations as part of his opposition, but withdrew 
them when it became apparent that the treaty would fail.11

The final Senate vote on the Saint Lawrence Seaway treaty came 
on March 14,1934. The forty-six affirmative votes fell short of the re
quired two-thirds, and the treaty failed. But those yea votes included 
most of the leading isolationists, including Senators Bone, Borah, 
Capper, Costigan, Couzens, Frazier, Johnson, La Follette, Norris, 
Nye, Vandenberg, and Wheeler. Senators Barbour, Clark, Long, Mc
Carran, McNary, Reynolds, Walsh, and White were among the forty- 
two who voted against the treaty.14 Neither the president nor Senators 
La Follette, Vandenberg, Shipstead, Pittman, and their colleagues 
abandoned their efforts on behalf of the project in the years that 
followed. But none of those efforts prevailed while Roosevelt lived. 
With his usual caution. Key Pittman, chairman of the Foreign Rela
tions Committee until his death in 1940, could be depended upon to 
warn the president of his weak position in the Senate on the issue. In 
July, 193S, Roosevelt wrote a Wisconsin constituent that he thought it 
would not " be at all advisable to inject this into the present session,”  
but believed “ we should keep it a live issue.”  He kept it alive—but 
just barely.”

Progressive hostility to big business and big finance manifested 
itself even more vividly in the battle for the public utility company 
legislation. Influences leading to the legislation were many and 
varied—including revelations about the Insull utility empire and find
ings of a probe by the Federal Trade Commission. It was an important 
part of the president's legislative program for 1935. Tom Corcoran 
and Benjamin Cohen were the principle authors of the complex 150- 
page bill. Sam Rayburn of Texas, Democratic chairman of the House 
Interstate Commerce Committee, led the fight for the legislation in the 
lower house; Montana Democrat Burton K. Wheeler, chairman of the 
Senate Interstate Commerce Committee, led the fight in the upper 
house.

Senator Wheeler was one of those leading progressives with whom 
the president had conferred frequently at the White House in planning
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legislative tactics for the early New Deal. By 1935, however, relations 
between Roosevelt and Wheeler had cooled considerably. Silver was a 
point o f  difference. Wheeler complained of difficulty in getting access 
to the president. Roosevelt and some close to the White House were 
uneasy about the possible course of western progressives in the up
coming presidential election of 1936. At the suggestion of Felix 
Frankfurter and David K. Niles, Roosevelt arranged a special White 
House meeting on the evening of May 14 with the senators who had 
been members of the National Progressive League for Franklin D. 
Roosevelt in the 1932 compaign. The gathering included Senators 
Costigan, Johnson, La Follette, Norris, and Wheeler—all western 
progressives and all isolationists. Secretary of Agriculture Wallace 
and Secretary o f Interior Ickes also attended, along with Niles and 
Frankfurter. All thought the evening’s discussions improved rapport 
between Roosevelt and the progressives. They helped.1* Wheeler led 
the fight for the administration's holding company bill boldly, loyally, 
and skillfully. It was a major triumph for the administration, for 
Wheeler, and for progressives—many of whom were isolationists.

Wheeler had his own bill, but deferred to White House urgings to 
substitute the Corcoran-Cohen draft, which was tougher and better 
prepared. It contained a so-called death sentence provision (section 
11) banning holding companies that were not parts of geographic or 
economically integrated systems. Utility companies and their financial 
and political allies spent millions in massive lobbying efforts against 
the legislation. But Wheeler and Roosevelt stood their ground and car
ried the battle.

Wheeler’s Interstate Commerce Committee held hearings and 
reported the bill favorably to the Senate late in May. In his address on 
May 29, urging Senate approval of the bill, the Montana Democrat 
called holding company practices 4’legalized thievery against the peo
ple of the United States.”  He urged that America 44stop the present 
trend toward monopoly and get back to an economic democracy.”  
Wheeler said his bill did not seek 4 4 further concentration of power in 
the hands of the Government of the United States,”  but rather would 
44make these power-holding companies decentralize, so that they can 
be controlled by local communities, or can be controlled in a small 
number of States where they carry on their operating facilities.”  Five 
days later Senator Norris o f Nebraska told the Senate that he had 
44been unable to find a single instance where a holding company in the 
second degree is of any benefit to society. On the contrary, it is always 
a great danger, and affords a strong temptation for dishonest men, or
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men moved only by the desire to create great wealth for themselves, 
and to perpetrate a great injustice upon the people o f the country.’* 
On June S, Democrat Homer Bone told the Senate that for years the 
“ Power Trust”  had “ made a mockery and travesty of government”  
in his state o f Washington. He thought attempts at regulation were 
“ futile.”  Bone charged that “ holding company control has destroyed 
local autonomy, local initiative, and local responsibility, and has set 
up a system of absentee management remote from local control and 
responsive to local need.”  He insisted that if the “ trend toward con
centrated business patronage”  were “ not reversed”  there was “ dan
ger of an economic feudalism in this country far worse than any gob
lin of state socialism these men profess to fear.” 17

As the legislative contest progressed, the opposition took heart 
from rumors that Roosevelt was not firmly committed to the death 
sentence provision. Brains truster Raymond Moley later wrote that 
neither the president nor Corcoran and Cohen had really expected that 
provision to win approval in Congress; they had included it as a tac
tical bargaining device. But Wheeler took his assignment (including 
the death sentence provision) seriously. As rumors accumulated about 
the president’s position, the Montana senator confronted him on the 
issue. As Wheeler described the scene later, “ FDR was sitting in bed, 
propped up by pillows, his cigarette and holder jutting up out of his 
mouth and cigarette ashes dropping on the bed-spread.”  Wheeler told 
the president that he would change the bill any way he wanted it, but 
that if Roosevelt wanted the death sentence clause, he must make his 
position dear publicly. Roosevelt was not willing to make a public 
broadcast on the subject. But he took pencil and paper in hand and 
scribbled a note for Wheeler’s use: “ To verify my talk with you this 
morning, I am very clear in my own mind that while clarifying or 
minor amendments to section 11 cannot be objected to nevertheless 
any amendment which goes to the heart or major objective of section 
11 would strike at the bill itself and is wholly contrary to the recom
mendations of my message.”  Armed with the president’s note, 
Wheeler stood firm. On June 11, when the Senate voted on amend
ments to eliminate the death sentence provision, the Montana senator 
produced the president’s note to beat back the opposition by the one- 
vote margin o f forty-four to forty-five. All progressive isolationists 
voted to retain the death sentence; among leading isolationists only 
Clark, Reynolds, Vandenberg, Walsh, and White voted with the 
minority against it. The Senate also approved an amendment pro
posed by Senators Borah, Norris, and Wheeler further tightening that
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section. With the death sentence provision included, the Senate then 
adopted the holding company bill fifty-six to thirty-two, with all pro
gressive isolationists voting for it, and Clark, Reynolds, Vandenberg, 
Walsh, and White against."

The House of Representatives then substituted discretionary provi
sions for the Senate’s mandatory death sentence provision. The con
ference committee named to reconcile the Senate and House versions 
very nearly deadlocked. Felix Frankfurter urged the president to com
promise on the issue, while Wheeler urged him to stand firm. At one 
point the president advised Wheeler to take the bill back to the Senate 
for another vote—which would have killed the death sentence provi
sion. The final conference report was a compromise. It prohibited 
holding companies beyond the second degree, but gave the Securities 
and Exchange Commission power to prohibit them beyond the first 
degree if they were not necessary. The compromise disappointed all 
progressives—including Wheeler, Norris, and Borah. But it was the 
best they could get. Both houses approved the conference report on 
August 24, 1935, and the president promptly signed it into law ."

Similar patterns evolved that summer in Roosevelt’s relations with 
progressive isolationists on tax policies. On June 19, the president sent 
a message to Congress urging various tax reforms—corporation 
surplus taxes, heavy inheritance and gift taxes, increased surtaxes on 
large incomes, and graduated corporation income taxes. Critics saw 
the proposals as political, punitive, vindictive, and economically un
wise; proponents saw them as shifting the tax burden to those who 
could most afford it. Leading Senate progressives eagerly pressed for 
action on the president’s soak-the-rich proposals. A luncheon meeting 
attended by Senators Norris, Johnson, Borah, and La Follette pro
duced the idea for a round robin on behalf of the tax program. 
Senator Nye of North Dakota helped line up support from twenty-two 
senators from four parties urging Congress to stay in session until the 
proposals were enacted. Those who endorsed the round robin in
cluded all leading progressives (most of whom were isolationists on 
foreign affairs)—Wheeler, Costigan, Bone, Borah, Nye, Capper, 
Frazier, Norris, La Follette, Shipstead, and others. Senator Nye 
predicted that the president’s course on that issue would "decide 
whether he can hope to have the Progressive Republicans with him’’ in 
the 1936 presidential election.20

Conservatives and even moderate liberals objected. Senator Van
denberg criticized the proposals. General Robert E. Wood of Sears, 
Roebuck and Company and later national chairman of the America
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First Committee had voted for Roosevelt in 1932 and had supported 
much of his early New Deal. But on July 18, he wrote the president 
opposing the graduated corporation tax as “ silly, unfair, and unjust," 
with "very little revenue producing possibility," and "useless as a 
matter of social reform ." He wrote the president's secretary Marvin 
McIntyre, "Those of us business men who are liberals are very much 
in the position of the man without a country. We do not want to go 
back to the old order of things. On the other hand, there are so many 
factors in the President’s course during the past three or four months, 
that it is hard to go along with him ." Publisher William Randolph 
Hearst instructed the editors of his newspapers and news services 
"that the phrase ‘soak the  successful’ be used in all references to the 
Administration’s Tax Program instead of the phrase ‘soak  the  thrif
ty’ hitherto used." He also wanted "the words ‘raw  deal ' used in
stead of ‘n e w  deal .*" The White House promptly expressed its dis
pleasure by releasing the Hearst statement to the public.21

In practice both isolationists and internationalists divided on the 
tax issue. In the final analysis the president got far less than he and the 
progressives wanted, but his proposals strengthened his bonds with 
progressives as the elections of 1936 drew nearer.

Throughout Roosevelt’s first term western progressives supported 
much of the early New Deal program, and the president in turn ini
tiated and pressed for progressive legislation partly to strengthen their 
support for his administration. When progressives broke with the 
president on domestic issues, they did so on grounds that his proposals 
were not sufficiently in tune with their conceptions of progressivism 
and were not bold enough in combating the old order. Liberal interna
tionalists (particularly from the urban Northeast) were also prominent 
in supporting the New Deal, and there were conservative isolationists 
who opposed it (Vandenberg, Walsh, and White among them). On 
balance, however, leading isolationists tended to be more radical than 
the president on domestic issues in the 1930s. Their sympathies were 
with farmers, small businessmen, and workers. Generally, they pre
ferred antitrust policies, inflation, and tax reforms rather than the 
government regulation and controls that were more attractive to ur
ban liberals. Those patterns were to project themselves into foreign af
fairs; the big government, big military, federal regulation, large 
government expenditures, and huge deficits that came with American 
participation in World War II were as much a defeat for the western 
progressive domestic programs as they were a defeat for their pro
grams in foreign affairs.



Chapter 11

Munitions Makers,
International Bankers, 
and Presidents
The Senate Investigation of the Munitions Industry headed by Re
publican Gerald P. Nye of North Dakota from 1934 to 1936 marked 
the high point for isolationist strength in the United States during the 
presidential administration of Franklin D. Roosevelt. Like America’s 
earlier isolationism, the munitions investigation emerged from such 
widely shared grass-roots attitudes and emotions that it encountered 
little open opposition during its early phases. Business conservatives, 
militarists, internationalists, and administration leaders who might 
have dissented found it expedient to muffle their objections and feign 
approval. Department of State misgivings generally were masked; it 
would have been politically unwise to have taken a different tack.

Initially the language of the probe was much like that which young 
Roosevelt had often used in addressing farmers and villagers early in 
his New York political career. It meshed perfectly with antibusiness 
views so commonplace in the Great Depression. It was wholly in tune 
with attitudes of western agrarian progressives, whose political sup
port Roosevelt had solicited so assiduously. And it was consistent with 
many of the assumptions and actions of Roosevelt’s early New Deal. 
Initially President Roosevelt gave little attention to the munitions in
vestigation. He promised the cooperation of his administration and 
never publicly opposed it.

Nonetheless, the investigation stepped on many toes. As it probed 
ever more deeply, it antagonized industrialists, financiers, military 
leaders, foreign statesmen, State Department officials, administration 
leaders, internationalists, and Democratic politicians. By 1936, when 
it focused on big government, the executive branch, the presidency, 
and more specifically on the record of President Woodrow Wilson, 
criticisms of the investigation became intense. Reactions to the com
mittee attacks on what later generations would call the military-
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«striai complex and the imperial presidency brought about its un-
—

The attitudes and assumptions of the Nye munitions investigation 
extended far back in European and American history, with organized 
agitation dating from World War I and before. The investigation grew 
out of disillusionment with the results of World War I. It was part of a 
general distrust of Europe. It resulted from a passionate determina
tion to prevent the United States from becoming embroiled in any 
future European wars.

In addition, the investigation grew out of domestic considerations 
within the United States. It was based on economic and psychological 
interpretations of the causes for wars. It assumed that munitions 
manufacturers and financiers encouraged armament races, im
perialism, international friction, and wars in their quest for profits. In 
1934, the investigation was as antibusiness as it was antiwar. Western 
agrarian radicals had been denouncing big business and Wall Street 
for many years; the munitions investigation provided the perfect vehi
cle for projecting their views into foreign affairs. The stock market 
crash of 1929 and the Great Depression that followed in the 1930s 
descredited big business in the eyes of millions of Americans all over 
the country. The antibusiness character of the inquiry grew out of 
both rural and urban values and included both liberal and radical pat
terns. The munitions investigation emerged in part from the same 
general conditions and attitudes that produced the New Deal. The Nye 
committee acknowledged the importance of noneconomic causes for 
wars, but it contended that the drive for profits played a large role in 
involving the United States in foreign wars. It focused its attacks on 
shipbuilders, munitions manufacturers, and international bankers, 
but it insisted that war prosperity affected foreign policy attitudes of 
many in all sectors of the population.

In 1935-36, the investigation also began to attack the war-making 
proclivities of the executive branch of the government. It criticized the 
War Department, the Navy Department, the Department of Com
merce, the Department of State, and even the president. At first it 
considered the president an unfortunate victim of pressures from ur
ban economic interests. By the latter part of the 1930s, however, Nye 
and many other isolationists began to view the president as a force for 
war quite as dangerous as munitions makers and international 
bankers.'

Many individuals contributed to the effort that culminated in the 
Senate munitions investigation, but among the more important were



Dorothy Detzer, Senator Norris, Senator Nye, and Senator Vanden- 
berg. Dorothy Detzer was executive secretary of the Women's Interna
tional League for Peace and Freedom. As early as World War I, that 
pacifist organization had urged investigation and regulation of the in
ternational munitions traffic. In 1932 and 1933, it adopted resolutions 
calling for a Senate investigation. Other pacifist organizations, in
cluding the National Council for the Prevention o f War, the Fellow
ship o f  Reconciliation, and World Peaceways, added their strength to 
the effort. Bright, able, and energetic. Miss Detzer tried to persuade 
one o r another of the senators to introduce the necessary legislation 
and push it through. Those initial efforts failed, partly because 
senators feared the consequences might harm them politically.

In December, 1933, Miss Detzer conferred again with aging Sena
tor Norris, telling him of her failures and discouragement. He favored 
an investigation, and although too old to undertake it himself, went 
over a list of the ninety-six senators with her, systematically crossing 
off the names of his colleagues as he eliminated them from considera
tion for one reason or another. When Norris finished, only one name 
remained—that of Senator Nye of North Dakota. Nye had criticized 
the role o f munitions makers in international relations as early as 
1920, and he had repeated his criticisms many times in the ensuing 
years. Senator Norris told Miss Detzer: “ Nye’s young, he has in
exhaustible energy, and he has courage. . . .  He may be rash in his 
judgments at times, but it's the rashness of enthusiasm." Norris 
pointed out that Nye did not come up for election for four years. By 
that time, Norris believed, the investigation would help him because 
"there isn't a major industry in North Dakota closely allied to the 
munitions business."

Nye had already turned her down twice, but armed with Norris’s 
backing, at a third meeting in early January, 1934, she finally per
suaded him. When he began the munitions investigation, Nye was 
forty-two years old with eight years of Senate experience. He had 
already directed two inquiries and was firmly convinced of the im
portance of legislative investigations.2

Born in Hortonville, Wisconsin, in 1892, young Nye had absorbed 
the values of Fighting Bob La Follette’s progressivism in that state. 
After graduation from Wittenberg High School in 1911, Nye followed 
his father's footsteps into the newspaper business, editing small town 
papers in the farming states of Wisconsin, Iowa, and North Dakota 
for nearly fifteen years. He supported President Woodrow Wilson's 
domestic reforms and foreign policies and became increasingly active
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in the Nonpartisan League in North Dakota. That agrarian radical 
organization’s hositility to eastern big business interests influenced 
both his domestic and foreign policy views. Not quite thirty-three 
years old in 1925 when first appointed, Nye served in the United States 
Senate for nearly twenty years, until 1945.

Though a Republican, Nye battled against the conservative, pro- 
business policies of the Coolidge and Hoover administrations. He sup
ported much of Roosevelt’s New Deal. When he criticized it (as he did 
the National Recovery Administration), he did so from the point of 
view of an agrarian radical who thought the New Deal reforms did not 
go far enough to help workers, farmers, and small businessmen. On 
the relatively few occasions when Senator Nye spoke on foreign af
fairs during his first eight years in office, his views directly reflected 
his agrarian frame of reference. Repeatedly he opposed foreign pol
icies that seemed to benefit urban financial and business groups at the 
expense of farmers. The munitions investigation of 1934-36 was a 
logical foreign policy projection of Nye’s long crusade against big 
business, international bankers, and Wall Street.

Lean, youthful, and energetic, Nye stood five feet, ten and one- 
half inches tall and kept his brown hair smoothly combed. He became 
one of the better-dressed senators, tending toward dark double- 
breasted suits and colorful ties. Never very active in Washington social 
life, he found relaxation in fishing, developed into a good golfer, 
played bridge, and was a heavy smoker. Serious, earnest, and direct, 
he was also considerate, generous, and had a sense of humor. He 
spoke in a soft, low-pitched voice and was a good listener. Sensitive 
about not attending college and awed by his distinguished colleagues, 
Nye was never very effective in accomplishing legislative goals. But he 
had abundant energy, physical endurance, and courage. With his 
more cautious colleagues often urging him on from the safety of the 
sidelines, Nye spoke out candidly on explosive issues. His frankness 
made good copy for newsmen. He recognized the value of publicity 
and won more than his share of headlines. He enjoyed public speaking 
and became a powerful and moving orator. And from the time he par
ticipated in final phases of the Teapot Dome inquiry in the 1920s, Nye 
became increasingly skilled and dogged in directing Senate investiga
tions.1

Drawing on drafts already prepared by the Foreign Policy Associa
tion, the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, and 
other peace groups, Senator Nye tried his hand at drafting the 
necessary legislation for the munitions investigation. On January 17,
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1934, he conferred with Joseph C. Green o f the Department o f State. 
A devotee and protégé o f Herbert Hoover, Green had taught at 
Princeton and was the State Department's authority on international 
arms traffic. He agreed to help draft the legislation, but emphasized 
that his cooperation was “ entirely personal" and should not be seen 
as involving the Department of State. Nye too thought it best to keep 
Green's role confidential. Though not speaking for Secretary Hull, 
Green told the senator that “ such an investigation might bring out 
facts which might be useful to the Department" and that “ the Depart
ment would stand ready to supply the investigating committee with 
such pertinent material as it had at its disposal."4

On February 8, 1934, Nye submitted his Senate Resolution 179 
calling for an investigation of the munitions industry by the Foreign 
Relations Committee. The handful present in the Senate at the time 
paid little attention. Without objection the resolution was referred to 
the Foreign Relations Committee under Senator Pittman o f Nevada.1

Hull let it be known that he was sympathetic to the idea for such a 
probe. Pittman did not want responsibility for the investigation, how
ever, and arranged to have the resolution referred to the Military Af
fairs Committee (on which Nye served). Its supporters then urged that 
a special committee, rather than a standing committee, conduct the in
vestigation. They also suggested that Nye's resolution be combined 
with one introduced earlier by Senator Vandenberg of Michigan. Van- 
denberg’s resolution, endorsed by the American Legion, advocated 
taking the profits out of war, a proposal that Nye wholly approved. If 
the resolutions were combined, and so appealed for support from 
such disparate groups as the American Legion and the pacifists, the 
chances for adoption would improve. Nye and Vandenberg agreed to 
those moves, and on March 12, Nye introduced a new combined Sen
ate Resolution 206. The Military Affairs Committee promptly re
ported it out favorably.'

At the same time, popular enthusiasm and organized pressure for 
an investigation were reaching massive proportions. An article on 
European munitions makers, “ Arms and the M en," published in the 
March, 1934, issue of Fortune magazine, was reprinted, distributed, 
and quoted. Senator Borah delivered a powerful oration in the Senate 
on the subject. M erchants o f  Death, a sensational book by H. C. 
Englebrecht and F. C. Hanighen, was widely read and discussed. Peti
tions, meetings, letters, telegrams, editorials, and personal appeals 
urged an investigation. The State Department endorsed the idea.7

A showdown in the Senate occurred on April 12,1934. Senator Pat
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Harrison of Mississippi, chairman of the Finance Committee, was im
patiently pushing for a vote on the pending revenue bill, but was 
frustrated by lengthy debate on amendments to his bill. Nye spoke for 
over an hour supporting his amendment calling for a 98 percent tax on 
all incomes over ten thousand dollars a year during wartime. Vanden- 
berg then took the floor and spoke at length on Nye’s amendment. As 
Vandenberg spoke on, Harrison's impatience grew. Finally he con
sulted Nye on the Senate floor and learned, to his horror, that eleven 
senators planned to speak for Nye's amendment and that that would 
probably consume five days. To head off the filibuster, Harrison pro
posed that the Nye-Vandenberg munitions investigation resolution be 
adopted immediately and that Nye’s tax amendment be referred to the 
committee appointed to conduct the investigation. That was exactly 
what Nye and Vandenberg wanted. With Harrison's cooperation, the 
Senate promptly adopted Senate Resolution 206 on April 12, without 
a record vote and without dissent.*

The resolution alleged that "the commercial motive" was "an  in
evitable factor in considerations involving the maintenance of the na
tional defense" and was "one of the inevitable factors often believed 
to stimulate and sustain wars." It empowered the vice-president to ap
point seven senators to a special committee to investigate all aspects o f 
the manufacture, sale, and distribution of armaments and munitions. 
The resolution also directed the committee to study and report on the 
adequacy of existing legislation and treaties on the subject, instructed 
it to review the findings and recommendations of an earlier commis
sion concerned with taking the profits out of war, and authorized it to 
consider the desirability o f a government monopoly in the manufac
ture of munitions.*

Vice-President John Nance Garner o f Texas, Nye, and Vanden
berg determined the compositon of the committee. The four Demo
crats chosen were James P. Pope of Idaho, Homer T. Bone of Wash
ington, Bennett Champ Clark of Missouri, and Walter F. George of 
Georgia, and the three Republicans were Nye, Vandenberg, and W. 
Warren Barbour of New Jersey. That committee overrepresented agri
cultural sections of the country and underrepresented urban industry, 
finance, and labor. Five of the seven were from south of the Ohio 
River or west of the Mississippi (four from west of the Mississippi). 
The Northeast and the South were internationalist strongholds, but 
only two of the seven came from those sections. Both of the members 
with the most substantial industrial constituencies, Barbour and 
Vandenberg, were fervent protectionists. Their two states, New Jersey



and Michigan, both had huge industries that profited from munitions 
production and foreign markets. But Barbour was a manufacturer of 
light consumer goods. Vandenberg’s home was in Grand Rapids, 
famed for its protected furniture manufacturing industry. Henry Ford 
of Dearborn was an isolationist. Michigan was also a leader in the pro
cessing of agricultural dairy and cereal products. All seven members 
participated in committee affairs, but the most active and influential 
were two Republicans (Nye and Vandenberg) and two Democrats 
(Clark and Bone). Of those four, Nye and Bone were progressives; 
Vandenberg was conservative but not a reactionary.

Vice-President Garner left the choice of a chairman up to the com
mittee. The Democrats controlled the White House, both houses of 
Congress, and a majority on the committee; one might have expected 
that a Democrat would head the probe. Instead, at a brief meeting on 
April 23, the committee unanimously chose Nye as chairman. Secre
tary Hull was deeply disappointed that a Republican isolationist was 
made chairman. He later wrote that the appointment of Nye was “ a 
fatal mistake" and that he would have opposed the investigation had 
he known that would happen.10

Nevertheless, as Hull wrote in his memoirs, the administration 
"went beyond the usual limits" to cooperate with the Nye committee. 
According to Hull, he and Roosevelt felt that their "only feasible step 
was a sort of marking time. There was no hope of success and nothing 
to be gained in combating the isolationist wave at that moment. To 
have done so would only have brought a calamitous defeat and pre
cipitated a still more disastrous conflict on the whole basic question of 
isolation itself." Hull directed Joseph Green to serve as liaison with 
the committee. Hull assured Nye that he could "rely upon the fullest 
and most cordial cooperation of the Department in supplying you 
with any information in our possession, which may aid you in connec
tion with the investigation."1 '

On May 18, in a message drafted by Green in the State Depart
ment, President Roosevelt informed the Senate that he was "grati
fied" that " a  committee has been appointed to investigate the prob
lems incident to the private manufacture of arms and munitions o f 
war and the international traffic therein." He "earnestly" recom
mended that it "receive the generous support of the Senate," and he 
promised that "the  executive departments of the Government will be 
charged to cooperate with the committee to the fullest extent." In his 
message to the Senate, the president charged that "the private and un
controlled manufacture of arms and munitions and the traffic therein"
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constituted “ a serious source of international discord and strife.” 
Roosevelt warned, however, that it was “ not possible . . .  effectively 
to control such an evil by the isolated action of any one country.”  It 
was “ a field in which international action”  was necessary. He urged 
Senate approval of the Convention for the Supervision of the Interna
tional Trade in Arms and Ammunition and in Implements of War that 
had been signed at Geneva in 1925. And he expressed hope that a 
“ much more far-reaching”  convention on the subject might be con
cluded at the World Disarmament Conference in Geneva. The pres* 
ident’s message to the Senate contended: “ The peoples of many 
countries are being taxed to the point of poverty and starvation in 
order to enable governments to engage in a mad race in armaments 
which, if permitted to continue, may well result in war. This grave 
menace to the peace of the world is due in no small measure to the un
controlled activities of the manufacturers and merchants of engines of 
destruction, and it must be met by the concerted action o f the peoples 
of all nations.”  In a circular telegram, the secretary of state informed 
the American ambassadors to Great Britain, France, Germany, and 
Italy and the American delegate to the Geneva Disarmament Con
ference of the substance of the president’s message. In a letter to 
Senator Nye on that same date, May 18, Hull reemphasized his “ genu
ine interest in the investigation”  and restated his assurances of “ the 
whole-hearted cooperation of the Department”  in supplying the com
mittee “ with all pertinent information available to us.” 12

The committee named Stephen Raushenbush of New York to be its 
secretary and chief investigator. A tall, keen-minded, and experienced 
investigator in his late thirties, Raushenbush undertook much of the 
work of directing research, planning hearings, and preparing reports 
for the committee. He had graduated from Amherst, served in the am
bulance corps in France during World War I, and had investigated 
and written on the power trust in America. He gathered an able and 
dedicated staff of experienced workers for the committee. The legal 
assistant on his staff for a few months was a brilliant young Harvard 
Law graduate named Alger Hiss, who was borrowed temporarily from 
Jerome Frank’s staff in the Agricultural Adjustment Administration. 
The committee also appointed an advisory council of three experts to 
consult with the committee. Of the three, only John T. Flynn of the 
New Republic played a major role in the committee’s work.11

At its meeting on June 1, the Nye committee adopted a resolution 
asking for an executive order from the president giving full access to 
income tax returns of all firms and individuals believed involved in
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matters within the purview of the investigation. On June 6, the full 
committee met with President Roosevelt to seek “ full help from the 
various departments.”  According to the diary of the State Depart
ment's J. Pierrepont Moffat, at that White House meeting Roosevelt 
"to ld  them at length about his sympathy with their idea of clipping the 
wings o f the arms manufacturers.”  According to Moffat the president 
even told committee members "that he was in favor of the complete 
abolition of all aviation.”  With Roosevelt’s support and cooperation, 
the Nye committee gained access to virtually all government docu
ments it sought in its investigation, including income tax returns.14

The committee staff began examining State Department records 
on June 1. It agreed not to publish material from department files 
without first checking with the department. During the summer of 
1934, Raushenbush and his staff scoured Hies of various corporations 
and agencies in their search for documents and evidence. Public hear
ings before the Nye committee began on September 4, 1934, and con
tinued through September 21. It then adjourned for two months but 
resumed its hearings on December 4 and continued them regularly for 
nearly five months. Late in April, 1933, the committee adjourned and 
held no hearings for eight and one-half months until January 7, 1936. 
It heard its final witness on February 20, 1936, a year and one-half 
after the hearings first began. During those eighteen months the Nye 
committee questioned nearly two hundred witnesses and spent more 
than $130,000; the testimony and exhibits, when published, filled 
thirty-nine volumes, totaling 13,730 pages of fine print. The du Ponts 
(the brothers Irénée, Pierre, and Lammot, and their cousin Felix), who 
testified in 1934-33, were the biggest of the industrial giants exam
ined. The appearance of J. P. Morgan and his senior partners in 
January and February, 1936, was the high point of the committee's 
exploration into financial aspects of the munitions traffic. Officers of 
many other firms also testified. Newspapers from all over the United 
States and from other countries gave the hearings detailed coverage, 
providing readers throughout the world with a daily round of head
lines and sensations.”

The examination of du Pont Company records worried the War 
Department. On August 8, 1934, even before the hearings began. 
Army Chief o f Staff General Douglas MacArthur expressed concern 
to Nye lest the inquiry reveal secret War Department procurement 
plans. MacArthur also informed the head of the du Pont Company 
"that the secret data in his files must be safeguarded.” ”

From their beginnings in September, 1934, the Nye committee
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hearings provoked a storm of diplomatic protests from abroad. Evi
dence and testimony introduced in the hearings alleged corruption, 
bribes, and rake-offs by officials of various governments in dealings 
with agents of American munitions firms. Some o f that evidence was 
accurate; some was unsubstantiated rumor and hearsay. True or not, 
however, allegations embarrassed and angered officials in countries 
with which the United States had friendly relations. A communication 
from a source in Warsaw introduced as evidence before the committee 
alleged that King George V of England had personally intervened with 
the Polish ambassador in London to help win a munitions contract for 
a British rather than a competing American firm. British officialdom 
protested against the publicity given to the rumor concerning the 
king’s role.17 The committee’s probings and revelations also elicited 
protests from some Latin American governments, endangering the 
Good Neighbor policy. ' '

Secretary Hull was away from Washington when the committee 
hearings began, and after his return exploded with wrath upon learn
ing o f the various protests from foreign governments. “ It was 
refreshing,’’ Moffat later recorded, “ to watch oath after oath pour 
out o f his rather saintlike countenance and then to have him smile and 
say, ’It’s not more than once every six months that I use language like 
that!' ” Top State Department officials conferred as they helped ready 
Hull’s response to the Nye comittee. As Moffat explained it, Hull 
needed to avoid “ two pitfalls. On the one hand, he must not seem to 
be blocking the inquiry which in general is along the lines the Depart
ment desired. On the other hand, he must protect our good name and 
friendship.”  During noon recess in the hearings on Septermber 11, 
Secretary Hull spent nearly two hours discussing the problem with the 
committee. He then issued a statement to the press stating that neither 
the committee nor the United States government wanted to offend 
foreign governments or their officials. At the same time, Hull made 
public a letter from Nye in which the senator emphasized that the in
sertion in the record of statements by foreign agents of American 
companies did not necessarily imply that those statements were true. '*

Secretary Hull, Secretary of Commerce Daniel C. Roper, and 
Green again met with the committee for more than an hour on Sep
tember 14, on a different matter. The committee had wanted permis
sion to put into the record a confidential report by Douglas Miller, the 
American commercial attaché in Berlin, on German purchases of 
airplanes. At their meeting Hull and Roper flatly refused to authorize 
publication of the report. They emphasized that if the report were
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published, it would end Miller’s usefulness and dry up valuable 
sources for confidential information both in Germany and in other 
parts o f the world. They also discussed other difficulties relating to the 
committee's activities. The Nye committee had discovered that the 
Argentine president’s son received a 10 percent commission on certain 
sales in that country. Hull and Roper contended that publishing such 
information would not advance the committee’s purposes, but could 
damage United States efforts to improve relations with that important 
South American government. The many diplomatic protests and Sec
retary Hull’s closed sessions with the Nye committee provoked specu
lation that the committee was being asked to soft-pedal its findings. 
Nye denied that. Though the committee and the State Department 
tried to cooperate with each other, problems continued to strain the 
relationship throughout the entire investigation.20

Between the adjournment of the committee’s first series of hear
ings on Friday, September 21,1934, and the beginnings o f the next set 
of hearings on December 4, Senator Nye addressed public meetings 
and radio audiences all over the United States. In the fall of 1934 he 
went on the First of his many nationwide speaking tours arranged 
through private lecture agencies. Nye enjoyed those speaking engage
ments, they added to his income, and they provided oppor
tunities for him to take his foreign policy views to the people. 
From 1934 through 1941 many tens of thousands of Americans heard 
his addresses, and millions more heard him on local and national 
radio broadcasts. In speech after speech, citing evidence from the 
findings o f the munitions investigation, Senator Nye drove home his 
theme: “ There may be doubt as to the degree but there is certainty 
that the profits o f preparation for war and the profits of war itself 
constitute the most serious challenge to the peace of the world.”  To 
preserve peace the senator urged the United States to “ be as severe 
with income and property as we are with lives in time of war.” 21 At the 
same time that the Senate committee was continuing its probe, the 
Department o f State, with Roosevelt's encouragement, was pressing 
for international action to control the munitions traffic.22

Throughout the investigation, Senators Nye and Vandenberg and 
their colleagues probed the methods and profits of private businesses 
engaged in the manufacture, trade, and finance of munitions. The 
committee also turned up data that reflected critically on ad
ministrative departments. From December, 1934, onward, Senator 
Nye and his committee became increasingly concerned about the role 
of the federal government in the munitions traf He.22 When Nye and
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his committee first expressed concern about the role of the govern
ment, they singled out the War Department, the Navy Department, 
and the Department o f Commerce. They did not immediately criticize 
the presidency. Even as the committee's fears about the direction and 
strength of presidential influence on foreign affairs steadily increased, 
its members initially sympathized with the chief executive's difficulties 
in withstanding pressures from powerful urban economic interests.

Though he had not focused much attention on the investigation. 
President Roosevelt had publicly endorsed the inquiry, had met with 
the committee, and had admonished departments of his administra
tion to cooperate fully. Eight days after the hearings resumed in 
December, however, an unexpected White House action sharply 
heightened the committee's growing concerns about the government's 
role. In a surprise move at his press conference on December 12,1934, 
President Roosevelt announced the appointment of a separate com
mittee of prominent administrative officials under Wall Street's Ber
nard Baruch to consider the possibility of legislation to take the profit 
out of war. It included no senators or congressmen. Many feared it 
was an administration effort to undercut the Senate inquiry.14

Nye’s reaction was prompt and vigorous: 4<The departments of 
our government are really codefendants with the munitions industry 
and the profiteers___ When I view, in part, the personnel of the con
ference, I cannot but think how unfortunate it is that [John] Dillinger 
is dead. He was the logical person to write the anti-crime laws." Let
ters flooded the White House protesting any effort to block the Senate 
munitions investigation. At Roosevelt’s invitation, Nye conferred 
with him at the White House on December 26, 1934. Roosevelt 
assured the North Dakota senator that the Baruch committee would 
not undermine the Senate inquiry. The Baruch group did not actually 
function, but the episode increased the Nye committee’s uneasiness 
about the administration.1’

Early in January, 1935, Nye told a reporter: " I  suppose nothing 
[in the munitions investigation] has astonished me so much as to 
discover the large amounts of evidence which indicate that, instead of 
munition-makers promoting the military activities of governments, 
governments—especially our own war and navy departments—have 
been actively promoting the munitions-makers, for years." He con
tended that the munitions business "would not be what it is without 
the support of government officials" and "that certain departments 
of our government are co-defendants with the munitions industry and 
its profiteers in this great ‘trial.’"  On January 15, 1935, he told the
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Senate that “ the most vicious feature of all the disclosures as a result 
of this investigation has been the revelation of a partnership that exists 
in the munitions business. . . .  the partnership which our Govern
ment—your Government and mine—has in the business o f selling 
American munitions of war.”  From 1935 onward Nye and his com
mittee wanted to restrain both business and government in the name 
of peace.”

On February 23, 1935, President Roosevelt directed a brief memo
randum to Secretary Hull asking him to speak with him “ about the 
advisability of a message on war profits and kindred subjects.”  He at
tached a memorandum drafted by Bernard Baruch.17 Three weeks 
later, on March 15, Hull handed the president a detailed response. In 
his memorandum Hull advised Roosevelt not to send a message to 
Congress concerning the international arms traffic. He feared it 
“ would not serve any useful purpose and might result in a head-on 
collision with the Nye Committee.”  Pointing out that the Nye com
mittee planned to submit a preliminary report on April 1, Hull sug
gested that a presidential message at that time “ could easily be 
misconstrued as an attempt to take the wind out of the sails of that 
Committee.77 He thought the Senate probably would not act in any 
event until the munitions committee had reported.

The secretary of state advised President Roosevelt to meet with the 
Nye committee within the next week or two. He thought such a White 
House meeting could strengthen the American delegation negotiating 
in Geneva on arms traffic. It might “ help check any tendency on the 
part of the Committee to adopt a program of Government monop
oly.”  Such a meeting would make clear that the Roosevelt administra
tion was not leaving the arms traffic matter entirely in the hands of the 
Senate committee. Hull believed a White House meeting “ would 
demonstrate to the public that the Administration is to some degree 
cooperating with the Committee.771*

Roosevelt invited the Nye committee to meet with him on March 
19, 1935. All seven committee members attended. In his conversation 
with the committee, however, Roosevelt did not follow the guidance 
Hull had outlined for him. The particular problem that most troubled 
the State Department, the committee, and the British government at 
the moment involved examination of documents in files of American 
banks relating to loans to Allied governments in World War I. But the 
president did not discuss that subject at all with the committee. The 
meeting touched only briefly on control of the international arms traf
fic. Instead, the discussions focused largely on methods for taking the
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profits out of war (which Hull had advised Roosevelt to hold in 
abeyance) and on neutrality legislation (which was not really in the 
Nye committee's jurisdiction).

During the White House meeting. Senator Nye outlined for the 
president a twelve-point program prepared for the committee by John 
T. Flynn for taxing the profits out of war. It was far more drastic than 
the price-fixing approach recommended by Bernard Baruch. Much to 
Senator Nye’s surprise, Roosevelt “ expressed emphatically his ap
proval of the several portions of that scheme.”  He further suggested 
that legislation taking profits out of war should cover both when the 
United States was at war and when it was a neutral in wars between 
other states.

The president then discussed American neutrality policy at length 
and told the committee “ that he had come around entirely to the ideas 
of Mr. Bryan, in regard to that matter.”  Roosevelt encouraged the 
Nye committee to consider neutrality policy, “ with a view to the in
troduction of appropriate legislation.”  As Green learned the day after 
the meeting, Senator Nye was “ enthusiastic in regard to the attitude of 
the President.”  The committee members “ had left the President with 
the definite impression that he was disposed to cooperate with the 
Committee.” 1*

One can speculate on reasons for the president's performance. He 
may*Ütâve been voicing his personal convictions at that time on the 
issues involved. Perhaps he had not done his homework properly, 
despite the help Hull had provided. . After his tactical mistake in ap
pointing the competing Baruch committee in December, and after his 
defeat on the World Court issue in January, he may have feared pro
voking isolationist opposition further. He may have had the political 
needs of his New Deal program in mind in appeasing isolationist in
clinations of the committee. He may partly have been swept along by 
his own personality as he charmed committee members. When news
men the following day asked the president about his meeting with the 
Nye committee, Roosevelt was vague, general, and ambiguous.10 
Reading the transcript of the press conference, one wonders whether 
Roosevelt were deliberately obfuscating, whether he had not made up 
his mind on some of the issues, or whether he really was a bit fuzzy- 
minded about the whole matter. One does not get the impression that 
the issues involved in that White House meeting with the Nye commit
tee were foremost in his attention at that time. In any event, his per
formance fitted the patterns of his dealings with western progressive 
isolationists during his first term. And his performance surely disap
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pointed and displeased Hull, Green, and other State Department offi
cials.

In March, 1935, and continuing through the year, the Nye commit
tee examined records of American banks involved in loans to Allied 
governments while the United States was a neutral in World War I. 
Specifically, the probe involved files of the Guaranty Trust Company 
of New York on loans to Britain, records in the custody of Central 
Hanover Bank and Trust Company of New York on loans to France, 
records o f Lee Higginson and Company relating to an Italian loan, 
files o f J. P. Morgan and Company, Federal Reserve Bank records, 
and others. The British, French, and Italian governments variously 
objected to the committee’s examination. The State Department 
would have preferred that the Nye committee be willing to forego ex
amination p f  those files completely, but the committee would not do 
that. Nye considered it “ perhaps the most important part of the in
vestigation”  and insisted that “ it was absolutely essential that the 
Committee proceed.”  The Department o f State was caught in the mid
dle between the committee, private banks, and European govern
ments.11

Roosevelt and Hull met with Senators Nye, Clark, and Pope of the 
committee again on April 13. In advance of that White House meeting 
Hull and Green provided the president with a detailed nine-page 
“ Memorandum Cooperation with the Nye Committee.”  It focused on 
four phases o f Nye committee activity—neutrality, taking profits out 
of war, control o f the arms traffic, and investigation of private 
American loans to the Allies during World War I. The general tenor 
of the memorandum was cautious and foot-dragging. It advised the 
president not to support any specific neutrality legislation at that time, 
it recommended “ complete neutrality”  on legislation to take the prof
its out of war, it advised the president to endorse the legislation Green 
had drafted for registering Erms involved in the arms traffic, and it 
recommended that the president press the committee not to proceed 
with its examination of the files of J. P. Morgan and other banks. At 
their White Hoése meeting on April 13, Roosevelt and Hull urged the 
senators not to go further with the committee’s examination of the 
bank records. But Nye and his colleagues would neither yield nor 
delay.”

Nonetheless, in March and April, Hull and Green worked out 
reasonably acceptable arrangements for handling the problem. The 
Nye committee and its staff proceeded with its examination of the 
records. It agreed not to make public any documents originating with
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foreign governments, however, until it had first informed the State 
Department and had given Hull the opportunity to determine whether 
there were objections from the foreign government involved. The ar
rangement was not entirely satisfactory either to the committee or to 
the European governments, but it functioned.11 In mid-August 1935, 
they developed a different procedure for handling examination of 
British and French commercial accounts in the files of J. P. Morgan 
and Company.14

Despite continued official courtesy and efforts at cooperation, dif
fering views and interests extending over the long months o f the in
quiry led to increased tension and irritation on all sides. Roosevelt’s 
direct relations with the committee and its members were cordial and 
cooperative. But he may have come closer to expressing his personal 
feelings in a letter he wrote to Colonel Edward M. House in Sep
tember, 1935. House had been President Wilson’s closest adviser and 
a chief delegate to the Versailles conference after World W ar I. 
Roosevelt wrote House that “ some of the Congressmen and Senators 
who are suggesting wild-eyed measures to keep us out of war are now 
declaring that you and Lansing and Page forced Wilson into the war! I 
had a talk with them, explained that I was in Washington myself the 
whole of that period, that none of them were there and that their 
historical analysis was wholly inaccurate and that history yet to be 
written would prove my point.’’ He complained “ that they belong to 
the very large and perhaps increasing school of thought which holds 
that we can and should withdraw wholly within ourselves and cut off 
all but the most perfunctory relationships with other nations. They 
imagine that if the civilization of Europe is about to destroy itself 
through internal strife, it might just as well go ahead and do it and 
that the United States can stand idly by.’’11 By January, 1936, when
J. P. Morgan and his senior partners testified at committee hearings 
based on the Morgan files, Joseph Green wrote his friend Moffat that 
Nye was “ having his Roman holiday and the circus proceeds. The 
Secretary and Judge Moore are both so furious against the Senator 
and his Committee that they are now unwilling to admit that I ac
complished anything whatever in the interests of the Department by 
cooperating with the Committee.’’14

In mid-January, 1936, a sensational episode marked the final 
phases of the munitions investigation. It gave opponents their best op
portunity to attack Nye and his comittee, helped them make it a more 
partisan issue, and brought the probe to an early end. The crisis did 
not involve munitions makers, shipbuilders, international bankers, or
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any other economic group directly. Rather, it concerned the political 
leader o f the United States during World War 1, President Woodrow 
Wilson. At the committee hearings on January 15, Senator Clark read 
documents and evidence into the record showing, among other things, 
that President Wilson, Secretary of State Robert Lansing, and Col
onel Edward M. House knew of the Allied “ secret agreements" very 
early. He based his statement on “ information from official sources 
which has not yet been released for publication, which I am therefore 
unable to put into the record." The document Clark alluded to was a 
memorandum of May 18,1917, from British Foreign Secretary Arthur
J. Balfour to Lansing in the State Department files. The Nye commit
tee wanted to make it public, but the British government had refused 
to grant the necessary permission. At the hearings Nye then said that 
“ the Committee is informed by the highest possible sources that 
Secretary Lansing and President Wilson were fully apprised by 
Balfour of the secret treaties, to which Great Britain had been com
mitted, and the record that has been made and is yet to be made will 
all clearly reveal that both the President and Secretary Lansing 
falsified concerning this matter, and declared upon occasion that they 
had no knowledge prior to their visit to the Peace Conference in 
P a ris .""

Senator Nye’s statement that “ the President and Secretary 
Lansing falsified" about their knowledge of the secret treaties set off 
explosive repercussions. Newspapers charged that Nye had said that 
President Wilson “ lied." The next day Tom Connally of Texas rose 
from his seat in the Senate and gave Nye a scathing tongue-lashing for 
“ efforts of this kind to besmirch the memory of the man Woodrow 
Wilson." The altercation continued the following day when Nye took 
the floor to defend himself. Nye refused to apologize or retract his 
statement about Wilson. He said the committee had to study the 
Wilson administration to determine the effects of the arms traffic on 
the government’s foreign policies. He reminded his listeners that as a 
newspaperman he had supported Wilson and his foreign policies. He 
said, “ when we go in search of pertinent truths we ought not dodge 
them when we encounter them—we ought not let partisan prejudices 
blind us to those truths, however embarrassing they may be to a mere 
political party." He promised to pursue the truth whatever “ the 
degree of threat or intimidation." Connally repeatedly interrupted 
and criticized Nye’s speech.1'

The heaviest blast on that second day came from Senator Carter 
Glass of Virginia. The background of Glass’s performance was signif



icant. He was a conservative southern Democrat who opposed isola
tionism. He had served as secretary of treasury in President Wilson's 
cabinet. In May, 1935, Russell C. Leffingwell o f J. P. Morgan and 
Company wrote to Glass about the munitions investigation. Leff
ingwell had been assistant secretary o f the treasury from 1917 to 1920 
in the Wilson administration before he became a Morgan partner in 
1923. In his letter to Glass he expressed concern about possible attacks 
by the Nye committee on the loan policies of the Treasury Department 
during the Wilson administration. But Glass wrote back assuring 
Leffingwell that he need not "worry about Nye's investigation”  and 
promising that if Nye made "any attack on the Wilson Administration 
you may be sure that McAdoo and I will be prepared to meet the 
issue.”  He was as good as his word. On January 17, the old senator 
trembled with emotion as he told the packed galleries that Nye's 
allegation about Wilson was the most "shocking exhibition”  that had 
occurred in his thirty-five years in Congress. Connally and Glass 
vigorously opposed giving the Nye committee any more funds. During 
his impassioned oration Glass pounded his desk so violently that his 
hand bled. Other senators joined in the fray, and it continued a third 
day on the Senate floor with some echoes still later.1*

The State Department objected to the reference by Nye and Clark 
to the Balfour memorandum that the British government had explicit
ly refused to release for publication. Hull indicated that State Depart
ment cooperation with committees was conditional upon the coopera
tion that those committees gave the depatment. He told newsmen he 
had always maintained "the highest regard”  for President Wilson's 
"patriotism and scrupulous honesty.”  At Green's request, Raushen- 
bush returned all copies of the Balfour memorandum and other 
documents from State Department files that had not been approved 
for public use. Two Democrats on the Nye committee (Pope and 
George) criticized Nye and disassociated themselves from "head hunt
ing or using an instrumentality of the United States Senate to promote 
the bias, prejudice, or animus of any member of the committee.”  
Even old Senator Hiram Johnson in a letter to his son criticized "the  
unfortunate mode of expression of Nye in regard to certain evidence 
being produced.”  He wrote that Nye's reference to Wilson "gave the 
opportunity to the Democrats to tear him to tatters.”  The sympathetic 
Senator George Norris feared that Nye’s "unfortunate”  and "un 
necessary”  remark might reduce the good results he hoped would 
come from the committee’s probe. Joseph Green believed that Nye 
had "lost any influence which he may ever have had with his col
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leagues,”  but that his "popular support”  was "no t only undimin 
ished, but continues to grow.” 40

Senator Nye’s statement about Wilson was factually correct, and 
none o f his critics cited any evidence to disprove it. When the episode 
occurred, the inquiry was nearly completed, and the committee was 
able to finish its hearings and issue its final reports. But the senator’s 
statement was a political blunder. It strengthened and unified the 
previously scattered opposition to the munitions investigation. Nye’s 
criticism of a Democratic president helped drive Democrats into op
position. The committee heard its last witness on February 20, 1936.

The Munitions Investigating Committee had submitted a brief pre
liminary report on April 1, 1935.41 It submitted seven major reports— 
two in the spring and summer of 1935 and five more before the end of 
June, 1936. Those reports (averaging more than two hundred pages 
each) treated the committee’s findings and recommendations on naval 
shipbuilding, methods for taking the profits out of war, activities and 
sales o f munitions companies, War Department wartime industrial 
mobilization plans, neutrality legislation, and the roles of big finan
ciers. The seventh and final report submitted on June 19, 1936, dealt 
with the question of government manufacture of munitions.42

In its reports the Nye committee insisted that private shipbuilders 
should either “ be policed”  or "be  cut off entirely from the building of 
ships for the Navy.”  It suspected some shipbuilders " o f  willingness to 
wave the flag or to circulate war scares in the plain and simple interest 
of their own pocketbooks, regardless of results.”  The committee in
sisted that there was "no  effective profit-limitation law” and that the 
profits o f shipbuilding firms were too high—21.8 percent to 36.9 per
cent on the ships it studied.42

The central issue on taking the profits out of war concerned the 
relative merits of price controls and taxation. Administration depart
ments generally favored primary reliance on price controls; the Nye 
committee believed controls would not be adequate and recommended 
extremely high wartime taxes in addition to price controls.44

The committee reported “ that almost without exception, the 
American munitions companies investigated have at times resorted to 
. . .  a form of bribery of foreign governmental officials or of their 
close friends in order to secure business.”  It conceded that the 
evidence did 4‘not show that wars have been started solely because of 
the activities of munitions makers and their agents,”  but insisted that 
it was "against the peace o f the world for selfishly interested organiza
tions to be left free to goad and frighten nations into military activ



ity.”  The committee charged that munitions companies had "secured 
the active support of the War, Navy, Commerce, and even State De
partments in their sales abroad." In the interests of American 
neutrality, the committee recommended detailed restrictions on eco
nomic groups and on the administration in relations with belligerents 
in any war. It emphasized "the importance of determining a neutrality 
policy before war has begun and the desirability of mandatory rather 
than discretionary legislation."41

After probing the activities of J. P. Morgan and Company before 
the United States entered World War I, the committee concluded that 
"loans to belligerents militate against neutrality." The committee 
recommended the continuation and extension of neutrality laws 
restricting loans and exports to belligerents to help preserve American 
neutrality in future wars.44

The majority on the committee (Nye, Clark, Bone, and Pope) 
favored government ownership of munitions industries, while the 
minority (George, Vandenberg, and Barbour) favored reliance on 
strict government control of private munitions companies. Those who 
favored government ownership were all (in varied degree) liberals or 
progressives from states west of the Mississippi River. Those who op
posed government ownership were conservatives from east of the Mis
sissippi. The senators with the largest farming constituencies outside 
of the South favored government ownership, while the senators with 
the most substantial industrial constituencies opposed it.41

The State Department's Joseph Green correctly predicted in April, 
1936, "Nothing will come of it."  The Nye committee proposed 
specific legislation designed to implement its recommendations, but 
Congress did not enact any o f the committee’s bills. On June 1 9 ,193S, 
Senator Vandenberg introduced two bills for the committee designed 
" to  prevent collusion in the making of contracts" and “ to prevent 
profiteering in the construction of naval vessels in private shipyards." 
Both bills died in the Senate Naval Affairs Committee.4*

On April 9, 1933, the House adopted the McSwain bill represent
ing the administration approach on price controls to discourage war
time profiteering. Senator Nye arranged to have the McSwain bill 
referred to the munitions committee, which then completely rewrote 
it. As amended, the lengthy document called for sharply increased 
wartime taxes, including virtually 100 percent tax rates on all cor
porate profits over 6 percent and on all personal income of more than 
ten thousand dollars a year during a war. Nye submitted the amended 
resolution to the Senate on May 3, 1935. It was referred to the Military
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Affairs Committee and then to the Finance Committee. But it failed 
to win adoption. During the next five years Nye and his colleagues 
reintroduced bills to tax the profits out of war, but Congress never 
enacted them.4*

In 1937, Senator Nye introduced a bill that would have provided 
for government ownership of shipbuilding and munitions manufac
turing facilities. Public opinion polls in 1936 had concluded that the 
overwhelming majority of the American people in all sections of the 
country favored government ownership of munitions industries. The 
administration opposed government ownership, however, and Con
gress never acted on Nye’s bill.*0 The Senate Foreign Relations Com
mittee claimed authority in the area of neutrality, so the Nye commit
tee did not formally propose legislation. It did, however, make general s 
recommendations, two of its members (Nye and Clark) individually 
introduced neutrality resolutions, and the Nye committee and its staff 
did much of the behind-the-scenes work in Fighting for the neutrality . 
laws o f 1933 and 1936.*'

In his memoirs published after the end of World War II, Cordell 
Hull wrote that the Nye committee hearings produced some benefits 
“ in revealing hitherto undisclosed methods employed in the traffic in 
arms.'* But he strongly emphasized the “ disastrous effects“  of the 
hearings. Hull wrote: “ The Nye Committee aroused an isolationist 
sentiment that was to tie the hands of the Administration just at the 
very time when our hands should have been free to place the weight of 
our influence in the scales where it would count. It tangled our rela
tions with the very nations whom we should have been morally sup
porting. It stirred the resentment of other nations with whom we had 
no quarrels. It confused the minds of our own people as to the real 
reasons that led us into the First World War. It showed the prospec
tive aggressors in Europe and Asia that our public opinion was pulling 
a cloak over its head and becoming nationally unconcerned with their 
designs and that therefore they could proceed with fuller confidence.”  
He also wrote th a t4‘the Nye Committee hearings furnished the isola
tionist springboard for the first Neutrality Act of our present epoch.”  
Senator Connally in his memoirs described the Nye committee as 
“ probably the most effective medium for channeling American public 
opinion into isolationism during this period.”  Connally wrote that the 
munitions investigation “ had accomplished what Nye wanted. Mo
mentarily he had been in the limelight and he had promoted the cause 
of isolationism.” *1

A fter it was all over, Senator Arthur Vandenberg wrote in his
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diary that he was “ proud to be a member of the Munitions Commit
tee.”  In his farewell address to the Senate a decade after the investiga
tion began, Senator Gerald P. Nye said he was “ more proud o f having 
been connected with the work o f the Munitions Investigating Commit
tee than of any other service in my 20-year career as a United States 
Senator.” 11 Nye, Vandenberg, and their colleagues on the committee 
failed to secure enactment of any o f the committee’s bills for 
regulating the shipbuilding industry, for taxing the profits out of war, 
and for government ownership of munitions industries. But the com
mittee, its hearings and reports, the speeches and legislative activities 
o f its members, and the press coverage dramatically publicized its 
isolationist and noninterventionist analyses. The investigation ap
pealed to and helped arouse pacifist and isolationist sentiment in the 
United States. Individual members of the Nye committee played 
prominent roles in adoption of the neutrality legislation in the 1930s. 
The attitudes, interests, and strength that the Senate Munitions In
vestigating Committee represented were more formidable than Presi
dent Roosevelt was prepared to challenge head-on during his first term 
in the White House.
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Chapter 12

Neutrality Legislation

The Neutrality Acts of 1935, 1936, and 1937 tried to combat 
economic, political, and psychological influences that many believed 
had drawn the United States into World War I two decades earlier. 
The same general atmosphere that gave rise to the munitions investiga
tion also led to adoption of the neutrality laws. Senators Gerald P. 
Nye of North Dakota, Bennett Champ Clark of Missouri, Arthur H. 
Vandenberg of Michigan, and Homer T. Bone of Washington from 
the Munitions Investigating Committee, along with Stephen Raushen- 
bush and others from the committee staff, provided essential ini
tiatives to accomplish the legislation. And the laws reflected wide
spread antiwar, antibusiness, anti-Europe, and antiinterventionist 
sentiments in the United States.

Most political leaders in the 1930s said they favored neutrality 
legislation, but they differed widely on the kinds o f legislation they 
wanted. Internationalists led by President Roosevelt and Secretary 
Hull wanted to guard peace and security through discretionary 
authority to discriminate against aggressor states in support o f victims 
of aggression. TtaditiûflâlİSls ^  by Hiram W. Johnson, William E. 
Borah, Edwin M. Borchard, and John Bassett Moore wanted to pre
serve conventional neutral rights, including the right to trade with 
belligerents in noncontraband goods. More extreme isolationists led 
by Senators Nye and Clark wanted mandatory legislation to restrict 
both the president and urban economic groups in the interests of 
peace. They thought the discretionary authority sought by interna
tionalists could put the United States on one side in a war and bring 
the country into that war. They did not think neutral rights were 
worth defending if that defense put the United States in a war. In the 
interests of noninvolvement they wanted to abandon neutral rights on 
the high seas and bind the president to treat all belligerents alike.
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The Neutrality Acts were not so binding on the president nor so 
sweeping in their economic restrictions as the more extreme isola
tionists wanted. By 1937, however, the legislation included an arms 
embargo, a loan ban, a ban on travel by Americans on belligerent 
ships, a National Munitions Control Board, and cash-and-carry. It 
limited the president’s discretionary powers far more than interna
tionalists would have preferred. The laws restricted American free
dom of action on the high seas more than nationalists such as Borah 
and Johnson wanted. The neutrality laws were compromises between 
various conflicting approaches.

Ironically, early initiatives for revamping America’s traditional 
concepts of neutral rights came from internationalists and from the 
Hoover-Stimson and Roosevelt-Hull administrations. Within limits 
set by his temperament and by the times at home and abroad, Roose
velt identified with and provided leadership for moderate interna
tionalist perspectives on the issue. But his performance was more low 
key, more cautious, and less bold than internationalists would have 
preferred.'

The actual legislation did not coincide so clearly with the perspec
tives of either the isolationists or the administration as it did with 
those of Key Pittman, the tall, lean, alcoholic Democratic senator 
from America’s least populous state of Nevada. Neither an isola
tionist nor an internationalist, Pittman’s nationalism, his political 
shrewdness, and his position as chairman of the Foreign Relations 
Committee from 1933 to 1940, enabled him to play a more central role 
in shaping the legislation than either the president of the United States 
or the chairman of the Munitions Investigating Committee. To a re
markable degree Pittman personified the struggle between isola
tionism and internationalism, and the controversy over congressional 
versus presidential control of neutrality policies. Though critical of 
isolationists, Pittman’s position and advice reinforced caution and 
restraint in the president’s dealings with foreign policy opponents in 
Congress.2

Internationalist critics point to the fact of American involvement 
in World War II to demonstrate the ineffectiveness and futility of the 
neutrality laws. But under Roosevelt’s leadership (wijh the support o f 
thejnajority of the American people) Congress had repealed virtually“ 
all the restrictions in the neutrality legislation before the Japanese à t^

Bgarl H arhnr o ffic ia lly  hraiigfrf jheU tlited  StateS'ÎMïTthë '
jwar. Axis aggression abroad-and-iotcrventionist influences at home 
defeated the almost desperate efforts by isolationists to prevent ëro-
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sion o f the neutrality laws. One mav debate whether or^not neutrality 
laws could or could not have kepuhe UnUeJStates out qf WdFtcTWar 
TTjyithout damaging vital interests and national security. But in reality 
the neutrality laws themselves were unable to Survive the impact of 
developments abroad and at home before the United States declared; 
war on the Axis states. From 1934 to 1937, President Roosevelt played 
significant roles in the enactment of those laws; from 1939 through 
1941, he played even larger leadership in the repeal of that legislation.

As part of its disarmament initiative in May, 1933, the Roosevelt 
administration was prepared under certain circumstances to forgo 
exercise of traditional neutral rights, and to that end it urged adoption 
of discretionary arms embargo legislation. The Foreign Relations 
Committee under Senator Pittman blocked that move, however, when 
it approved the Johnson amendment that would have required that the 
embargo apply to all belligerents alike.

The Council on Foreign Relations arranged a high-level meeting in 
New York on January 10, 1934, to discuss American neutrality pol
icies. Former Secretary of State Henry L. Stimson presided; Charles 
Warren, who was assistant attorney general during World War I, led 
off with a formal presentation; and Allen W. Dulles served as 
secretary for the meeting. The small, prestigious group included 
businessmen, financiers, government officials (past, present, and fu
ture), legislators, and journalists—most of them from the Northeast. 
There were sufficient diversity and privacy to encourage thoughtful 
and fruitful discussion. Stimson and Norman Davis wanted emphasis 
on America's role in preserving peace, while Warren and Borchard 
(from different perspectives) emphasized preserving neutrality. Copies 
of the report of that meeting circulated to all participants, as well as to 
Secretary Hull. Warren’s remarks were published in the April issue of 
the council’s journal Foreign A ffa irs and received distribution and 
study at the highest levels. Davis, Warren, Borchard, and others for
warded memoranda to Roosevelt, Hull, and State Department offi
cials. The Council on Foreign Relations conducted a second discus
sion dinner meeting on April 16, but it added little new.1

In April, 1934, the secretary of state asked Undersecretary William 
Phillips, Assistant Secretary R. Walton Moore, Legal Adviser Green
H. Hackworth, and J. Pierrepont Moffat of the Western European 
Division to study and make recommendations on neutrality policies. 
That group of four in the State Department felt no great urgency and 
believed Congress would not act on the matter that session. Phillips 
persuaded Warren to prepare a detailed study of neutrality, which he
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presented in the form of a 198-page memorandum early in August. 
That document (and a briefer resumé of it) went to the president and 
Hull, and it served as a starting point for the departmental group's 
deliberations.4

In a memorandum to Hull on September 25, 1934, President 
Roosevelt wrote: "This matter of neutral rights is of such importance 
that I wish you and Phillips and Judge Moore would discuss the whole 
subject and let me know if you think I should recommend legislation 
to the coming session o f Congress." The departmental group set to 
work in earnest. By mid-November it had prepared draft legislation 
and was seeking reactions and suggestions from Davis, Warren, 
Walter Lippmann, Bernard Baruch, and others, as well as from the 
Justice, War, and Navy Departments.’

Throughout those deliberations the issues revolved around the 
relative weight that neutrality legislation should give to preserving 
peace on the one hand and to keeping the United States out of foreign 
wars on the other. Intimately related was the question of whether the 
legislation should give the president discretionary authority to dis
criminate between aggressors and victims of aggression, or whether it 
should be mandatory in binding the president to treat all belligerents 
alike in the effort to avoid involvement. The navy disliked the draft 
legislation and saw no point in neutrality legislation at all. The army 
also criticized the State Department draft. Walter Lippmann thought 
the draft legislation was too permissive to win public approval and 
that rejection by Congress could have damaging consequences. Nor
man Davis believed the United States was "m ore apt to keep out of 
war by collaborating to a reasonable extent in collective efforts to 
preserve peace and curb the activities o f nations that want to run 
amuck and disregard international treaties." He thought " it a mistake 
to base a problem of neutrality to such a large extent upon arms and 
munitions." He feared that denial of discretionary authority to the 
president would "be construed as a repudiation of the spirit, if not the 
letter" of the statement he had made in Geneva in May, 1933, "with 
the approval of, and on behalf of, the President."4

Divided and changing sentiments within the State Department and 
the administration (to say nothing of Congress and the public) led 
Assistant Secretary Moore to advise Hull in February, 1935, that it 
would be best for the president to defer recommending any neutrality 

. legislation.7 Until February, 1935, formal deliberations on the issue 
had been conducted quietly within the State Department, the ad
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ministration, and elite circles in the Northeast. Neither President 
Roosevelt nor the Nye munitions committee was prominently involved 
to that point. That changed.

The Nye munitions investigation within the United States and the 
looming Italian-Ethiopian war abroad finally forced action on 
neutrality legislation. In 1935, Adolf Hitler repudiated the Versailles 
treaty, and Nazi Germany rearmed in violation of that treaty. Benito 
Mussolini revealed Italy’s aggressive goals in Africa that made an 
Italian-Ethiopian war likely and a general European war disturbingly 
possible. Confronted with those international crises, the League of 
Nations floundered ineffectively. The United States had never joined 
the league; Japan and Germany withdrew from it; most distrusted the 
collective security proposals of the Soviet Union after it gained 
membership; and divisiveness and indecision characterized the per
formances of Great Britain, France, and smaller countries in the 
league.

The Senate Investigation o f the Munitions Industry under Senator 
Nye was not explicitly authorized to deal with neutrality legislation. 
But it was directed to “ investigate and report upon the adequacy or in
adequacy of existing legislation, and o f the treaties to which the 
United States is a party, for the regulation and control o f the 
manufacture of and traffic in arms, munitions, or other implements 
of war within the United States, and of the traffic therein between the 
United States and other countries.” '

In April 1934, Secretary Hull had urged Senator Pittman to press 
for favorable action by the Foreign Relations Committee and by the 
Senate on the Convention for the Supervision of the International 
Trade in Arms and Ammunition signed in Geneva in 1925. Later in 
1934, the State Department proposed to the Geneva Disarmament 
Conference a more stringent convention for supervising and control
ling the arms traffic. Senator Nye had mixed feelings on the relative 
merits of international agreements versus national legislation for con
trol o f the arms traffic. On January 15, 1935, he told the Senate: “ We 
should hope for, we should anticipate, ultimate international agree
ment. It will simplify matters very, very much indeed. Surely, 
however, we can proceed in a domestic way in very large measure to 
straighten out and bring into the line of fair play and decency our own 
munitions makers.”  On February 20, Nye asked Joseph C. Green of 
the Department of State to prepare a memorandum for the munitions 
committee on legislation that might precede or supplement a treaty to



control munitions manufacture and traffic. Secretary Hull gave Green 
permission to draft the memorandum and legislation that Nye had re
quested.*

Ironically, a suggestion by President Roosevelt triggered the Nye 
committee’s decision to plunge headlong into the whole matter o f 
neutrality legislation. In a memorandum on February 23, the presi
dent asked Hull to speak with him “ about the advisability o f a 
message on war profits and kindred subjects.”  Hull responded with a 
detailed memorandum. He advised the president not to send a 
message to Congress on the international arms traffic, contending that 
such a message “ would not serve any useful purpose and might result 
in a head-on collision with the Nye Committee.”  With the Nye com
mittee planning to submit a preliminary report on April 1, Hull feared 
that a presidential message “ could easily be misconstrued as an at
tempt to take the wind out of the sails of that Committee.”  Hull did 
advise the president, however, to encourage approval of the legislation 
on registration and licensing of munitions makers and traders that 
Green had drafted at the committee’s request and with Hull's ap
proval. Hull also encouraged Roosevelt to meet with the Nye commit
tee at the White House. He thought such a meeting could serve several 
useful purposes, including demonstrating “ that the Administration is 
to some degree cooperating with the Committee.” 10

The president did invite the Nye committee for a White House 
meeting with him on March 19, 1933. The president was in great form, 
and everything went swimmingly— except that Roosevelt strayed far 
from the paths that Hull had recommended. The discussion centered 
on methods for taking profits out of war and on American neutrality 
legislation. Senators Nye and Pope reported that Roosevelt had said 
“ he had come around entirely to the ideas of Mr. Bryan” on neutral
ity policy and “ was preparing to propose legislation which would pro
hibit American ships or citizens from visiting belligerent countries in 
time of war.”  While encouraging the committee to study neutrality 
policies and formulate appropriate legislation, the president asked 
that it consult him before introducing bills on the subject. A few days 
later Stephen Raushenbush told Green “ that the President had pushed 
the Committee into the study of this subject of neutrality which, up to 
the time of their conference with him, they had not considered in con
nection with their program of proposed legislation.”  As a result the 
Nye committee was “ hot on the trail”  of the neutrality matter. Green 
advised delay until it had been “ threshed out more thoroughly”  with
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the president, but Raushenbush doubted whether the committee 
would be willing to wait.11

In a major address in Lexington, Kentucky, on March 30, 1933, 
Senator Nye warned that German rearmament made it necessary for 
the United States " a t once to consider and write law such as would 
largely guarantee our neutrality in the event of European hostilities." 
He told his audience that President Roosevelt had "voiced a deter
mination to keep America out of another war at all costs" and had 
urged his committee to study the neutrality question. Nye recom
mended a loan ban, withholding passports of Americans planning to 
travel in war zones, and an arms embargo applying to all belligerents. 
In a  letter to Professor Borchard on April 1, Senator Borah took a 
more clearly isolationist position than he had in 1932 and 1933. He 
feared that neutrality legislation would permit " to o  much delegation 
of power and too much discussion as to use." He asked Borchard if it 
would be possible to draft a law "no t depending for its effect upon 
somebody's discretion." He wanted a "permanent law" that "could 
deal with the actions of belligerents in our territory and around our 
borders, the actions of foreigners, also the questions of loan and to 
some extent possibly of trade." Senator Johnson sought the views of 
John Bassett Moore on neutrality legislation. He worried that "those 
internationalists who love every country but their own" would try to 
formulate "neutrality policies and treaties for the introduction of lop
sided embargoes and nebulous definitions of ‘aggressor.’ ” 1 *

Encouraged by its conference with Roosevelt, the Nye committee 
planned that its preliminary report on April 1, 1933, would contain a 
general statement indicating that it was approaching agreement on 
possible neutrality legislation. Senators Pittman and Borah com
plained, however, that neutrality legislation belonged in the hands of 
the Foreign Relations Committee rather than with Nye’s committee. 
Consequently the munitions committee toned down its reference to 
neutrality legislation. The preliminary report indicated that the com
mittee was "in  substantial agreement on a principle to govern the ex
port o f munitions and contraband in case o f a major war" and ex
pected to recommend Senate action on that matter. But it emphasized 
that that was "the only phase o f the neutrality problem which the 
committee considers to be within its jurisdiction."11

Because Pittman's committee firmly claimed jurisdiction, the 
munitions committee decided not to sponsor neutrality legislation of 
its own. The joint resolutions on neutrality policies cosponsored by
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Nye and Clark technically were introduced by the individual senators 
—not on behelf of the munitions committee—and were referred to the 
Foreign Relations Committee for consideration. But the vital role of 
Nye’s committee in the enactment of neutrality laws should not be 
obscured by the parliamentary tactics. The munitions hearings helped 
stimulate public interest in the general subject. The committee's staff 
did much of the work and planning behind the scenes. Nye and his col
leagues on the munitions committee helped force legislative action on 
neutrality policies. Given the prevailing public attitudes and political 
patterns, President Roosevelt and Secretary Hull would have pre
ferred no neutrality legislation except for the registration and licensing 
of munitions makers and shippers. Without the Nye committee, Con
gress probably would not have adopted neutrality legislation. And if it 
had acted, the neutrality laws probably would have been significantly 
different from what they were.

Senators Nye and Clark cosponsored four resolutions on Amer
ican neutrality policies in 193S. Nye introduced two o f them on April 
9. The first (S.J.Res. 99) would have required the president to with
hold passports from American citizens traveling in war zones or on 
belligerent ships. Nye and Clark hoped it would avoid the loss o f 
American lives that had resulted from incidents such as the sinking of 
the British Lusitania in World War 1. The second (S.J. Res. 100) 
would have prohibited private American loans and credits to all 
belligerents at the outbreak of war. It reflected the theory that the 
United States had entered World War I partly because of its financial 
involvement on the side of the Allies. On May 7, Senator Clark in
troduced Senate Joint Resolution 120, which would have prohibited 
American export of arms and ammunition to all belligerents at the 
outbreak of war. That proposed arms embargo was consistent with 
the theory that profits and prosperity from the sale of munitions to 
belligerents had helped involve the United States in World War I. That 
resolution also would have required exporters of nonembargoed con
traband to ship their goods at their own risk or at the risk of the 
belligerent to which they were sent. The resolutions were mandatory, 
and their application was not to be left to the president's discretion. 
They would have applied to all belligerents—not just to aggressors. 
The fourth resolution (S. 2998) had been drafted by Green and was in
troduced on June 5, by Senator Pope for himself, Nye, Clark, Bone, 
and George. It provided for the establishment of a National Muni
tions Control Board under the secretary of state to register and license 
munitions makers and shippers.14
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The day after Nye and Clark introduced their passport and loan 
ban resolutions, Pittman forwarded them to Hull for his recommen
dations. The following day, April 11, Hull provided Roosevelt with a 
nine-page memorandum on cooperation with the Nye committee. The 
first o f the four sections in that detailed document focused on 
neutrality. It advised the president not to support "any specific 
legislation in respect to neutrality at this tim e." Both the president’s 
advisers and the general public were divided on the subject. Senate 
leaders opposed "the raising of any question of foreign policy which 
would result in delaying action on necessary domestic legislation." 
The memorandum contended " that in view of the present situation in 
Europe, discussion of this question at this time would tend to arouse 
unjustifiable fears of imminent w ar." Hull was "no t prepared to ad
vocate" any specific neutrality legislation at that time. The president 
agreed to indicate that he did not wish to propose neutrality legislation 
that session. McReynolds promised that his House Foreign Affairs 
Committee would not report neutrality resolutions if the Senate com
mittee followed the same course. Senator Pittman agreed to take no 
action on the matter. All seemed secure.15

At the same time, the Department of State repeatedly prodded the 
president, the Nye committee, and the Foreign Relations Committee 
for action on registration and licensing of munitions makers and 
shippers—the bill that Green had drafted for the Nye committee. The 
third part of the State Department memorandum of April 11 urged 
Roosevelt to support that legislation. It won approval from President 
Roosevelt and from the Departments of War, Navy, Commerce, 
Treasury, and State. The Foreign Relations Committee reported it out 
favorably on June 20. It appeared as though all might fall into place as 
the administration wished. '*

But it seems that Nye and Clark never got the word, and the 
message apparently did not filter through to Pittman’s committee 
clearly enough. On June 26, Senator Nye spoke on behalf of Senate 
Joint Resolutions 99 (passports) and 100 (loans and credits) at a 
meeting of the Foreign Relations Committee. Contrary to the wishes 
of Roosevelt, Hull, and top State Department officials, the committee 
reported both resolutions out favorably. Pressed for time, it delayed 
consideration o f Senate Joint Resolution 120 (arms embargo) until 
July I0.*7

Pleased and encouraged by that initial success, Nye directed his 
committee staff under Raushenbush to prepare a memorandum on 
the resolutions. That thirteen-page mimeographed document over the



names of Nye and Clark went to Pittman and the other members of 
the Foreign Relations Committee a week before Senate Joint Resolu
tion 120 was scheduled for consideration. The memorandum said that 
the three resolutions formed “ a unified program designed to avoid the 
entangling economic alliances created by the growth of a vast trade in 
munitions, by the granting of huge loans and credits which link our 
financial and economic interests with one group of warring nations 
and by the activities of private citizens who involve the nation in their 
pursuit of war p ro fits /’ It emphasized the importance of mandatory 
provisions to help the president resist the *‘tremendous pressure”  that 
would accompany the drive for ‘‘profitable trade in war materials 
after war has broken out.”  While the bans on munitions and loans to 
belligerents were mandatory and absolute, warring countries could 
purchase ‘‘cotton or wheat or machinery”  and ‘‘make their own ar
rangements about securing their safe shipment.”  "

At the same time, the Roosevelt administration brought heavy 
(and decisive) pressure upon Pittman and his committee to block the 
Nye-Clark neutrality resolutions. Norman H. Davis, acting for the 
State Department, spent several hours with Pittman on June 27, to 
persuade him to ‘‘stifle”  the resolutions. Roosevelt met with Pittman 
on June 29, and Hull also talked to the senator to seek his coopera
tion. The secretary of state and Assistant Secretary Moore both 
testified at the Foreign Relations Committee meeting on July 10, op
posing the neutrality resolutions under consideration. The Nye-Clark 
forces suffered a ‘‘complete rout.”  The committee not only refused to 
vote out Senate Joint Resolution 120, but it also recalled Senate Joint 
Resolutions 99 and 100 for further consideration. On July 17, it ap
pointed a subcommittee composed of Pittman, Borah, Johnson, 
Robinson, and Connally to consider neutrality proposals. Borah and 
Johnson opposed internationalist approaches, but they did not share 
the determination of Nye and Clark to restrict drastically American 
shipping and commerce in the interests of peace.1*

Nye and his colleagues were shaken and discouraged by their 
reverse. Raushenbush wrote that ‘‘now it looks like a real scrap and 
that is something we have not had yet. At least the people of the coun
try will be made conscious that an endeavor is being made to keep 
them out of war, which they don’t seem to realize at the moment.”  
Nye and Clark prepared to fight. They gained active support from 
Senators Bone, La Follette, Norris, and others. Senator Nye arranged 
to delay Senate action on the munitions control resolution (S. 2998) so 
that neutrality amendments might be attached to it if the Foreign
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Relations Committee failed to report out a bill before Congress ad
journed.20

As an alternative to the Nye-Clark resolutions, the State Depart
ment produced the discretionary neutrality resolution it had drafted 
and submitted it on July 31. The subcommittee rejected the State 
Department resolution on August 7, and there was a mad scramble to 
prepare a compromise measure that might win committee approval. 
The subcommittee was much too divided to be able to agree on any 
draft legislation when it reported back to the full Foreign Relations 
Committee on August 14. The next day Assistant Secretary Moore 
took a State Department draft for a discretionary arms embargo to the 
White House. Roosevelt approved it, but in response to Moore's 
query the president told him to accept a mandatory embargo if Pitt
man insisted. Moore then took the discretionary draft to Pittman, 
who refused it, saying that his committee overwhelmingly favored 
mandatory provisions. The senator rephrased the resolution to make 
it mandatory. Moore rechecked with the White House and received 
word that Roosevelt had changed his mind; he had decided to drop the 
matter rather than settle for a mandatory arms embargo. On August 
17, however. Congressman McReynolds reported to Moore that Pitt
man did not object to introduction of the State Department bill.21

The alarming Italian-Ethiopian crisis abroad, divided sentiments 
in the Foreign Relations Committee and in the State Department, dif
ferences among isolationists between the Nye-Clark and the Borchard- 
Johnson positions, the determination of the Nye-Clark group to win 
action on mandatory neutrality legislation, the eagerness of Hull and 
Green to win approval for the munitions control bill, the earnest ef
forts by Davis and other internationalists to obtain discretionary 
powers for the president, the preoccupation of Congress and the 
public with the depression and domestic matters, Pittman’s foot- 
dragging (and drinking), the indecisiveness and caution of Roosevelt's 
leadership on the issue, and the weariness of Congress and its 
eagerness to adjourn—all combined into a confusing political mess 
that seemed unlikely to produce anything—at least anything that 
anyone could be entirely happy about. In that situation Roosevelt, 
Hull, and Pittman would have preferred to have neutrality resolutions 
introduced for the record to appease public sentiment and to have 
Congress then adjourn without taking action. But Nye, Clark, and 
their isolationist colleagues were determined not to permit that.

The whole controversy in 1933 climaxed in the week beginning on 
Monday, August 19. In a letter to Pittman released to the press on that



day, Senators Nye and Clark insisted that if “ Congress imposes no 
restrictions on munitions sales and shipments before a war breaks out 
in Europe, it will be impossible for Congress to form a policy later 
without incurring representations that such a new policy involves the 
taking of sides against one particular belligerent.” 22

On that same day Hull handed Roosevelt a letter urging him to 
“ make a vigorous effort” to secure legislation that would give the 
president discretionary authority to embargo shipment of arms and 
munitions to Italy and Ethiopia. The White House immediately con
sulted Pittman by telephone about Hull’s proposal and found the 
senator vehemently opposed. He agreed to introduce the resolution as 
an administration measure if Roosevelt were determined to proceed. 
He contended, however, that both the Foreign Relations Committee 
and the full Senate would reject it and that that “ would do great harm 
to our foreign policy.”  In a personal note to the president’s secretary, 
Stephen Early, Pittman said he had been “ trying to harmonize things 
and get away from that fool Munitions Committee,”  but he warned 
that “ the President is riding for a fall”  if he determined “ on 
designating the aggressor in accordance with the wishes of the League 
of Nations.” Pittman insisted that the president would “ be licked as 
sure as hell.”  Confronted with that ominous evaluation from the 
chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, the president 
yielded.22

Instead, after prolonged and heated discussion at its meeting on 
August 19, the Foreign Relations Committee agreed to report out a 
compromise neutrality resolution (S. J. Res. 173) including a man
datory arms embargo. Senator Pittman was to draft the resolution in 
accord with specifications approved by his committee and report it to 
the Senate the next day. In the rush to complete action on domestic 
legislation and adjourn later that week, the months of detailed delib
eration in the Department of State and the work by the Nye committee 
were largely set aside. The final bill was to be drafted in a few hours by 
the Nevada Democrat. The tensions and strain of it all turned Pittman 
to the bottle even more than was his custom; the resolution was certain 
to fall short of the desires of all concerned—with the possible excep
tion of Pittman. The enormity of it all was tempered by the fact that 
neither Pittman, his committee, the State Department, nor the presi
dent really expected or wanted Congress to pass Senate Joint Resolu
tion 173 before it adjourned. It was de ?d largely to appease public 
opinion.24
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Senators Nye, Bone, Clark, Vandenberg, and other isolationists, 
however, had absolutely no intention o f permitting Congress to ad
journ without voting on neutrality—and they had the voices to back 
their determination. At three o ’clock on Tuesday afternoon, August 
20, Bone and Nye, with other senators in reserve, began a filibuster to 
force consideration o f the neutrality resolution. “ We hold the whip- 
hand,”  Nye boasted, “ and we intend using it to the limit.”  Nye prom
ised that until it voted on neutrality, “ nothing will happen in the 
Senate.”  And he was not bluffing. Consequently they won unanimous 
consent to have the chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee pre
sent the neutrality resolution for Senate action the next day before 
proceeding with pending legislative matters. The filibuster accom
plished its purpose.11

On Wednesday morning, August 21, Senator Pittman rose to pre
sent his bill as a substitute for the several neutrality resolutions that 
had been referred to his committee. The Senate gave unanimous con
sent to his motion to lay aside consideration of the Guffey coal bill 
long enough for quick action on neutrality. The Senate then promptly 
passed Senate Joint Resolution 173 without debate, without objec
tion, and without record vote. There was no discussion of the specific 
provisions of Pittman’s resolution; most of the senators had not read 
it and had no real knowledge of its detailed provisions and language.1*

The Senate neutrality resolution then went to a House of Repre
sentatives that was equally eager to adjourn. Republicans Hamilton 
Fish of New York and George Tinkham of Massachusetts represented 
the isolationist views on the House Foreign Affairs Committee. And 
on Wednesday morning, August 21, the very day the Senate approved 
Senate Joint Resolution 173, the president received a delegation of 
nine representatives headed by Democrats Fred J. Sisson of New 
York, Frank Kloeb of Ohio, and Maury Maverick of Texas, who 
urged approval o f the mandatory Senate resolution. During their 
White House discussion Roosevelt defended discretionary authority.11

The chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee, Democrat 
Sam D. McReynolds of Tennessee, was not an isolationist. He was 
miffed at times by the priority the White House gave to working 
through Pittman and his Senate committee. And the House committee 
had its own political divisions and difficulties. But McReynolds was 
fully prepared to cooperate with the Roosevelt administration. With 
strong presidential support McReynolds probably could and would 
have guided his Foreign Affairs Committee and the House of Repre



sentatives either to block the mandatory Senate resolution or to pass 
discretionary legislation. Given McReynolds’s cooperative tone, the 
president’s leadership became controlling for action in the House. But 
Roosevelt's capacity to lead was affected by Pittman’s evaluation of 
political realities in the Foreign Relations Committee and in the 
Senate. Over it all was the priority that Roosevelt (and most others) 
gave to the depression and New Deal. And finally there was the eager
ness of Congress to adjourn.

On Wednesday evening, August 21, the president met at the White 
House with Secretary Hull, Assistant Secretary Moore, and Con
gressman McReynolds to decide their course and tactics. Rather than 
block the mandatory Senate resolution or press for discretionary 
legislation in those closing days of the session, Roosevelt decided to 
have the House amend the resolution so the embargo would expire in 
six months, on March 1, 1936. The four of them also agreed to certain 
changes in language to strengthen the remnants of Green’s munitions 
control resolution included in Pittman’s resolution.20

That day’s developments dismayed Secretary Hull and his col
leagues in the State Department. Green wrote to Davis the next day 
that he had “ never seen the Secretary so dejected as he is today.”  
Green wrote: *’Considerations of domestic politics must apparently 
take precedence over more important considerations.”  In a personal 
note to former Secretary of State Stimson, Cordell Hull berated ’’the 
blind and extreme nationalistic sentiment which renders it exceedingly 
difficult for our government to function in a constructive, sane and 
practical way at all to the extent desirable.” 2*

On Thursday, August 22, the House Foreign Affairs Committee 
under McReynolds took up consideration o f the Senate resolution. 
The committee split three ways: Tinkham led an isolationist group 
urging adoption of the Senate resolution unchanged; McReynolds and 
his followers pressed for the compromise that Roosevelt had approved 
the night before; and Democrat Luther Johnson of Texas led a group 
that wanted to fight for the discretionary provisions that the State 
Department (and Roosevelt) really wanted. The House committee 
named a subcommittee under Johnson to amend the Senate resolution 
in accord with the compromise Roosevelt had endorsed, including the 
mandatory arms embargo, munitions control provisions, and the six- 
month limit. The subcommittee quickly accomplished its task.20

At that juncture Roosevelt telephoned McReynolds to report that 
he and Pittman had discussed the matter at length over lunch at the 
White House and that he was sending Pittman to McReynolds with 
definite instructions on what the president wanted. When Pittman met
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with the subcommittee later that afternoon, he insisted that no 
changes be made in the Senate resolution except for ending the em
bargo on February 29. In a long session Pittman’s persistence wore 
down the subcommittee members. They acquiesced, winning only 
minor changes in the munitions control provisions. In that form the 
Foreign Affairs Committee reported the resolution to the full House 
which adopted it quickly, unanimously, and without record vote on 
Friday, August 23.11

The changes in the House then required Senate approval. Gerald 
P. Nye told the Senate that if Congress were not so eager to adjourn 
and “ if world conditions were other than they are,’’ he would object 
to the House amendment. Under the circumstances, however, he 
urged approval, believing it “ the most important bit o f legislation 
with which this session of Congress has dealt.’’ He promised that 
when Congress convened in January, there would be “ a large army in 
both the Senate and the House of Representatives striving with all 
their might”  to make the legislation permanent and to add provisions 
covering contraband, loans, and credits. Hiram Johnson told the 
Senate that the neutrality resolution would not do much harm or 
good. He believed the United States was not going to get into any war 
between Italy and Ethiopia, or into any other foreign war in the im
mediate future—with or without the resolution. Johnson thought the 
resolution was useful largely as a statement of “ the policy o f the 
United States of America to keep out of European controversies, 
European wars, and European difficulties.”  As a policy statement he 
saw adoption of the resolution as “ the triumph of so-called ’isola
tionists.’ ”  But he warned against “ the delusion that war is going to be 
prevented or that the millennium has come because of it.”  He con
sidered it “ a makeshift, at best.”  In diverse and even conflicting ways 
most others in the Senate (and in the State Department and the White 
House) were also dissatisfied with the 1933 neutrality resolution and 
determined to make changes the next year. In that spirit, on Saturday, 
August 24, the Senate quickly approved Pittman's motion to concur 
in the House amendments to Senate Joint Resolution 173. The vote 
was seventy-nine yeas, two nays (Democrats John Bankhead of Ala
bama and Peter Gerry of Rhode Island), and Fifteen not voting. The 
yeas included most of the isolationists, but most internationalists as 
well.”

Democratic Senator Tom Connally of Texas and others hoped the 
president would veto the bill. But on Wednesday, August 28, 
Roosevelt told newsmen that the neutrality resolution was “ entirely 
satisfactory, except that it does not include any power over loans for



financing." He said that the embargo "against two belligerents meets 
the needs of the existing situation [that is, between Italy and 
Ethiopia]. What more can one ask? And, by the time the situation 
changes, Congress will be back with us, so we are all right." In a per
sonal letter that same day Roosevelt wrote: "The Senate Resolution 
has been much modified and an actual reading of it shows that it takes 
away little Executive authority except the embargo on certain types of 
arms and munitions (the type to be determined by me) between now 
and next February. Discretion must, of course, remain in the Exec
utive in the long ru n ."11

On August 24, the White House had written Secretary Hull to 
determine whether he objected to Senate Joint Resolution 173 in its 
final form. With the help of Moore and Green, Hull composed a reply 
describing, explaining, and evaluating the neutrality resolution. Since 
Roosevelt had publicly called it "entirely satisfactory" except for the 
lack of a loan ban, they did not feel free to make their objections so 
strong as they might have preferred. In his response to the president 
on August 29, however, Hull wrote that he considered the mandatory 
arms embargo "an  invasion of the constitutional and traditional 
power of the Executive to conduct the foreign relations of the United 
States" and that its inflexible provisions "would tend to deprive this 
Government of a great measure of its influence in promoting and 
preserving peace." He regretted the "random " excerpting from S. 
2998. But Hull concluded, **In spite o f  m y very strong and, l  believe, 
weil founded objections to this Joint Resolution, I  do not fee l that /  
can properly in all the circumstances recommend that you withhold 
your approval."  He expressed hope that "satisfactory legislation to 
replace these two sections can be enacted at the next session of Con
gress."14

When the president signed the neutrality resolution into law on 
August 31, 1933, he issued a statement drafted for him by the State 
Department. But he added stronger language of his own, warning that 
"the  inflexible provisions might drag us into war instead of keeping us 
out. The policy of the government is definitely committed to the 
maintenance of peace and the avoidance of any entanglements which 
would lead us into conflict. At the same time it is the policy of the 
Government by every peaceful means and without entanglement to co
operate with other similarly minded governments to promote 
peace."15

The Neutrality Act of 1933 was a scissors-and-paste combination 
of the Nye-Clark resolutions, the State Department’s proposals,
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Green’s munitions control resolution, and innovations by Pittman. It 
was more mandatory than the administration wanted, but it was less 
sweeping and more discretionary than Senate isolationists wanted. It 
included the mandatory arms embargo specified in the Nye-Clark 
resolution, parts of Green’s munitions control resolution, and restric
tions on American travel on belligerent ships comparable to those 
sought by Nye and Clark. Unlike Senate Joint Resolution 120, it did 
not deal with the export o f nonmunitions contraband. It did not in
clude the ban on loans and credits that would have been provided by 
Senate Joint Resolution 100. The omission of those financial restric
tions was partly covered, however, by the Johnson Act of 1934. 
Although the Neutrality Act of 1935 did not permit the president to 
discriminate against aggressors in the application of the arms em
b a rg o ,^  did give him authority to determine when key provisions of 
the act should become operative^For example, he was to invoke the 
arms embargo when a foreign war began “ or during the progress of 
war.*’ He could also determine what specific munitions would be em
bargoed, whether and when the embargo should be extended to states 
that later became involved, and whether and when the restrictions on 
travel on belligerent ships would be invoked.”

Neither isolationists nor internationalists, neither the administra
tion nor legislators were satisfied with the new law. But most could 
identify reasons to be resigned to it until Congress could enact more 
satisfactory legislation the next year. D. G. Osborne of the British 
Embassy in Washington analyzed the patterns in his report to the 
Foreign Office in London: “ The debate is chiefly important for 
Senator Robinson’s solemn warning to Europe that the United States 
will not contribute to the adjustment of European controversies other 
than by peaceful means and will not be used or drawn to the support 
of causes, or to the settlement of controversies, which do not involve 
American interests, rights or welfare. . . . Senator Robinson did not 
exclude American contribution to the adjustment of European con
troversies ’by peaceful suggestion or action.’ I am not sure that 
Senator Borah and the isolationist majority throughout the country 
would approve even this degree of interest or intervention in European 
a ffa irs .. . .  But the latitude allowed by Senator Robinson for peaceful 
contribution to the maintenance of peace certainly corresponds to the 
wishes of the President and the State Department, who endeavoured, 
although in vain, to secure congressional agreement to the award to 
the President of discretionary powers for the imposition of the em
bargo. . .  . However, as always here, presidential and Administration



policy is inevitably conditioned by the exigencies of domestic politics. 
Next year Mr. Roosevelt must present himself for re-election, and he 
must be more than ever cautious in the conduct of his foreign policy 
not to offend the electorate to play into the hands of his adver
saries.” ”

The growing tensions between Benito Mussolini's Fascist Italy and 
Emperor Haile Selassie’s Ethiopia in East Africa loomed as an in
creasingly ominous war cloud over American deliberations on 
neutrality legislation during 193S. The eruption of the undeclared 
Italian-Ethiopian war early in October provided the occasion for 
testing the Neutrality Act of 193S in a real-life situation. The partic
ular circumstances made it possible for both the Roosevelt administra
tion and the isolationists to be reasonably pleased with the application 
of the law in that unequal contest. Italy had both the financial 
resources and shipping facilities for obtaining munitions from abroad; 
Ethiopia did not. Consequently, the practical effect of invoking the 
embargo was to close Italy’s access to munitions produced in the 
United States, while depriving Ethiopia of nothing it might have 
obtained without the embargo. Technically, it applied to both 
belligerents alike, but in reality the law worked to the disadvantage of 
Italy. While acting in accord with the letter of the law just as the isola
tionists wished, the Roosevelt administration consciously pursued a 
course consistent with collective security. The administration pro
fessed devotion to noninvolvement and at the same time indepen
dently reinforced League of Nation actions against Italy. Under the 
Neutrality Act of 1935 the administration was able to function in ac
cord with the policies outlined by Norman Davis in Geneva two and 
one-half years earlier. ”

After Congress had adjourned, Roosevelt had left on a vacation 
cruise in the Pacific aboard the U.S.S. Houston. Before he sailed, the 
president signed undated proclamations to invoke the provisions o f 
the Neutrality Act in the likely event that war erupted between Italy 
and Abyssinia while he was away. The outbreak of fighting in Africa, 
on October 3, provided the occasion for intense deliberations at top 
levels in the State Department, punctuated by frequent communica
tions with the president aboard his ship, and with American diplomats 
in Europe. All agreed on issuing the proclamations; differences con
cerned their timing relative to League of Nations action in the crisis. 
After exhaustive deliberations, the president ordered release of his 
proclamation on October 4, in advance of an independent of league 
actions. That timing was calculated to head off any possible charges
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from isolationists that the United States was acting in cooperation 
with or following the lead of the league. The president's proclama
tions banned sale of munitions to both Italy and Ethiopia and warned 
Americans that any transactions with either belligerent would be at 
their own risk. Under the law the embargo applied only to "arm s, am
munition and implements of war”  and did not apply to such war 
goods as oil, cotton, and steel. That was a matter of regret (for dif
ferent reasons) to both internationalists and isolationists. Some urged 
Roosevelt and Hull to define the law broadly enough to include oil, 
but neither the president nor his advisers believed such a broad defini
tion could be justified under the law. They did, however, strongly 
discourage Americans from selling or shipping oil and other war prod
ucts to the belligerents.1*

The administration’s course wonjipproyaUxom Jbothisolationists 
and intei notionalists: Senator Norris of Nebraska wrote that the presi
dent s proclamation <Tought to receive the approval of all peace-loving 
citizens.”  Senator Nye wired Hull his congratulations for “ the spirit 
in which the neutrality policy laid down by congress just before ad
journment is being invoked.”  At the same time he warned against 
“ joining in League sanctions.”  While isolationists applauded, so did 
internationalists. Norman Davis believed “ that under the circum
stances we have acted as wisely as was possible.”  In a letter drafted for 
him by the State Department, Roosevelt summed up the administra
tion’s position: “ The policy which we have adopted has been based 
upon the Neutrality Act of August 31 and the measures which we have 
taken have been taken independently and on our own initiative. At the 
same time we view (in Hull’s words] ‘with sympathetic interest the in
dividual or concerted efforts of other nations to preserve peace or to 
localize or shorten the duration of war.’” 40

When the Italian ambassador called on Secretary of State Hull on 
November 22, complaining of the unneutrality of America’s applica
tion of the Neutrality Act, Hull responded in terms that could have 
pleased almost any isolationist. As he recorded it afterward, Hull told 
the Italian ambassador that “ the people of this country are in no state 
of mind to engage in any activities or steps except those primarily 
looking towards keeping out of the war and in a secondary or subor
dinate sense manifesting proper interest in peace and the shortening of 
the duration of the war in the light of our obligations under the 
Kellogg Pact.”  He reminded the ambassador that the United States 
had “ pursued its own separate, independent course and initiative with 
respect to all phases of the controversy between Ethiopia and Italy”



and that it “ had no agreement whatsoever, directly or indirectly, with 
Geneva or London or Paris.”  Hull pointed out that even “ the bit
terest critics o f the Executive branch of the Government and the most 
extreme isolationists who are demanding that all Americans stay en
tirely away from the war zone do not in the slightest question the 
integrity of the neutrality policies of this Government as they are being 
carried out in accordance with the letter or the spirit, or both, of the 
Neutrality Act.”  Roosevelt congratulated Hull for his “ splendid job 
in making our position clear”  to the ambassador. Hull was correct in 
his analysis—but so was the ambassador.41

Both Roosevelt and the isolationists could Und reason to be 
pleased with the patterns. Nye, Clark, and their colleagues had forced 
legislative action on the neutrality resolution. The president invoked it 
independently for the United States in the Italian-Ethiopian war, and 
the United States had not become involved in the hostilities. Roose
velt, in turn, successfully appeased the isolationists in the enactment 
of the neutrality legislation and in invoking it in the war in Africa. He 
shared isolationist satisfaction that the conflict had not spread to a 
general war and had not involved the United States. He had invoked 
the Neutrality Act so skillfully that his performance had pleased isola
tionists while at the same time following a course that was consistent 
with and did not undercut the League of Nations efforts in the crisis. 
His parallel but independent course did not prevent Italian conquest 
o f Abyssinia—but neither did the efforts of the League of Nations. 
Roosevelt and Hull regretted that the Neutrality Act did not apply to 
nonmunitions war goods such as oil; leading isolationists shared that 
regret and would have made the legislation more sweeping in other 
respects as well. The experiences during the Italian-Ethiopian war of 
1935-36 provided superficial appearances of an antiinterventionist 
consensus in the United States sufficient to allay isolationist misgiv
ings about Roosevelt on foreign affairs through the important presi
dential election year of 1936. Behind that facade, however, the lines 
were beginning to be drawn between Roosevelt and his isolationist 
adversaries.

In the early winter of 1935, while the temporary neutrality law was 
being tested by Italian aggression in Africa, both administration and 
congressional leaders laid plans for renewed struggles on the issue 
when Congress reconvened early in 1936. In preparing revised draft 
legislation. State Department officials tried to find what Joseph Green 
called “ the impossible compromise between what the Administration 
wants and what we can presumably get through the Senate.”  At a 
White House meeting on December 31, 1935, President Roosevelt,
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Secretary Hull, Assistant Secretary Moore, Senator Pittman, Con
gressman McReynolds, and Congressman John O'Connor o f New 
York decided on the main provisions of the administration neutrality 
proposal. In his annual message that the president delivered before a 
joint session of Congress on January 3, 1936, Roosevelt warned of 
serious threats to peace and security posed by "nations which are 
dominated by the twin spirits of autocracy and aggression." He told 
Congress that the United States was "following a two fold neutrality 
towards any and all nations which engage in wars that are not of im
mediate concern to the Americas. First, we decline to encourage the 
prosecution o f war by permitting belligerents to obtain arms, ammu
nition or implements of war from the United States. Second, we seek 
to discourage the use by belligerent nations o f any and all American 
products calculated to facilitate the prosecution of a war in quantities 
over and above our normal exports of them in time of peace." He ex
pressed hope that those objectives would "be  carried forward by 
cooperation between this Congress and the President." On that same 
day, January 3, Key Pittman introduced the administration’s neutral
ity resolution in the Senate and Sam McReynolds introduced it in the 
H ouse/1

At the same time, isolationist leaders also prepared for renewed ef
forts on neutrality legislation. Senators Nye and Clark authorized 
Stephen Raushenbush to draw up a revised neutrality resolution. The 
Munitions Committee changed the schedule for its hearings so that 
J. P. Morgan would testify before Congress acted on neutrality pro
posals. On January 6, Nye and Clark introduced their revised neutral
ity resolution, and Representative Maury Maverick of Texas presented 
an identical measure in the House. Both the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee and the House Foreign Affairs Committee conducted ex
tended closed hearings at which Secretary Hull and his top aides 
testified at length. Nye and Clark also appeared before the Foreign 
Relations Committee.41

By 1936 the administration believed it was politically impossible to 
win discretionary authority to apply the arms embargo only against 
aggressors, so the Pittman-McReynolds bill omitted that provision. 
Like the Nye-Clark resolution, the administration measure called for 
an embargo on the shipment of arms to all belligerents and a ban on 
loans and credits. The most obvious administration inrfüvaıtöıTîn 

~1936 wasTTprovislon giving the president discretionary power to limit 
to nor mal'peacetime levels the export to belligerents of lionembargoed 
wâT maférîals (not including foocL medical supplies, and clothing). It 
could have limited the export of such nonmunitions commodities as



oil, cotton, iron, steel, and copper that were as essential to war as 
munitions. Roosevelt and Hull had attempted to restrict the flow of 
these goods to Italy through a “ moral embargo,“  but they believed 
statutory authority was needed to make it fully effective. The Nye- 
Clark resolution contained a comparable provision, though it would 
have extended to all nonmunition materials (including food, medical 
supplies, and clothing) and would have been mandatory (not discre
tionary). Despite administration concessions, the issue of mandatory 
versus discretionary provisions remained central in the controversy o f 
1936. In nearly every part of the proposed legislation, the Pittman- 
McReynolds bill would have given the president greater discretion 
than the Nye-Clark-Maverick resolution.44

Both the Pittman and Nye resolutions encountered heavy going in 
committee. Congressmen and administration leaders were cautious in 
that election year. Italian-Americans vigorously opposed severe re
strictions on trade with their mother country. While the arms embargo 
and loan ban would directly restrict only urban segments of the econ
omy, the provisions limiting export of nonmunitions war materials 
could affect diverse economic groups in all sections o f the United 
States—industrialists, miners, oil producers, cotton planters, traders, 
and laborers.

Senator Hiram Johnson from the oil-rich, cotton-producing, state 
of California led the opposition in the Foreign Relations Committee. 
He consulted Borchard and Moore frequently for legal guidance dur
ing the controversy. The three o f them objected both to the ad
ministration and to the Nye approach on neutrality legislation. John
son boasted that he was “ absolutely alone" in his opposition in the 
committee at first and that he was “ the only one" on the Foreign 
Relations Committee “ who had any knowledge" on the subject. 
Pleased with the bill as finally reported, Johnson wrote that it “ came 
from doggedly fighting without considering the odds, and per
tinaciously, day after day, hammering our views, which our op
ponents could not logically refute." Though “ knocked out by a  
wretched and acute attack of rheumatism" he “ hobbled over to the 
Senate" to do his duty. When the battle was over, Johnson modestly 
claimed that he was “ the main instrument" in “ the two set-backs the 
President has received in his efforts with Congress." He neglected to  
mention that Senator Borah shared his general views and contributed 
to the opposition. Borah insisted that “ neutrality does not mean that 
the neutral must give up the sea to the exclusive use of the 
belligerents" and that “ a neutral has a right to trade and to use the sea
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for trade in non-contraband goods.*' Borah (and Johnson) believed, 
“ Neutrality is not synonymous with cowardice.’’4’

Early in February, 1936, Senator Pittman summarized the situa
tion concisely when he wrote that “ the necessity for foreign commerce 
is so great and political pressure at this particular time is so strong that 
possibly it is advisable to avoid weeks o f acrimonious debate with 
probably no accomplishment, and simply extend the existing law for 
one year.’’ That was very nearly the course followed. The House 
Committee reported out the Pittman-McReynolds resolution on 
January 28. The Foreign Relations Committee, however, did not 
report either the Pittman bill or the Nye-Clark resolution. Instead, on 
February 12, it unanimously reported a measure that extended the 
main provisions of the 1935 act, with certain modifications and 
amendments, until May 1, 1937.“

The next day Senator Nye summoned a dozen senators to plan a 
last-ditch battle from more sweeping neutrality legislation. His group 
included eight Democrats, two Republicans in addition to Nye, one 
Progressive, and one Farmer-Laborite. Prominent in his group were 
Senators Clark, Bone, La Follette, Frazier, Capper, and Pope. 
Senators Norris and Vandenberg were absent but supported Nye’s 
group. All but four o f the fifteen represented states located west of the 
Mississippi River. Only one (Rush Holt, a young West Virginia Demo
crat) was not from the West or Middle West. They decided to seek a 
sixty- to ninety-day extension of the 1935 act to give Congress time to 
adopt a permanent neutrality measure before it adjourned. If that ef
fort failed, they proposed amendments to make the committee bill 
more acceptable to the peace bloc. They decided against a filibuster 
because that might cause the existing law to expire without anything to 
take its place.47

On February 14, the House Foreign Affairs Committee unani
mously approved a stopgap bill similar to the one reported in the 
Senate. Its sponsors arranged to push it through the House under a 
suspension of the rules that severely limited debate and barred amend
ments. Representative Maverick protested to the president that it was 
“ the cruelest type of gag rule.”  He said the steamrolling tactic “ may 
help in a few districts like New York City, Boston, and San Francisco 
but it will definitely hurt politically in all agricultural districts.”  But 
Roosevelt replied that it would be “ improper”  for him to “ take part 
in legislative procedure.”  The House adopted the measure by a vote of 
353 to 27 on Monday, February 17, 1936.“

To speed action in the Senate, Pittman substituted the House reso



lution for the slightly different one reported by his committee and 
pushed for an immediate vote. The Senate easily defeated all amend
ments proposed by Nye and his colleagues; Senator Clark marshaled 
only sixteen votes for his amendment to extend the 1935 act until 
June 1, 1936. After only four hours of consideration, the Senate on 
Tuesday afternoon, February 18, 1936, adopted the House bill with
out a record vote.4*

On February 29, President Roosevelt signed the Neutrality Act of 
1936. Like its predecessor, it was a temporary measure. In extending 
the main provisions of the 1935 law until May 1,1937, the act o f 1936 
included certain changes and substantive amendments. The new law 
gave the president some discretion in putting its key provisions into ef
fect by stating thatyrfiey would become operative “ whenever the Presi
dent shall find that there exists a state of war.”  It added a mandatory 
loan ban to the earlier arms embargo. It exempted American republics 
from the application of the law when they were involved in war with a 
non-American state. It made it mandatory for the president to extend 
the arms embargo to states that became involved in a foreign war after 
it started.’0

The Neutrality Act of 1936 did not restrict abnormal export o f 
nonmunition war materials to belligerents. The Roosevelt administra
tion had different objectives from Senators Nye and Clark in urging 
such a restriction. Roosevelt and Hull expected it to hurt aggressor 
Italy more than Ethiopia; Nye and Clark saw it as another step to pre
vent economic entanglement in a foreign war. Nye also opposed the 
discretionary features of that provision of the Pittman bill, while the 
administration objected to the mandatory character of the provision 
in the Nye-Clark resolution. The political powers of particular 
economic and ethnic groups that feared the effects of the restrictions 
helped Senator Johnson and others block both the administration's 
internationalists and Nye's more extreme isolationists on that issue.

Enactment of permanent neutrality legislation was put off until 
May 1, 1937. By that time Mussolini’s Fascist Italy had completed its 
military conquest of Ethiopia, and the failure of the League of Na
tions peace-keeping efforts was apparent to all. Also by that time the 
1936 presidential campaigns and election were over; the political in
hibitions encouraged by isolationist opinion weighed less heavily on 
Roosevelt as he faced war in Asia and Europe during his second term 
in the White House.
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Chapter 13

Progressive Politics

The T.W .A. DC-2 airliner took off into a dark night at 9:15 p .m . on 
May 5, 1935, after refueling at Albuquerque, New Mexico. The plane 
never reached its scheduled destination at Kansas City. Flying blind on 
instruments through the clouds, its two-way radio was inoperative. 
With weather deteriorating and fuel running low, the pilots tried to 
reach safety by flying below the clouds. But mist and fog forced them 
to tree-top levels in the darkness over rolling terrain in Missouri. The 
left wing dragged the ground; the plane was thrown out of control and 
crashed into an embankment at 3:30 in the early morning on May 6. 
Five persons died in the crash, including both pilots and Senator Bron
son M. Cutting of New Mexico.' The tragedy gave dramatic publicity 
to continuing and growing personal and political difficulties between 
Franklin D. Roosevelt and western progressives—most of whom were 
Republicans and most of whom were isolationists.

A wealthy and urbane Republican, Cutting was a respected mem
ber o f the progressive bloc. He worked effectively with Senators Nor
ris, Borah, Johnson, and Wheeler, and was an especially close friend 
of Philip and Robert La Follette. Six years younger than the president, 
he had known Roosevelt since boyhood. The senator campaigned for 
Roosevelt’s election in 1932, and the president-elect had offered him 
appointment as secretary of interior. Cutting declined, but like other 
western progressives, he generally voted for New Deal legislation. He 
had, however, taken sharp issue with Roosevelt’s effort to slash 
veterans’ benefits in the economy bill of 1933. Cutting led the fight to 
restore the veterans funds, and most western progressives voted with 
him in overriding the president’s veto in 1934. Roosevelt interpreted 
reports o f Cutting’s comments during the controversy as reflecting 
critically on his compassion for wounded and disabled veterans. 
Others had parted company with the president on specific issues with



out significantly provoking his ire, but Roosevelt and Farley pressed a 
relentless political drive in an unsuccessful effort to defeat Cutting’s 
bid for reelection in 1934. He won by a narrow margin over Dennis 
Chavez, but the administration shared with Cutting’s New Mexico 
and Senate opponents in contesting the results. The senator had 
traveled to New Mexico to get affidavits for his defense against the 
challenge and was on his way back to Washington when the airplane 
crashed, killing him.1

Even Roosevelt’s warmest admirers among progressives had pro
tested his treatment of Cutting. Norris, lekes, Johnson, and La 
Follette were among those who tried to persuade Roosevelt to desist. 
They failed. And they could never fully understand Roosevelt’s 
almost vengeful performance.1 It was significant that the episode was 
a domestic political matter that had nothing to do with foreign affairs 
directly. The progressives who were most shaken by Roosevelt’s treat
ment o f Cutting, however, were nearly all isolationists who opposed 
Roosevelt’s foreign policies before and during World War 11.

The political alliance between Roosevelt and western progressive 
isolationists was always an uneasy one. It required constant tending. 
In dealings with progressives, Roosevelt had the continuing task of 
trying to convince them that he was truly as devoted to progressivism 
as they were, of allaying their worries about his trustworthiness on 
progressive issues. Given their long and often courageous devotion to 
progressivism and given Roosevelt’s readiness to compromise on al
most any issue, they felt uneasy about the directions he might take. In 
turn, the doctrinaire, inflexible, self-righteous, independent patterns 
of progressives made it difficult for them to work with each other, to 
say nothing of working with the wealthy, eastern, aristocrat in the 
White House.

Those patterns were complicated by the committee system in Con
gress and by the party system nationally. To win enactment of his 
legislative program the president had to work with Democratic leaders 
who chaired Senate and House committees. Most leading progressives 
were not Democrats, and most of the Democrats who chaired standing 
committees were not progressives—or New Dealers. Particularly dur
ing his first year in office, Roosevelt consulted frequently with pro
gressive leaders of all parties and included them in top-level delibera
tions on legislative tactics. In 1934 and 1933, however, he consulted 
less regularly. They often felt left out and complained of having dif
ficulty getting to see the president. Neither Democratic National
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Chairman James A. Farley of New York, Senate Majority Leader 
Joseph T. Robinson of Arkansas, Finance Committee Chairman 
Senator Pat Harrison of Mississippi, nor White House Secretary Mar
vin H. McIntyre really empathized with progressives. Secretary of 
Agriculture Henry A. Wallace lunched with Senators Wheeler, Bone, 
and Shipstead on January 26,1935. He noted in his diary that all three 
(two Democrats and one Farmer-Laborite) “ indicated considerable 
dissatisfaction with the administration,”  but had nothing to suggest 
“ on a unifying program on which they could stand affirmatively.”  
Wallace concluded that progressives were “ splendid critics but very 
poor builders.”  Two weeks later Republican newsman William Allen 
White from Kansas wrote to Secretary Ickes that “ Roosevelt can't win 
next year without the progressive Republican votes of the Middle West 
from Ohio to the Coast, but particularly the Mississippi basin north of 
Tennessee.”  Ickes responded that he hoped the president would see 
“ the necessity o f holding the Progressive West to his cause.”  At the 
suggestion of Felix Frankfurter, Ickes conferred with his friend Hiram 
Johnson about “ the political situation in the West.” 4

At Frankfurter’s urging, the president invited the senators who 
had been members of the National Progressive League for Franklin D. 
Roosevelt in the 1932 campaign to dinner at the White House on Tues
day evening. May 14, to clear the air. Attending were Senators Costi- 
gan, Johnson, La Follette, Norris, and Wheeler. (Frankfurter’s initial 
suggestion approved by Roosevelt would have included Cutting, but 
he died in the crash just eight days before the dinner.) Also present 
were Secretary of Agriculture Wallace from Iowa, Secretary of In
terior Ickes of Illinois, David K. Niles of Massachusetts, and Frank
furter. Dinner and conversation lasted until nearly midnight. Senators 
La Follette and Wheeler did much of the talking. They made it clear 
that they thought “ the time had come”  for the president to assert 
more positive leadership. When Wheeler complained that he could not 
get past McIntyre to see the president, Roosevelt promised to be more 
readily available and advised the Montana Democrat to make ar
rangements through his personal secretary, Marguerite “ Missy”  Le 
Hand. Ickes left the gathering “ with a distinct impression that it is the 
President’s intention to take a firm stand on his progressive policies 
and force the fighting along that line.”  Frankfurter considered the 
dinner a “  high success”  and reported that La Follette called it “ the 
best, the frankest, the most encouraging talk we have ever had with 
^ P r e s id e n t .” '



Just six days later, however, Senators Norris, Johnson, La Fol
lette, Nye, and Shipstead conspicuously walked out of the chamber 
in protest when Dennis Chavez took the oath of office to replace Cut
ting in the Senate. Senator Borah made a point of not being present on 
the occasion. Senator Norris, one o f Roosevelt's most devoted 
followers, explained that it was the only way he could show his “ con
demnation of the disgraceful and unwarranted fight that was made to 
drive Senator Cutting out of public office.”  He called it “ the greatest 
case of ingratitude in history”  and “ a blot upon the record o f the 
Roosevelt administration.” 4

Over lunch a month later in June, 1935, Senators Norris, Johnson, 
Borah, and La Follette conceived an idea to organize progressives to 
force legislative action on the president's soak-the-rich tax program. 
On their initiative twenty-two legislators (fourteen Democrats, six 
Republicans, one Progressive, and one Farmer-Laborite) signed a 
round robin urging Congress to stay in session until it adopted the tax 
program. Senator Nye said that what the president did on the tax 
question would “ decide whether he can hope to have the Progressive 
Republicans with him next year.'”

Roosevelt faced a different problem when progressives were up for 
reelection in 1934 and 1936. There was no real difficulty when the pro
gressive was a Democrat such as Burton K. Wheeler of Montana in
1934. But most were Republicans, La Follette a Progressive, and Ship- 
stead was Farmer-Labor. Often their Democratic opponents were 
more conservative and less sympathetic to Roosevelt's New Deal than 
they were. It was awkward for a Democrtic president to support can
didates (however progressive and pro-New Deal) against Democrats. 
Roosevelt thought it best not to take part in Jefferson Day celebra
tions in 1934 because “ the recovery and reconstruction program is be
ing accomplished by men and women of all parties”  and he had 
“ repeatedly appealed to Republicans as much as to Democrats to do 
their part.”  He wrote Colonel Edward M. House that “ much as we 
love Thomas Jefferson we should not celebrate him in a partisan 
way.”  In practice Roosevelt skillfully arranged things so he did not 
have to come out against leading progressives, whatever their political 
labels. Circumstances varied from state to state, but he was able either 
to support or not to oppose the nomination and election of Senators 
Wheeler, Johnson, La Follette, and Shipstead in 1934 (Cutting was a 
conspicuous exception to that pattern). In 1936 Roosevelt strongly 
urged the reelection of Norris in Nebraska.*
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The presidential election o f 1936 presented a special problem in 
relations between Roosevelt and progressives. Western progressives 
were not noted for their party loyalty; they took dim views of both 
major parties. They had several political alternatives—none of them 
satisfactory. Conceivably, Republican progressives might shift parties 
and become Democrats. None did. Most progressives believed that 
without Roosevelt the Democratic party would be as conservative as it 
had been in the 1920s. Some were from states where the Republican 
party dominated so completely that they had to win election on a 
Republican ticket if they were to hold public office at all. At the same 
time the Republican party, in the progressive view, was dominated by 
big business, financiers, reactionaries, and special interests that had 
enriched the few at the expense of the many and had led America to 
the disaster that was the Great Depression.

Conceivably, progressives might turn to a third-party movement; 
most gave thought to that possibility at one time or another. Hiram 
Johnson had been Theodore Roosevelt’s vice-presidential running 
mate in the Bull Moose movement in 1912, and Burton K. Wheeler 
had run with old Fighting Bob La Follette on a Progressive ticket in 
1924. Gerald P. Nye and others had been active in the Nonpartisan 
League, though it had worked through the Republican party rather 
than as a third party. The La Follette brothers in Wisconsin and 
Henrik Shipstead in Minnesota successfully worked through third par
ties. Several of those progressives toyed with the third-party alter
native in 1935-36, and some were suggested as presidential can
didates for third-party tickets.

At the same time, particularly in the first half of 1933, Roosevelt 
and his political advisers worried about the possibility of a third party 
forming under the leadership of Democratic Senator Huey ’‘King- 
fish”  Long of Louisiana, Father Charles E. Coughlin of Michigan, 
and Dr. Francis E. Townsend. All three had supported the election of 
Roosevelt in 1932; all had approved of much of his early New Deal. 
But all had grown impatient with what they saw as Roosevelt’s ex
cessive caution; each in separate ways urged more drastic innovations 
than Roosevelt was prepared to endorse. Long’s share-the-wealth pro
gram, Father Coughlin's inflationary proposals and social justice 
movement, and Dr. Townsend’s scheme for subsidizing recovery 
through old age pensions captured the fancy of many—but not Roose
velt. During FDR’s first term. Long often aligned with noninterven
tionists on foreign policy issues, and Coughlin increasingly identified



with extreme forms of isolationism. All in separate ways were dema
gogues who appealed to workers, farmers, wage earners, and small 
businessmen. The appeal of Townsend's old-age program forced 
many politicians to come out in favor o f some kind of care for the 
elderly. Father Coughlin reached the homes and emotions of millions 
with his radio broadcasts. And Huey Long may have been the most 
formidable of all. Solidly in command of his home state, he had na
tional political ambitions and was sufficiently able (and ruthless) so 
his challenge had to be taken seriously.*

Huey Long aligned with Senate progressives, but he was par
ticularly close to Burton K. Wheeler. The Montana Democrat was 
fascinated by the man and liked him. The two had first met in 1929 
when Long was governor. Wheeler helped win Long to the Roosevelt 
cause early in 1932 and claimed that the Louisiana senator helped hold 
the Mississippi and Arkansas delegations for Roosevelt in the course 
of the balloting at the Chicago convention. In his memoirs Wheeler 
described Long as a boastful, “ flashy personality" who “ loved to 
swagger." He wrote that Long's “ mind was so brilliant he could 
discourse endlessly on everything from the silver issue to the dunking 
of cornpone in potlikker." As a debater “ no one wanted to take him 
on. He would talk forever and sometimes would resort to a form of 
backwoods vilification that would make any victim blanch." He 
“ always put on a good show." “ There was a lot of bluff in the 
'Kingfish,' "  but Wheeler insisted that Long had “ never lied" to him. 
According to Wheeler, “ Long had far less racial prejudice in him than 
any other Southerner in the Senate" and “ was one of the most liberal 
Southerners." Wheeler believed Long “ was sincere in espousing wel
fare programs—some of them admittedly pretty radical—to do some
thing for the kind of poor people he sprang from. Perhaps he fancied 
himself a kind of Robin Hood of the bayous."

Senator Long was never enthusiastic about Roosevelt and broke 
with him early. According to Wheeler, “ FDR feared Huey Long as a 
dangerous type of liberal. . . . Huey, for his part, openly distrusted 
Roosevelt and never had any use for him from the start. They were, of 
course, polar opposites in background, manners, taste, e tc ."10 As 
early as 1932, Roosevelt had told a confidant that he considered Long 
one o f the two most dangerous men in America (the other being 
Douglas MacArthur). Administration leaders were particularly con
cerned early in 1935 about Long's challenge. The Democratic Na
tional Committee conducted a secret poll that indicated Long could 
win three to four million votes at the head of a third party and that the
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strength extended to industrial and farm areas in the North as well as 
in the South."

In February, 193S, William Allen White wrote Ickes of a reliable 
report that Huey Long’s strategy was " to  run for President in *36 with 
no expectation o f being elected but hoping to draw enough radical 
votes from Roosevelt to permit the election of the Republican 
nominee. Long's price will be the dispensation of southern patronage 
by which he expects to build an invincible machine for 1940." White 
feared "that a reactionary victory in '36 would be followed by a 
Fascist victory under some demagogue like Long in '40 and then the 
devil would be to pay." Ickes agreed that Long could not "be  laughed 
o f f  and that "just now he and Father Coughlin make a formidable 
team.’" 2

Analyzing the political opposition at that time, Roosevelt wrote 
Colonel House that "progressive Republicans like La Follette, Cut
ting, Nye, etc." were "flirting with the idea of a third ticket anyway 
with the knowledge that such a third ticket would be beaten but that it 
would defeat us, elect a conservative Republican and cause a complete 
swing far to the left before 1940." Roosevelt thought all the Repub
lican elements were "flirting with Huey Long and probably financing 
him. A third Progressive Republican ticket and a fourth 'Share the 
Wealth' ticket they believe would crush us and that then a free for all 
would result in which case anything might happen." He thought it " a  
dangerous situation" but that when it came to a showdown "these 
fellows cannot all lie in the same bed and will fight among themselves 
with almost absolute certainty."" In April, Johnson wrote his son 
that " the  administration is fretting and worrying about Long, but 1 
think by next year, unless they make a martyr of him, he will be out of 
the picture." At the White House dinner gathering on May 14, La 
Follette said (according to Ickes) " tha t the best answer to Huey Long 
and Father Coughlin would be the enactment into law of the Admin
istration bills now pending.'"4

Johnson and La Follette proved to be correct—but not the way 
they had expected. Roosevelt’s legislative program in 1935 (including 
Social Security and the Wagner Act) was sufficiently liberal to appease 
many who earlier believed his New Deal had not gone far enough. 
That expanded New Deal program, combined with positive efforts by 
Roosevelt to smooth ruffled feathers, improved his relations with 
individual progressives. On September 8, 1935, an assassin gunned 
down Huey Long in the Louisiana State Capitol in Baton Rouge.

Progressives did give thought to the idea of a national third party



—but not for 1936. Though they worked with him on legislative mat
ters, progressives were not inspired by the presidential ambitions of 
Huey Long. They believed a progressive third party in 1936 could not 
win, would draw votes away from Roosevelt, and could lead to a 
Republican victory that (as Senator Nye phrased it) “ would throw the 
government back into the hands of the reactionaries." North Dakota 
progressive Representative William Lemke was the presidential can
didate on a Union party ticket in 1936, but he won little support and 
no electoral votes.11

Another possible alternative for progressives might have been to 
capture control of the Republican party and take it out of the hands of 
conservatives. That did not prove politically possible on the national 
level in 1933 and 1936. After its reverses in the elections of 1930,1932, 
and 1934, the Republican party was a feeble vehicle by 1936. But weak 
or strong, progressives had not been able to dominate it (or even in
fluence it very much). Progressive Republicans repeatedly urged 
reorganizing and liberalizing the party, and Republican reverses in the 
elections of 1934 added weight to those urgings. Arthur Capper of 
Kansas, for example, wrote that the belief “ that the Republican party 
is controlled by the reactionary forces and the great financial interests 
o f the country" helped account “ for the defeat o f many o f the 
Republican Senators who lost out in 1932 and many others who went 
out in 1934." Among progressives, Senators Borah and Nye were par
ticularly outspoken in urging liberalizing the GOP. They saw no hope 
for the party under the leadership of Herbert Hoover and his policies. 
Nye was among those mentioned as a possible progressive Republican 
presidential candidate.1* But it was old Senator William E. Borah of 
Idaho who made the strongest progressive bid for the GOP presiden
tial nomination in 1936. His effort failed.

A politician seeking the Republican presidential nomination for 
the contest with Roosevelt in 1936 was in much the same situation as a 
heavyweight boxer at that time seeking a fight with Joe Louis; it 
would be an exciting once-in-a-lifetime adventure and would bring na
tional attention—with almost no chance to win. The likelihood of 
defeat made Republican contenders less eager to get the nomination 
and more philosophical about delaying their presidential moves for 
some more propitious time. Whatever the odds, however, there were 
always those who would make themselves available. In 1933-36 the 
politicians most mentioned for the GOP nomination were Governor 
Alf M. Landon of Kansas, Chicago newspaper publisher Frank Knox,
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former President Herbert Hoover, Senator William E. Borah of 
Idaho, and Senator Arthur H. Vandenberg o f Michigan. Robert A. 
Taft was a favorite-son candidate in Ohio's presidential primary, but 
at that time he had his eyes on the senate or gubernatorial races of 
1938 rather than on the presidency. Hoover may have hoped for a vin
dicating groundswell of support for him, but that was never a serious 
possibility. Vandenberg's chances rested on the possibility of a 
deadlock among front-runners. The East provided no real contender; 
many thought the party's slim chances for victory lay in getting a 
nominee who might challenge Roosevelt's hold on the West.

Four of those six individuals (Hoover, Borah, Vandenberg, and 
Taft) in varied ways were isolationists or noninterventionists who bat
tled against Roosevelt's increasingly internationalist foreign policies 
before World War II. Knox was a nationalist who would become one 
o f the most interventionist members of Roosevelt's cabinet in 1940. 
Despite the endorsement he won from William Randolph Hearst, 
Landon was a moderate internationalist. But foreign policy considera
tions scarcely entered into their contest for the nomination. The 
depression, New Deal, and Roosevelt provided focal points for their 
attention. Senator Borah saw himself as the only real spokesman for 
progressivism and the common people running in opposition to vari
ous politicians representing (and financed by) special interests and the 
GOP Old Guard.

Borah was one of the most impressive, scholarly, and powerful of 
the western progressives. Bom on a farm in Illinois in 1865, he never 
abandoned the devout Presbyterian religious faith or the habits of 
hard work that he learned as a child. Serious, self-righteous, and a 
loner, in 1885 he went west to study at the University of Kansas. 
Despite his straight-A record, overwork and tuberculosis cut short his 
studies after a year, and he never graduated. Instead, he read law and 
was admitted to the bar in 1887. More important were values he ab
sorbed in that restive period in Kansas history. The combination of 
drought, heavy farm indebtedness, high interest rates, declining farm 
prices, and declining real incomes were laying the groundwork for 
agrarian protest movements and for William Jennings Bryan’s Popu
list party. The farm boy from Illinois had no difficulty seeing justice 
in the farmers' objections to eastern urban business dominance and 
exploitation. That background helped shape his approach to both 
domestic and foreign affairs throughout his later public career. In 
1887 he moved further west to Idaho, where he practiced law and



became increasingly active in Republican party politics. First elected 
in 1906, Borah served as United States senator from Idaho for thirty- 
three years until his death in January, 1940.'7

Borah was five-feet, ten-inches tall and weighed about 165 pounds, 
but his massive head, craggy features, and natural dignity made him 
seem more formidable physically than he was. He was one o f the 
greatest orators ever to serve in the Senate.

Proudly independent, he was never a good party man; he de
nounced conservative, probusiness leadership of his own Republican 
party more vehemently than he did the opposition Democratic party. 
He took the progressive side on public issues, but it was little-rf 
democratic progressivism, not paternalistic welfare progressivism. He 
was such a poor organization man that even his fellow progressives 
despaired of being able to depend on him in a showdown. One person 
described him “ as a ‘three round man,’ he never goes ten. He starts 
many things but never finishes any.’* Hiram Johnson once referred to 
him as their “ spearless leader.”  Old Bob La Follette described Borah 
as a man “ who shook his lionlike mane, drew his sword, called for a 
charge on the enemy’s breastworks, and stopped in his tracks before 
he got there.” "

Borah became a member of the Senate Foreign Relations Commit
tee in 1911 and remained a powerful member of that committee until 
his death. As a nationalist he approved the defense of American 
neutral rights from 1914 to 1917, but he vigorously opposed the Ver
sailles treaty, the League of Nations, and the Permanent Court of 
International Justice. With the death of Henry Cabot Lodge, Sr., in 
1924, Borah became chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee 
until the Republicans lost their Senate majority in 1933. During those 
years no Republican president or secretary of state made any major 
move in foreign affairs without consulting Borah and seriously con
sidering his reactions. He provided the initiative that eventually led to 
the Washington Naval Conference of 1921-22 and to Senate approval 
of the three major treaties emerging from that conference. In the 
1920s he was the leading Senate advocate for extending diplomatic 
recognition to the Soviet Union. He was the key senator in the 
background and approval of the Kellogg-Briand Pact of Paris of 
1928. From 1933 until his death he was the ranking minority member 
of the Foreign Relations Committee."

Roosevelt never courted Borah with the same energy and warmth 
he had used in winning Norris, Johnson, and La Follette. And Borah, 
in turn, never developed enthusiasm for Roosevelt. The Idaho Re
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publican often voted for the president’s New Deal proposals, but 
Roosevelt’s personal persuasiveness and artfulness played little part in 
winning Borah’s votes. Urged on by one of the senator's friends, 
Roosevelt had Borah to lunch at the White House on March 22, 193S, 
but the visit had no visible beneficial effects on the political course of 
either of them or on their relations with each other.20

In an article in the spring of 1936, Walter Lippmann came close to 
capturing the approaches of the two: “ The two men are alike in their 
general feeling that large corporate wealth has exercised too much 
power. But they are radically different in their general feeling as to 
how to deal with the problem.

“ Senator Borah is, in the main . . .  a lineal descendant from the 
earliest American liberals, an individualist who opposes all concentra
tion of power, political or economic, who is against private privilege 
and private monopoly, against political bureaucracy and centralized 
government. It is the tradition of Jefferson and Lincoln, of Bryan and 
Wilson. It is grass-roots progressivism. Mr. Borah believes in the Bill 
of Rights. He believes in the principle of the Sherman Act. He believes 
in widely distributed private property. He believes in competition. He 
believes in a government of limited powers, above all in the distinctly 
American theory that the Government itself is under the law and must 
be held to the law___

“ Mr. Roosevelt on the other hand, has no such instinctive ap
preciation of American liberalism in this, its oldest and most authen
tic, sense. He is disposed to think that these old liberal principles no 
longer fit the modern world, that they belong to a horse-and-buggy 
age, and that the future is to bring a very highly organized society con
trolled by a very powerful government. Thus he is not much con
cerned about the old safeguards of liberty. What he is really concerned 
about is sufficient power to provide security and the good things of 
life for everybody.” 21 What Lippmann did not note in that particular 
piece was that the foreign policy projections of those two perspectives 
were as different as their domestic aspects. In a personal letter in May, 
1936, Borah drew his thoughts together concisely when he wrote: “ I 
am perfectly satisfied we are facing one of two propositions in this 
country in case we do not deal with the question of monopoly, and 
that is, regimentation by private interests or regimentation by the 
government.” 22

Despite Borah’s distinction as a leading progressive, it was dif
ficult to take his candidacy at face value. His forte had been that of 
the loyal opposition. He was the master dissenter; his experience as a



leader and administrator was negligible. And he was past seventy 
years of age. There was reason to believe that Borah never really ex
pected to win the Republican presidential nomination in 1936. More 
likely, he hoped to build enough strength so he could play a large role 
in choosing the party's nominee and in shaping its program.

Whatever the intent or hopes, local Borah-for-President clubs 
began to emerge, and in January 1936, a National Borah-for- 
President Committee was organized in Washington. Congressman 
Hamilton Fish played an active role both in New York and nationally. 
Senator Nye endorsed Borah and urged the Nye-for-President clubs to 
switch to the Idaho Senator.“

In Republican presidential primaries, Borah did well in Wisconsin 
and Oregon. But he concentrated his major efforts in Illinois and 
Ohio. In Illinois conservative Republicans lined up behind Knox in 
opposing him, and in Ohio Taft represented the opposition to Borah 
and his progressivism. The Idaho Republican lost to the home-state 
contenders in both states. But the patterns reinforced his conviction 
that the GOP could not beat Roosevelt with Old Guard candidates 
and programs. In Illinois Borah was stronger than Knox among rural 
and small-town voters outside of Chicago. Roosevelt's voting strength 
in the Democratic primary was more than three times that of Knox (or 
Borah), and Borah and Roosevelt combined won five times Knox’s 
total. Borah's defeat in Ohio essentially knocked him out of conten
tion. But he won approximately 40 percent of the Republican votes, 
and the combined total for Borah and Roosevelt was three times that 
cast for Taft and the conservatives. The progressive challenge in 
presidential primaries to Old Guard control of the GOP was turned 
back. In 1936 the Republicans probably could not have beaten Roose
velt, whomever they nominated. But the combined strength of pro
gressive Borah and New Deal Roosevelt made it dear that the Re
publicans had no chance with a conservative candidate and program. 
Borah made his point, even as he lost his battle. And foreign affairs 
had nothing to do with the outcome.24

At the Republican National Convention in Cleveland, Governor 
Alf M. Landon of Kansas won the presidential nomination on the first 
ballot; the vice-presidential nomination went to Frank Knox of the 
Chicago Daily News. Both had made their peace with the eastern wing 
of the party, but both were from the Middle West, where leaders 
thought any chances for the party’s victory lay. Neither was an 
isolationist—though that did not determine their selection. They and
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other leaders tried to increase the party’s appeal in the West by de
ferring to Borah's wishes as much as possible in the platform. He 
wrote the plank calling private monopoly “ indefensible and in
tolerable”  and warning that monopolies would “ utterly destroy con
stitutional government and the liberty of the citizen.” 25

Borah also wrote the foreign policy plank. It pledged “ to promote 
and maintain peace by all honorable means not leading to foreign 
alliances or political commitments” and emphasized that “ America 
shall not become a member of the League of Nations nor of the World 
Court nor shall America take on any entangling alliances in foreign af
fairs.”  The failure to mention neutrality or taking the profits out of 
war disappointed Senator Nye—and illustrated the differing emphases 
of Borah and Nye within isolationist ranks. Nye and others were 
displeased that the platform did not endorse construction o f the Saint 
Lawrence Seaway and blamed that omission on power interests. The 
platform called for “ repeal of the present Reciprocal Trade Agree
ment Law.”  As Senator Norris’s long-time secretary had correctly 
predicted, Borah's efforts had not been able “ to reform the Re
publican party.”  And few thought the GOP had any chance for elec
tion victory unless Roosevelt beat himself.2*

At the Democratic National Convention in Philadelphia, Franklin
D. Roosevelt and John Nance Garner were renominated by acclama
tion. Senator Robert F. Wagner’s Committee on Resolutions made lit
tle change in the platform originally drafted in the White House. 
Senator Norris made suggestions to Wagner, but they did not focus on 
foreign affairs. Secretary Hull, Ambassador Josephus Daniels, and 
others provided drafts for the foreign policy plank. But the final docu
ment did not incorporate Hull's language. Hull had cause for disap
pointment with the product. The Democrats promised to “ observe a 
true neutrality in the disputes of others.”  The platform pledged “ to 
work for peace and to take the profits out of war; to guard against be
ing drawn, by political commitments, international banking or private 
trading, into any war which may develop anywhere.”  Even its en
dorsement of the administration's trade program was guarded. Nye 
should have felt more comfortable with the foreign policy plank than 
Hull did.27

Landon and the Republicans were no match for Roosevelt, the 
New Deal, and the Democrats during the 1936 campaign—and foreign 
affairs had little to do with it. Jobs and recovery held center stage, not 
diplomacy and foreign wars. Charisma was more essential to the out



come than statecraft. Roosevelt and Landon each made one major 
foreign policy address during the campaign—Roosevelt at Chautau
qua, New York, in August; Landon in Indianapolis, Indiana, in Oc
tober. Neither speech was an entirely frank statement of the can
didate's policy convictions, and neither changed the outcome of the 
election.

Roosevelt's Chautauqua address on August 14 was part of his con
tinuing efforts to win and retain the political support of western pro
gressives. At Roosevelt’s suggestion the nonpartisan progressive orga
nization that had worked for his election in 1932 was revived and 
reformed as the Progressive National Committee under Senators Nor
ris of Nebraska and La Follette of Wisconsin. Secretary of Interior 
Ickes, however, believed Gerald P. Nye would be a better chairman 
for the group. Ickes saw Nye as a "party  Republican,”  which La 
Follette and Norris were not. And Nye was "one of the outstanding 
leaders of peace sentiment in the country.”  If Roosevelt made a strong 
peace statement expressing firm determination not to intervene in 
another European war and if Nye endorsed the president for his peace 
stand, Ickes believed it "would go a long way toward assuring his re- 
election.”  Ickes contended that Nye could "help as well as, or better 
than, any other man in the country.”  He discussed his scheme with 
Senator Nye on Thursday morning, August 6. On Monday morning 
Ickes had a long conference with the president in which he pressed his 
suggestion. The president was "very impressed with this idea.”  They 
discussed it at length, and Roosevelt said he would use his scheduled 
appearance at Chautauqua the next Friday as the occasion for that 
peace statement. At that same White House session Ickes also got the 
president to agree to two irrigation projects that Norris wanted and 
urged Roosevelt to telephone the ailing Hiram Johnson.”

But Ickes, Nye, and concern for progressive support provided only 
part of the background of the Chautauqua speech. Others were confer
ring with the president on foreign affairs from quite different perspec
tives. For example, on Friday, August 7, the president met with Clark 
M. Eichelberger of the League of Nations Association. In a letter to 
the president Five days later, Eichelberger summarized the views he 
had advanced at the White House. He too urged a speech on foreign 
affairs. He too was concerned with peace—but with a difference. He 
wanted emphasis on world cooperation as the way to preserve world 
peace and democracy. Eichelberger believed the United States could 
not "be  morally neutral to the great effort that is being made to
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preserve peace and save democracy."2* Though both were devoted to 
peace, the methods proposed by Eichelberger and by Nye were 
radically different. FDR, however, had both in mind in delivering his 
Chautauqua speech. He also had in mind winning the election in No
vember.

Roosevelt's Chautauqua address on Friday evening, August 14, 
1936, was based on a draft (much shortened and revised) prepared by 
William C. Bullitt. The president told his audience (as he had told 
others in personal correspondence and conversations) that he was 
"m ore concerned and less cheerful about international world condi
tions than about our immediate domestic prospects." He spoke pride- 
fully of the peaceful accomplishments of the Good Neighbor policy. 
He said very nearly all that lekes and Nye could have wanted to hear. 
"W e shun political commitments which might entangle us in foreign 
wars; we avoid connection with the political activities of the League of 
Nations." He said "we are not isolationists except insofar as we seek 
to isolate ourselves from w ar." In vivid language he described the hor
rors of war that he personally had seen. " I  hate w ar." He told his au
dience that he has "passed unnumbered hours" and would "pass un
numbered hours thinking and planning how war may be kept from the 
United States of America." Congress had given him "certain author
ity to provide safe-guards of American neutrality in case of war." 
Roosevelt berated war profits "that caused the extension of monop
oly" and promised that " if  we face the choice of profits or peace, this 
Nation will answer—this Nation must answer—‘we choose peace.' ”

But in that same address, delivered in an isolationist America in 
the midst of a presidential election campaign, Roosevelt also said cer
tain things in tune with internationalism. He spoke of assisting inter
national movements to prevent war and of cooperating " to  the bitter 
end" in the disarmament conferences. He spoke with pride of whole
hearted cooperation "in  the social and humanitarian work at 
Geneva." He warned that "so  long as war exists on earth there will be 
some danger even to the nation that most ardently desires peace, 
danger that it also may be drawn into w ar." Reminiscent of the Nor
man Davis pledge at Geneva in 1933, Roosevelt told his audience that 
he could "a t least make certain that no act of the United States helps 
to produce or to promote war" and that "any nation that provokes 
war forfeits the sympathy of the people of the United States." He 
praised the trade agreements program and contended that "without a 
more liberal international trade, war is a natural sequence." Though



Congress adopted the neutrality legislation, Roosevelt emphasized 
that “ the effective maintenance of American neutrality depends to
day, as in the past, on the wisdom and the determination o f whoever 
at the moment occupy the offices of President and Secretary of 
State." He warned that “ no matter how well we are supported by 
neutrality laws, we must remember that no laws can be provided to 
cover every contingency, for it is impossible to imagine how every 
future event may shape itself."10 Isolationists applauded Roosevelt’s 
Chautauqua speech, but so did internationalists. And with good cause.

Three days after the address, at Ickes’s urging, the president in
vited Senator Nye to visit him at Hyde Park. Ickes hoped the meeting 
would cause the senator to “ give out a statement endorsing the Presi
dent for re-election on the basis of his peace record and his peace 
talk" and showing “ very clearly that those elements in this country 
who would profit from a war, namely, the international bankers and 
the munitions makers, are all on the side of Landon." In response to 
the president’s invitation, Nye traveled from Yellowstone Park, where 
he was vacationing, and met with Roosevelt in his Hyde Park home on 
Friday, August 21.11

The following week the president departed on an extended per
sonal inspection tour of the drought areas in the Middle West and 
Great Plains. He met with governors and senators. On August 27, he 
conferred with Senators Nye, Wheeler, Frazier, and others at Bis
marck, North Dakota, about the drought situation. He expressed con
cern and promised aid.12 Roosevelt probably won more votes as he 
commiserated with hard-pressed farmers and townspeople in that 
parched region than he gained there from his Chautauqua speech. But 
he did not win the backing of Senator Nye.

Early in September the North Dakota progressive Republican an
nounced that he would continue to keep hands off the presidential 
race and would not endorse either Roosevelt or Landon. Conceivably 
Nye was not satisfied with Roosevelt’s position on neutrality legisla
tion and taking the profits out of war. The senator may have feared 
that endorsing the Democratic presidential candidate might jeopardize 
his chances for winning the Republican presidential nomination in
1940. Part of the explanation involved the complicated political situa
tion in North Dakota, where Nye faced reelection in 1938. Whatever 
his reasons, Nye limited his campaigning in 1936 to the state level— 
largely in North Dakota.11

There were other western progressive isolationists whose en
dorsements Roosevelt did not win, notably Capper, Borah, and
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Johnson. Arthur Capper was seeking reelection in 1936 to another 
term in the Senate. Running on the same Republican ticket with Alf 
Landon, his friend and fellow Kansan, one could not have expected 
Capper to endorse Roosevelt.14 Borah too was running for reelection 
on the Republican ticket in Idaho. He had become increasingly bitter 
against Landon in the course of the contest for the presidential nom
ination. Despite repeated efforts to persuade him to endorse Landon, 
he never did so. Some close to Borah thought a gesture from Roose
velt and withdrawal of the Democratic candidate from the Senate race 
in Idaho could win Borah’s support for Roosevelt. Wheeler, among 
others, discussed the possibility with the president. But the Demo
cratic candidate for Senate would not withdraw. Neither Landon nor 
FDR won endorsement or support from Borah in 1936.15 There was 
never any possibility that the more conservative Michigan Republican 
Arthur H. Vandenberg would endorse Roosevelt.14

The Capper, Borah, and Vandenberg performances were predict
able, but Roosevelt had reason to expect^something better from Hiram 
Johnson. None of the western progressive isolationists had been more 
warmly courted by Roosevelt than Johnson. The California Repub
lican always had mixed feelings and reservations about Roosevelt, but 
on balance he was favorably impressed. Johnson and Roosevelt en
joyed each other’s company and maintained good humor in their rela
tionship. As professional politicians they could disagree without get
ting personal or petty. The Democrats did not run a candidate against 
Johnson in the 1934 senate race in California. The senator was 
delighted with the foreign policy speech that Roosevelt delivered in 
San Diego on October 2, 1933. In that address the president said that 
“ despite what happens in continents overseas, the United States of 
America shall and must remain, as long ago the Father of our Country 
prayed that it might remain—unentangled and free.”  Johnson found 
it “ refreshing . . .  to hear a President of the United States finally 
quote the immortal words o f our first President.’’ The old California 
Republican was included in Roosevelt’s various efforts to smooth 
relations with progressives in 1933 and 1936.”

Somewhere along the line, however, the two men got out of phase. 
Perhaps it was inevitable, but neither intended it that way. Early in 
May, 1936, in a letter to his son outlining the preconvention political 
situation, Johnson wrote: “ What a child of destiny Roosevelt is! He 
blunders along here with half-baked and oftentimes half-finished 
policies, and I give him due credit for his adventurous spirit, and 
desire to accomplish things, and, more than that, for being funda-
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mentally right.”  In June, 1936, Mrs. Johnson broke her arm, and the 
senator fell seriously ill with intestinal toxemia. He was under continu
ing medical care at the Naval Medical Center and aged markedly dur
ing the course of the year. Before departing on his tour of the drought 
areas late in August, Roosevelt telephoned the ailing senator, but the 
old man had retired for the night. Mrs. Johnson, “ the Boss,”  had 
never really liked or trusted Roosevelt. By the summer of 1936, the 
senator wrote that his wife had “ conceived a tremendous prejudice 
against Roosevelt, which, in many instances, I do not share.”  “ The 
Boss”  did not control the senator’s views, but he respected her judg
ment. When Farley wrote the senator, he responded by explaining that 
his doctors had told him he could not be active during the campaign. 
He was seeing no one save his own household and medical person
nel.»

As he followed the news, Johnson confidently predicted that 
Roosevelt would be reelected. He thought the Republicans were 
“ bungling the campaign.”  Early in October Johnson wrote his son: 
“ What this Administration will try to do is to take us into the League 
of Nations, or some equivalent of it. It is an international administra
tion. . . .  I am afraid of what he will do to this Country in the next 
four years.” »

On October 7, in conversation with Ickes about Johnson, the 
president commented, “ Surely, he cannot be too sick to make a state
ment.”  On October 26, Roosevelt wrote a nice note to the senator and 
“ the Boss”  sympathizing with their difficulties and inviting “ any 
statement”  Johnson might make to “ put the finishing touches to the 
picture in California, Oregon, and Washington.”  But Mrs. Johnson 
telephoned the president’s personal secretary explaining that the 
senator was “ in such a highly nervous state that the doctors had for
bidden him to even read letters.”  Neither Roosevelt nor Ickes really 
believed he was that sick. The president speculated that perhaps 
Johnson “ knew that he was finishing his last term and he wanted to be 
absolutely independent during the next four years.”  Ickes was not 
convinced, and neither could really understand the senator’s silence. 
On October 24, Senator Johnson voted for Roosevelt against Landon 
by absentee ballot, but he cast his vote “ with many misgivings.” 40 
After the election-year experiences, relations between Roosevelt and 
Johnson were never the same again.

If Roosevelt had certain difficulties with progressives in the 1936 
campaign, Landon had greater difficulties with them. Despite his
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Middle West base, within his party he was stronger in the Northeast 
than in the West. Moderately progressive, he had admired Borah, 
Norris, and others. He did everything he could to win the endorsement 
of Borah. But Landon and his party were much less appealing to most 
progressives than Roosevelt and his New Deal were. His monetary and 
tariff views did not mesh with the Republican platform and alienated 
Borah and other progressives.41 Landon and his supporters focused 
their campaign almost exclusively on domestic affairs.

If Landon had spoken out more on foreign affairs, he might have 
had additional difficulties. His own moderate internationalist views, if 
advanced fully and frankly, would not have been acceptable to 
western progressives. And if he had embraced the peace and neutrality 
views that progressives held, he could have alienated the eastern inter
nationalist wing of his party—and probably would not have won the 
progressives anyway. Former Secretary of State Henry L. Stimson of 
New York voted against Roosevelt in 1936, but he did not campaign 
for the GOP. He w rote:4‘The Republicans, in coming out against the 
World Court and cooperation with the League as well as in their at
tack on the reciprocal treaties, pretty effectively stopped my mouth 
from speech making. If the foreign issues had been the only ones in 
the campaign, I should have voted the other way.” 42 The conservative 
American Liberty League threw its support to Landon. Like him, it 
focused almost exclusively on domestic issues. But its membership and 
funds came overwhelmingly from the urban Northeast, and its leaders 
generally were internationalists.42 With much to lose and little to gain, 
Landon avoided the foreign policy issue.

After much prodding, and with help from such varied and even 
contradictory sources as former Undersecretary of State William R. 
Castle, former Secretary of State Frank B. Kellogg, former Under
secretary of State J. Reuben Clark, William Allen White, Arthur H. 
Vandenberg, James P. Warburg, and Hamilton Fish Armstrong of 
the Council on Foreign Relations, Landon’s foreign policy speech 
took shape. White wrote him that there were “ more unattached votes 
hovering between Roosevelt with his big navy expenditures and Nor
man Thomas with his pacific ideas who would go to you if you make 
this straightaway declaration . . .  than any other one block now drift
ing around waiting for someone to grab it o ff."  In Indianapolis late in 
October, the Kansas governor compromised his convictions, made the 
appropriate gestures on neutrality and peace, and delivered his foreign 
policy speech. In an already losing effort, however, his speech got lit-
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tie attention and was no match for FDR’s moving Chautauqua ad
dress. It won no new converts in progressive or isolationist circles.44

As the campaign entered its final phases, Roosevelt's standing with 
progressives was better than it had been for some time. Though Re
publicans Nye, Borah, and Johnson did not endorse Roosevelt for 
reelection, neither did they endorse Landon. And Johnson, at least, 
voted for Roosevelt. The president helped persuade old George Norris 
to run for another term. Early in 1936, Norris wrote (as he had many 
times before and as he would many times later): <4I am deeply in
terested in the reelection of President Roosevelt. I supported him in 
1932 and while I do not agree with everything his Administration has 
done or tried to do, I still believe it would be a serious mistake for the 
country if he were to be defeated for reelection. I want to do every
thing within my power to assist in his reelection.”  And he did. Norris 
served as honorary chairman of the Progressive National Committee 
supporting the reelection of Roosevelt. He lauded the president and 
made a national broadcast criticizing Landon. Roosevelt, in turn, 
made a moving appeal to Nebraska voters, urging them to keep Nor
ris, running as an Independent, in the Senate. He had a tough fight; it 
was a close contest. After the election the president wrote to his old 
friend that " o f  all the results on November third, your re-election 
gave me the greatest happiness. Naturally I was worried and the last 
thing I did before going to bed at 3 a .m . was to put in a special call to 
Nebraska and to get assurances that you were safely ahead.” 4’

In September, Wisconsin Progressives Robert M. La Follette and 
Philip La Follette helped organize a major Progressive conference in 
Chicago that urged reelection of Roosevelt. Senator La Follette served 
as chairman of the national committee of the Progressive National 
Committee, and he and Philip (who was running for another term as 
governor) campaigned vigorously for Roosevelt. Democratic Senator 
Burton K. Wheeler of Montana campaigned for and with FDR in 
1936. Farmer-Labor Senator Henrik Shipstead of Minnesota, Demo
cratic Senator Homer T. Bone of Washington, and Republican Sena
tor James Couzens of Michigan all urged reelection of Roosevelt. 
Couzens’s support for Roosevelt and much of his New Deal con
tributed to his own defeat in the Republican primary in his bid for 
another term.46

On November 3, 1936, the American voters gave Franklin D. 
Roosevelt, his New Deal, and the Democratic party an overwhelming 
victory at the polls. As Democratic National Chairman James A.
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Farley correctly predicted, Roosevelt and Garner won the electoral 
votes of every state except Maine and Vermont in New England. The 
urban strength in Roosevelt's national sweep was of fundamental sig
nificance. The president carried both rural and urban America, but in 
the North he won his most overwhelming support among lower-in
come voters in the cities. Both major parties were becoming more ur
banized, but that urban orientation was particularly striking in the 
Democratic party in the North. The party also increased its majorities 
in both houses of Congress.47

Though Couzens was eliminated in Michigan and W. Warren Bar
bour defeated in New Jersey, leading isolationists of all parties did 
well in the elections of 1934 and 1936. Senators Wheeler, Johnson, La 
Follette, Shipstead, Frazier, Vandenberg, and Bone, among others, 
had won reelection in 1934. Senators Norris, Borah, and Capper were 
reelected in 1936, and Ernest Lundeen of Minnesota moved up from 
the House to the Senate. FDR’s bête noire in his home district, 
Hamilton Fish, won another term in the House (and in its Foreign Af
fairs Committee) despite Democratic efforts to beat him.

With the president’s overwhelming victory in 1936 and with his im
pressive urban strength, he felt less obliged to cater to the wishes of 
western progressives than he had during his first term. That was par
ticularly true as he refocused his attention away from domestic mat
ters to the increasingly alarming developments on the world scene. 
The rural, small-town, and small-business America for which most 
western progressive isolationists spoke was declining in population 
and power. That augured ill for both the progressivism they rep
resented and the foreign policies they endorsed. During the closing 
months of 1936, Roosevelt and the progressives enjoyed as close and 
mutually beneficial personal and political relations as they could 
reasonably have expected. After that the patterns changed.

Old Hiram Johnson anticipated those forthcoming difficulties in a 
letter he wrote to his son a few days after the election:41‘And now will 
come the test of the President. He loves the dramatic. His mentality is 
so restless it has to have something new daily. He has delusions of 
grandeur which make him dissatisfied with dealing with domestic 
problems alone, and which will constantly urge a wider field. Like 
Wilson he’ll see himself the arbiter of the world. With his power and 
the vote he has received, the views of men like myself will receive scant 
attention. . . . I’m going to be very lonely and very poorly equipped 
for the job. I don’t look forward with very great interest to the part I



shall play.” 4'  Johnson’s analysis focused on Roosevelt’s temperament 
and power; he did not mention socioeconomic changes at home and 
international developments abroad in his explanation of the presi
dent’s course or of the difficulties Johnson and his fellow isolationists 
were to face. If one discounts the subjective and pejorative tone, 
however, the senator’s analysis had a certain prescience. Relations 
between Roosevelt and the isolationists were to travel a much rougher 
road during the president’s second term than during his first. And the 
first major issue to set the pattern for that more difficult relationship 
was, characteristically, a domestic matter—the so-called court-pack
ing controversy of 1937.
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Chapter 14

Court Packing

Crises leading to war in Asia and Europe, and World War II itself, 
were fundamental to Franklin D. Roosevelt's refocus away from the 
New Deal toward foreign affairs and to his break with isolationists. 
But domestic developments were part of that transition as well. If any 
single domestic political episode marked a turning point in Roosevelt's 
relations with isolationists, that episode was the so-called court
packing battle of 1937. Most who fought against the president's pro
posal to reorganize the judicial branch were conservatives who were 
not identified either with progressivism or with isolationism. Some 
prominent isolationists (notably Senator Robert M. La Follette, Jr., 
o f Wisconsin) supported Roosevelt throughout the controversy. But 
most isolationist leaders (both progressive and conservative, both 
Republican and Democratic) opposed the President on court packing. 
And progressive Democratic Senator Burton K. Wheeler of Montana 
led the opposition. It became a heated, emotional, bitterly fought 
contest—on both sides. Neither Roosevelt nor his opponents forgot or 
entirely forgave after it was over. Motives were mixed for all involved. 
Nonetheless, for isolationists who already feared concentrated power 
in almost any form and who increasingly feared presidential power in 
foreign affairs, the court-packing fight emphasized a theme that was 
to become more and more prominent in arguments against Roose
velt's conduct of American foreign affairs.

After working so hard and successfully to bring the New Deal into 
being, both the president and his supporters were shaken and even 
angered in 1933 and 1936 when the United States Supreme Court 
wiped out important parts of the administration's program by finding 
them unconstitutional. Most notably, in May, 1933, it struck down 
the National Industrial Recovery Act, and in January, 1936, it ruled 
against the Agricultural Adjustment Act. The decision against NIRA
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was unanimous, but AAA fell before a six-to-three vote in the court. 
The president feared that the court jeopardized his whole social and 
economic program.

Long before Roosevelt became president, liberals and progressives 
had called for methods to bypass or override the court’s obstruction 
of reform efforts. Progressive parties in 1912 (with Hiram Johnson as 
its vice-presidential candidate) and in 1924 (with old Fighting Bob La 
Follette and Senator Wheeler heading its ticket) had endorsed con
stitutional amendments to that effect. Late in January, 193S, Roose
velt spoke favorably to Senator Norris about such an amendment. In 
May, 1936, Senator Norris wrote that he would be glad if the “ judicial 
question’’ were to be “ one of the prominent issues”  of the presiden
tial election campaign that fall. Roosevelt, Norris, and many others 
explored various alternatives. But Roosevelt and the Democrats did 
not make judicial reform an issue in the 1936 campaign. Ultimately, 
Roosevelt decided against seeking a constitutional amendment, believ
ing the procedure would be too slow and the dangers of defeat too 
great.1

Conservatives rallied in defense of the court and the Constitution 
in the controversy, whatever their views on foreign affairs. For exam
ple, former Secretary of State Henry L. Stimson of New York was a 
Republican, a conservative, and a Hamiltonian in his “ belief in a 
strong central American government within those matters where cen
trality and strength are necessary.”  He was never an isolationist. 
Under both Theodore Roosevelt earlier and Franklin D. Roosevelt 
later, Stimson favored strong presidential authority in foreign affairs. 
But in June, 1933, Stimson wrote to FDR opposing any moves “ to 
change the constitution in a vital and fundamental respect”  and warn
ing against “ the danger of further centralization resulting in building 
up of an irresponsible bureaucracy.” 2 Though the two differed sharp
ly on foreign affairs, isolationist Republican Senator Arthur H. 
Vandenberg of Michigan was very nearly as conservative as Stimson 
on domestic issues. In a network broadcast in March, 1936, Vanden
berg predicted that if the Supreme Court were ever denied the author
ity to declare legislation unconstitutional, it would “ be a sad day for 
popular government, and for the perpetuation of American liber
ties.’”

On February 3, 1937, without formally conferring with congres
sional leaders in advance, President Roosevelt presented his judicial 
reorganization plan to Congress. He later wrote that he considered 
that message to Congress “ one of the most important and significant
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events o f my administration on the domestic scene”  and “ a turning 
point in our modern history.”  The plan was shaped by the president, 
Attorney General Homer B. Cummings, and Solicitor General Stanley 
F. Reed. In his message Roosevelt said his proposals were needed to 
improve efficiency and to speed efforts to keep up with the case load; 
he did not portray it as a way to get a more liberal court that would 
sustain the New Deal. Among his proposals, the president recom
mended that Congress authorize him to appoint an additional justice 
to the Supreme Court for each one that failed to resign or retire within 
six months after his seventieth birthday. The proposal would have 
allowed the president to name up to six additional justices, thus en
abling him to increase the size of the court from nine to a maximum of 
fifteen.4

In addition, Roosevelt explained his proposals to newsmen at press 
conferences. He spoke on behalf o f his plan at a Democratic victory 
dinner in Washington on March 4. He went to the people in a fireside 
chat broadcast nationwide on March 9. And he used persuasion, 
pressure, and patronage to win legislators to his side and to discourage 
them from breaking ranks. It was a maximum political effort.1

Given the huge Democratic majorities in both houses of Congress 
after the elections of 1936, the administration’s chances for winning 
adoption of its judicial proposal seemed excellent. The massive vote 
that Roosevelt had rolled up in winning reelection to a second term 
might have made moderates politically fearful of opposing his plan. 
And if western progressive isolationists (who generally supported the 
New Deal and criticized the court’s performance) fell into line, 
Roosevelt’s chances for victory seemed overwhelming. But things did 
not work out that way.

The morning after Roosevelt submitted his plan to Congress, 
former President Herbert Hoover telephoned Senator Vandenberg 
eager to war against court packing. Other Republicans, including Alf 
M. Landon, wanted to help. The American Liberty League was ready 
to throw its resources into the fray. Senator Borah, a member of the 
Judiciary Committee, was expected to lead the fight. But Borah, Van
denberg, and Senate Minority Leader Charles L. McNary of Oregon 
conferred and decided on different tactics. They agreed that they had 
“ no hope if it is trade-marked in advance as a ’Hoover fight* or a 
’Republican fight.’ ”  They persuaded Hoover to stay in the back
ground and Landon to pull his punches. Democratic Senator Carl A. 
Hatch o f New Mexico, a member of the Judiciary Committee, was in
clined to oppose the president’s proposal, but he warned Vandenberg
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that “ you Republicans and particularly Mr. Hoover must not make it 
too hard for me.”  Republican leaders agreed to “ stay in the back
ground for a week or ten days and let the revolting Democrats make 
their own record.“ 4

As the Republicans hoped, Democrats led the opposition. Conser
vative Democrats caucused and decided they could be more effective if 
a liberal Democrat led their battle. At dinner in the home of Senator 
Millard E. Tydings of Maryland, Democratic Senators Harry F. Byrd 
o f Virginia, Walter F. George of Georgia, Kenneth D. McKellar of 
Tennessee, Royal S. Copeland o f New York, Edward R. Burke of Ne
braska, and Tydings chose progressive Democratic Senator Wheeler 
to lead the fight.7

The White House tried to persuade Wheeler not to go against the 
president on the issue and to let a Republican lead the opposition. The 
Montana Democrat believed that he endangered his political future by 
opposing the popular president's plan. He took on the task none
theless. Feisty Mrs. Wheeler, who distrusted Roosevelt much as Mrs. 
Johnson did, strengthened her husband in his resolve. Roosevelt was 
reported to have called Mrs. Wheeler the “ Lady Macbeth of the Court 
Fight.“  But Wheeler made his own decision. Hiram Johnson returned 
from convalescing in Florida to condemn court packing, charging the 
president with trying to make the court subservient to him.* With 
Wheeler, Borah, Johnson, and other progressives in opposition, 
Roosevelt’s formidable political position on the issue weakened. Con
servative Republicans, conservative and moderate Democrats, and 
western progressives lined up against court packing, confronting the 
president with his toughest political battle since he took office four 
years earlier.

As chairman o f the Senate Interstate Commerce Committee, 
Wheeler helped arrange network broadcast time for opponents o f the 
president’s plan. Progressive Senator La Follette gave a radio address 
supporting the president. Wheeler asked progressive Republican 
Senator Nye to deliver a broadcast against court packing. Vandenberg 
had thought that after leaving the initiative to Democrats for a week 
or two, it would be appropriate for Republicans to loose their fire. He 
prepared a speech and arranged broadcast time over NBC for Sunday 
evening, February 21. Wheeler and Borah advised against it, however, 
and persuaded him to transfer his network time to Nye. They wanted 
to get Nye on record against the president’s proposal. And though he 
was a Republican, Nye’s status as a progressive fit the tactics of keep
ing conservative Republicans out of the forefront. Not a lawyer, Nye



Court Packing 215

got Republican attorney Seth W. Richardson, formerly o f North 
Dakota, to help prepare his speech. The White House called Nye to 
meet with the president on Saturday, February 20. Roosevelt urged 
the North Dakota Senator not to give the address and suggested he 
claim a sprained ankle as an excuse for canceling the speech. The next 
morning, as the senator was completing preparations for his broad
cast, William Thatcher o f the Farmers’ Union called on him. He too 
urged Nye not to speak against the president's proposal, fearing it 
could hurt North Dakota farmers. In making his case, the farm orga
nization leader used some of the same language Roosevelt had used 
the day before, even to the point of suggesting a sprained ankle as an 
excuse for canceling. But Nye persisted.*

In his radio address on Sunday evening, Senator Nye contended 
that “ the individual is the key to the proper understanding of our 
Government.”  He thought it *‘essential to limit strictly the power of 
the Executive”  as “ opposed to a Fascist government where supreme 
power exists in the executive.”  Nye said he was “ completely out of 
sympathy with those processes by which the Supreme Court majorities 
have thwarted the will of the people when they have sought to build 
for better opportunity for themselves and to win a larger share of 
reward for their labors.”  He endorsed the constitutional amendment 
proposed by Senator Wheeler that would have enabled Congress, after 
an intervening election, to pass laws by two-thirds votes in both 
houses over the court’s opposition. Nye concluded, “ However foreign 
to the President the thought of dictatorship may be, in connection 
with this present request, it is good warning to look out, not for him 
necessarily, but for those who would in other days have opportunity 
to use the power which he would have us now extend.” "

Mail reaction to Nye’s address was largely favorable. But in addi
tion to pressure from Thatcher of the Farmers' Union, A. F. Whitney 
o f the Brotherhood of Railroad Trainmen, Daniel J. Tobin of the 
Teamsters Union, and other farm and labor spokesmen urged the 
North Dakota Senator to reverse his stand. Nye wavered, and by May, 
1937, Roosevelt's legman Thomas Corcoran assured Secretary Ickes 
that Nye would vote for court packing.11

On March 2, with Wheeler's approval, Senator Vandenberg 
delivered his radio address opposing the president's plan. He was the 
first regular Republican senator to broadcast for the opposition. Like 
Nye earlier, Vandenberg included a sympathetic reference to the con
stitutional amendment Wheeler was proposing in place of the presi
dent's plan. Vandenberg had serious misgivings about the amend-
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ment, but he considered Wheeler “absolutely essential to us in this 
fight. He has taken a courageous stand against the President and is en
titled to any co-operation we can give him.”  The Michigan senator 
recorded that his mail was running about fifty to one in opposition to 
court packing. In a letter Vandenberg wrote that it was ‘‘the ‘zero 
hour* for the American system.”  He contended: “ With Maw and 
order' in jeopardy in Michigan and with ‘Nine old men' marked for 
slaughter in Washington, this certainly is a moment when the old 
maxim is right: ‘Now is the time for all good men to come to the sup
port of their country’.” '2

Senator Wheeler took to the airwaves to answer the president's 
broadcast on behalf of the judiciary proposal. He expressed fear that 
it would be a weapon that could ‘‘extinguish your right of liberty of 
speech, or thought, or action, or of religion; a weapon whose use is 
only dictated by the conscience of the wielder.” ' 2

The Judiciary Committee under Senator Henry F. Ashurst of 
Arizona began hearings on the president's proposal on March 10, with 
Attorney General Cummings and Assistant Attorney General Robert 
H. Jackson as the first witnesses on behalf of the plan. Senator Borah, 
ranking minority member of the committee, handled arrangments for 
opposition testimony. Senator Wheeler was scheduled to be the first 
opposition witness. On Saturday, March 20, two days before Wheeler 
testified, Mrs. Louis Brandeis, wife of the oldest, most progressive, 
and most respected of the associate justices on the Supreme Court, 
told the senator's daughter that she thought Wheeler was ‘‘right about 
the Court bill.”  The senator's daughter telephoned the word to her 
father, who promptly called on Judge Brandeis. Wheeler asked if he 
and Chief Justice Charles Evans Hughes would testify against the 
president’s proposal. The old gentleman declined. But he urged the 
senator to call Hughes and assured him that the chief justice would 
provide him with a letter he could use. Wheeler had opposed the ap
pointment of Hughes in 1930 and was reluctant to call him. So 
Brandeis took matters in hand. He personally telephoned and ar
ranged for Hughes to receive Wheeler at his home that very afternoon. 
The distinguished chief justice greeted the progressive Democratic 
senator warmly and quickly agreed to prepare a letter. Sunday after
noon Hughes called Wheeler to his home and provided him with a let
ter, endorsed by Justices Brandeis and Van Devanter, opposing the 
president’s plan.14

The impressive caucus room of the Senate Office Building was 
packed on Monday morning, March 22, when Wheeler took his seat to
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testify against the president’s judicial reform proposal. He empha
sized his friendly relations with Roosevelt, his support for most of his 
program, his campaign activities for Roosevelt, and his continued 
“ high regard for the President." He was reluctantly parting company 
with Roosevelt on that issue as a matter of principle, opposing what he 
considered an “ illiberal" proposal. “ If a President could make both 
branches of government subservient," Wheeler wrote later, “ totali
tarianism could happen here as well as anywhere else." He caused a 
sensation when he produced and read Chief Justice Hughes's letter. 
The senator thought the letter “ put the bill’s backers on the defen
sive." He reported that Assistant Attorney General Jackson told him 
later that the Hughes letter “ did more than any one thing to turn the 
tide in the Court struggle." In his memoirs James A. Farley described 
the Hughes letter as “ a bombshell" and “ a staggering b low .""

The following day Raymond Moley testified against the presi
dent’s proposal, urging the constitutional amendment route instead. 
Moley, then editor of Today, had earlier broadcast along similar lines 
over the NBC network, charging that the proposal “ strikes at the 
heart o f democratic government." He supplemented his speeches and 
testimony with critical editorials."

Hiram Johnson was not on the Judiciary Committee, and he was 
still too weakened from his illness to play the formidable role he could 
have in his younger years. But the California Republican left no doubt 
where he stood on the issue. In letters he wrote that America was “ on 
the road to dictatorship. I will fight it until I die." To his son the old 
progressive wrote that the big thing was “ the absorption of one of the 
coordinate branches of the government by the Executive. We can not 
deny he already has the legislative branch, and he whips it about as a 
schoolmaster would whip a recalcitrant boy. Give him now the 
judicial branch and all the power of government would be his. This 
way dictatorship." He was skeptical of polls showing a majority in 
California favoring the president’s proposal; his own constituent mail 
ran heavily against the president.17

Senator Arthur Capper of Kansas firmly opposed court packing, 
as did young Democratic Senator Rush D. Holt of West Virginia. Ill
ness kept Farmer-Labor Senator Henrik Shipstead away from Wash
ington through much of the session, but he recorded his opposition to 
the president’s plan. Robert A. Taft of Ohio was not yet in the Senate, 
but his father had served both as president and as chief justice of the 
Supreme Court. The future senator strongly objected to Roosevelt’s 
proposal. He saw it as “ a mere subterfuge to conceal" the “ real pur
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pose." He considered the move as designed “ to change the opinions 
of the Supreme Court on New Deal legislation/' Taft concluded that 
“ if the present attempt succeeds, it will practically mean an end of the 
Constitution and of judicial independence.’"*

Probably no one close to the president was more torn and troubled 
by the controversy than Senator George W. Norris of Nebraska. He 
and Roosevelt discussed the problem many times and explored various 
alternatives in depth. Norris did not like what the court was doing to 
the New Deal, he sympathized with the president’s social and eco
nomic goals, and he agreed with Roosevelt that the amendment pro
cess was too slow and uncertain. At the same time Norris did not like 
the court-packing scheme or consider it the best or only legislative way 
to handle the problem. Unlike most western progressives, Norris did 
not join the opposition. In letter after letter, the old Nebraska pro
gressive wrote that he “ would not favor the President’s plan except as 
a last resort," but that he “ would favor the President’s plan rather 
than do nothing whatever about it."  Norris denied that Roosevelt was 
“ trying to become a dictator." His efforts to accomplish a com
promise on the issue were not successful. With the passing years Nor
ris had found the hot, humid Washington summers increasingly 
unbearable. As the court-packing controversy dragged on into the 
summer, he became ill. In July he fled to Wisconsin for his health and 
did not return until after the Senate had disposed of court packing. '* 

Things had started badly for Roosevelt’s proposal—and they got 
worse. Progress on other legislative matters very nearly came to a 
standstill as both congress and the administration concentrated on 
court packing. Conferences, caucuses, rumors, counting and recount
ing expected vote patterns, arm twisting, button-holing, persuasion, 
and pressure went on constantly on both sides, in and out of the 
Capitol and the White House. For the first time in his life, Wheeler’s 
income tax return was audited. In March and April, the Supreme 
Court reversed itself (or Hughes and Roberts did) and began sustain
ing New Deal measures in five-to-four decisions, including rulings 
upholding the Wagner Labor Relations Act and the Social Security 
Act. On May 18, 1937, the day the Judiciary Committee scheduled its 
vote on the plan, Associate Justice Willis Van Devanter submitted his 
resignation. With the court reversing itself and with the resignation 
giving the president his first opportunity to appoint a liberal to replace 
one of the conservatives on the court, court packing seemed less essen
tial than before. The Judiciary Committee rejected all major amend
ments, and on May 18, it voted ten to eight to report the bill un-
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favorably. Borah was one of the ten who voted against the president’s 
plan in committee. But still Roosevelt persisted.10

In the Senate, administration forces led by Majority Leader 
Joseph T. Robinson o f Arkansas, pressed for approval of a com
promise measure. Opponents would have none of it. Robinson was 
less than enthusiastic about court packing, but he was a good soldier 
and did his best to carry out Roosevelt’s wishes. He had long hoped to 
win appointment to the Supreme Court, and Farley informed him 
confidentially that Roosevelt would appoint him to the seat vacated by 
Van Devanter when the judicial reform fight was over. On July 14, 
however, the hard-pressed Arkansas senator died. And the adminis
tration’s fading chances for victory in the contest died with him.21

On July IS, the day after Robinson’s death, Roosevelt stirred fur
ther irritation with his “ Dear Alben”  letter to Senator Barkley of 
Kentucky, acting majority leader. His letter was a slap at congres
sional opponents, a renewed appeal for action on judicial reform, and 
a show of preference for Barkley over Pat Harrison of Mississippi as 
successor to Robinson as Senate majority leader. Roosevelt got his 
way on the latter matter on July 21, when Senate Democrats voted 
thirty-eight to thirty-seven to elect Barkley majority leader. But the 
close vote underscored the sharp division in the majority party over 
the judicial reform issue and over the president’s leadership.21

The final blow fell on July 22, 1937. Rejecting all compromise pro
posals, the Senate voted seventy to twenty to send the judicial reform 
bill back to the Judiciary Committee—essentially killing court pack
ing. Among the twenty senators voting on behalf of the administra
tion’s position against recommitting were isolationist Senators Bone 
of Washington, La Follette of Wisconsin, and Lundeen of Minnesota. 
Among the five senators not voting was Norris, who was resting in 
Wisconsin, but he had indicated that if he had been present, he would 
have voted against sending the bill back to committee. All other 
leading isolationists voted against the president in favor of recom
mitting the bill—including Senators Borah, Capper, Clark, Frazier, 
Holt, Johnson, McNary, Nye, Reynolds, Shipstead, Vandenberg, 
Walsh, Wheeler, and White. Old Hiram Johnson arose from his seat 
to make certain that a vote to recommit referred to the Supreme Court 
as well as to lower courts. He was assured that it did. When it was 
clear that “ the Supreme Court is out o f the way,”  Johnson brought a 
round of applause when he exclaimed, “ Glory be to God!” 22

That was not Roosevelt’s response to the vote. Though FDR got 
the more liberal Supreme Court he wanted, there was no denying that
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he had suffered a major defeat. And it showed on the man. Two days 
before the Senate vote Ickes found the president looking more tired 
and nervous than he had ever seen him before. Ickes thought it “ quite 
evident that he is feeling the strain under which he has been working.“  
And Roosevelt's personal secretary Missy Le Hand told Ickes that 
“ she didn't see how anyone could stand" twelve years of the presi* 
deney.24

Most were surprised when the president nominated liberal Demo
cratic Senator Hugo L. Black of Alabama to fill the seat on the 
Supreme Court left vacant by Van Devanter's resignation. Objections 
by Senators Johnson and Burke forced consideration by the Judiciary 
Committee and made it possible for opponents to record their opposi
tion. The Judiciary Committee reported quickly and favorably on the 
nomination, however, and on August 17, the Senate approved the ap
pointment by a vote of sixty-three to sixteen. All leading isolationists 
present voted for approval except Borah, Johnson, and White. 
Among those not voting were Norris (paired for), Tydings (paired 
against), Vandenberg, Walsh, and Wheeler.”

Though Roosevelt continued to be good-humored and affable in 
relations with legislators who had opposed his judicial proposal, he 
did not forget or forgive. He directed his ire more against Democrats 
who had parted company with him than he did against Republicans. 
During the latter part of September and early October, 1937, 
Roosevelt made a tour through the Middle West and Far West. In the 
course of the trip he made a point of not including legislators who had 
opposed him on court packing. For example, in Montana he invited 
Democratic Senator James E. Murray, and Democratic Congressmen 
James F. O’Connor and Jerry J. O'Connell aboard his train, but he 
conspicuously omitted Senator Wheeler. Wheeler also felt the Presi
dent’s displeasure on patronage matters. Democrats who had opposed 
court packing and who came up for reelection in 1938, including Sena
tors Tydings of Maryland and George of Georgia, were among those 
that Roosevelt tried unsuccessfully to purge.24

The court-packing controversy did not mark a final or total breach 
between Roosevelt and individual isolationist leaders. Even Wheeler 
continued to cooperate with Roosevelt later on specific legislative mat
ters. And those who displeased (and were displeased by) the president 
in the court fight were by no means limited to isolationists. Demo
cratic Senator Tom Connally of Texas was not an isolationist, and he 
battled aggressively for President Roosevelt’s foreign policies before 
and after the United States entered World War II. But he had opposed
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the president on court packing and was one of those the president 
snubbed after it was over. Not until 1939 was the Texan again drawn 
into frequent personal dealings with Roosevelt—largely on foreign 
policy matters.27 Nonetheless, the whole court-packing controversy 
was an important part of the growing estrangement of Roosevelt and 
isolationists. It increased isolationist fears about the dangers of ex
cessive power in the hands of the president.

That growing fear of presidential power evidenced itself in delib
erations on other domestic legislation as well. The president’s pro
posal for reorganization of the executive branch was a clear example. 
Roosevelt had forwarded his recommendations to Congress early in 
1937, but they were buried under the protracted court-packing con
troversy and made little progress during the special session late in the 
year. The Senate finally passed a revised version of the reorganization 
bill on March 28, 1938, by a margin of 49 to 42. On April 8, however, 
the House of Representatives killed it by voting 204 to 196 to recom
mit—to send it back to committee.2'

Conservatives and those opposed to New Deal innovations could 
have been expected to fret about the proposal. One should not have 
expected otherwise from Vandenberg, for example. But the increasing 
anxieties of western progressives about concentrated presidential 
power and their growing fears of Roosevelt’s power-grabbing pro
clivities added those isolationists to the opposition. Legislators pro
posed amendments that would have restricted presidential authority in 
the reorganization process. Most amendments were defeated, but the 
patterns found leading isolationists voting with the minorities in favor 
of the amendments. For example. Senator Wheeler introduced an 
amendment that would have required that presidential reorganization 
orders would not become effective until approved by majorities in 
both houses of Congress. The amendment was defeated 43 to 39. 
Senators La Follette and Norris voted against the amendment, and 
then voted for the administration bill later. Senator Lundeen of Min
nesota voted against the Wheeler amendment, but then turned around 
and voted against the final bill as well. Most of the rest of the isola
tionists (both conservative and progressive, both Democratic and 
Republican) voted for the Wheeler amendment on March 18 and ten 
days later voted against the administration bill. They included 
Senators Bone, Borah, Capper, Clark, Frazier, Holt, Johnson, 
McNary, Nye, Vandenberg, Walsh, and Wheeler, among others. 
Democratic Senator Walsh of Massachusetts called the administra
tion's proposal "the  antithesis of Democracy and a dangerous excur-
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sion along the road to the totalitarian state.'* California's Hiram 
Johnson wrote his son that "the Reorganization Bill is the small crack 
in the dike that will let through the torrent. It was presented contem
poraneously with the Court Packing Bill. The two, if adopted would 
literally have made of the President a Dictator." Isolationist Con
gressmen Hamilton Fish of New York and George Tinkham of Massa
chusetts were among the 204 in the House who voted to send the bill 
back to committee.2*

Those fears of excessive presidential power became increasingly 
emotional and increasingly directed against President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt personally. They extended to both domestic and foreign 
policy concerns. Those fears were evident as Congress and the ad
ministration shaped permanent neutrality legislation in 1937. And as 
Japan, Germany, and Italy mounted their challenges to the interna
tional status quo, Roosevelt initiated policies and used methods in 
foreign affairs that isolationists saw as evidence of the dangers of 
what, in different hands and in different contexts much later, would 
be called the "imperial presidency."



Chapter İS

Permanent Neutrality

The court-packing controversy very nearly brought legislative action 
on other matters to a standstill during the early months of 1937. 
Among the comparatively few substantive legislative accomplishments 
of that session of Congress was the enactment of two neutrality laws. 
The first was emergency legislation to embargo shipment of arms to 
both sides in the civil war raging in Spain. The second was the so- 
called permanent Neutrality Act of 1937. The Neutrality Act of 1937 
carried further the general patterns already set in motion by the laws 
of 1933 and 1936. The Spanish embargo, however, moved both the 
Roosevelt administration and leading isolationists into postures that 
seemed very nearly the reverse of those they had taken earlier and were 
to take later.

Erupting in July, 1936, the Spanish civil war dragged on until the 
final triumph by the Nationalists under Franciso Franco in 1939. It 
was a horribly bloody and bitterly fought contest. It had disturbing in
ternational ramifications that made it a precursor, a squall line, for 
W orld War II later. Though the Spanish provided the impetus and 
leadership (and endured most of the suffering), other peoples and 
states also played roles and felt its effects. The Loyalist republican 
government of Spain won military and material aid from Stalin's 
Soviet Russia. And Franco’s forces got military help from Mussolini’s 
Fascist Italy and from Hitler’s Nazi Germany. The anticlerical 
violence and policies of the Spanish government alienated Roman 
Catholics the world over. Socialists and liberals attracted by 
Communist-supported popular front movements backed the Loyalist 
regime against Franco’s fascists. Even Norman Thomas at the head of 
the Socialist party in the United States (which abjured popular front 
enticements and was skeptical of working with Communists) shared 
that general perspective. One might have expected internationalists
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(including the Roosevelt administration) to have sympathized with 
collective security efforts to sustain the Spanish government against 
the fascist challenge. That was the course urged by the United States 
ambassador to Spain, Claude G. Bowers. And one might have ex
pected isolationists to have favored extending American neuträlily 
restrictions to the Spanish civil war in the interests of nonirivolveitient 
by. the United States. The actual patterns were the reverse of those ex
pectations. The Roosevelt administration spoke the language of 
neutrality and noninvolvement, while isolationists led by Senator 
Gerald P. Nye urged policies that would have had the effect o f helping' 
the Loyalist government against Franco’s Nationalists. Only with the 
final triumph of Franco’s forces in 1939 did the Roosevelt administra
tion end what Sumner Welles later called “ our blind isolationist 
policies”  toward the Spanish civil war.1

Initially the Roosevelt administration’s policies toward the 
Spanish civil war were (like its policies toward the Italian-Ethiopian 
war earlier) designed to move the United States independently into 
channels paralleling and supplementing multilateral policies initiated 
by Britain_and France. Still shaken by the fearThat the Italian-Eflîîö- 
pian war might hâve spread to a general European war and by the 
failure of the League of Nations sanctions against Italy, the British 
and French governments determined to confine the Spanish upheaval 
by organizing a general European noninterventionist policy. The 
Department of State kept abreast of those developments without for
mally becoming a part of them. The Neutrality Act of 1936 did not ap
ply to civil wars, so the administration could not invoke its embargo 
provisions in the Spanish conflict. Knowing the general policies the 
British and French proposed to pursue, on August 7, 1936, the 
Department of State telegraphed American consular and diplomatic 
officials in Spain that “ in conformity with its well-established policy 
of non-interference with internal affairs in other countries, either in 
time of peace or in the event of civil strife, this Government will, of 
course, scrupulously refrain from any interference whatsoever in the 
unfortunate Spanish situation.”  The State Department advised poten
tial exporters that sale of munitions in Spain “ would not follow the 
Government’s policy.”  The United States independently initiated that 
noninterventionist policy early in August before the British and 
French finalized their organization of the twenty-seven-state 
Nonintervention Committee. The British and French kept tiic United 
States informed of their policies and actions. But they carefully 
refrained from inviting the United States to become a party to their
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multilateral arrangement in their efforts to avoid provoking isola
tionist reactions that might complicate matters for the Roosevelt ad
ministration in pursuing its ‘ ‘ parallel but independent’ ’ noninterven
tionist policies in Spain.2

When Socialist Norman Thomas complained late in 1936 about the 
policy o f discouraging sale of arms to the Spanish government, Presi
dent Roosevelt responded that the State Department’s policy had his 
“ entire-approval.”  In a letter drafted for him by Acting Secretary of 
State R. Walton Moore, Roosevelt was able to write Thomas that the 
policy was initiated “ some weeks before the non-intervention pact 
among the several European nations came into effect and while the 
policy of those nations toward the Spanish conflict was still uncertain 
and undetermined. No suggestion was made to us by any European 
country in regard to the attitude which we should adopt at that time 
nor have there been any subsequent suggestions of such nature. Our 
stand was taken as a completely independent measure which arose 
naturally and inevitably from our policy of non-intervention and from 
the spirit o f the recent neutrality laws.”  Using language that isola
tionists used in different situations earlier and later, Roosevelt wrote 
that “ a policy of attempting to discriminate between parties would be 
dangerous in the extreme”  and would “ be involving ourselves directly 
in that European strife from which our people desire so deeply to re
main aloof.” 2

Until December,1936, interested businesses and exporters honored 
the “ moral embargo,”  and it successfully prevented the flow of arms 
directly from the United States to either side in Spain. In December, 
however, Robert Cuse of the Vimalert Company applied for licenses 
to export airplanes and engines valued at nearly $3 million to the 
Loyalist governptght of Spain (not to Franco). Since the shipment did 
not violate existing law, the State Department had to grant the 
licenses. A second applicant sought licenses for even larger shipments 
o fp lanesandarm s.4

On December 29, the day after the department gave public notice 
of issuing the first export licenses, the president commented on the 
matter at his press conference. It was, he said, “ a rather good example 
of the need of some power in the Executive.”  He charged that the 
businessman involved was doing “ what amounts to a perfectly legal 
but thoroughly unpatriotic act.” 2

The Spanish ambassador to the United States was unhappy about 
the administration’s objections to the shipments. The British, the 
French, and the Roosevelt administration were unhappy that the



United States lacked legal authority to deny the export licenses. 
Senator William E. Borah of Idaho said the department “ did the right 
thing. It obeyed the law ." But he thought that “ the mandatory princi
ple worked the wrong way" in that instance, and that there was “ a 
limit to 'mandatory* legislation.*’*

On December 30, the president met with Acting Secretary o f State 
Moore, Senator Key Pittman, and Congressman Sam McReynolds. 
They agreed on the necessity for legislation to ban arms shipments to 
Spain. Further deliberations on January S determined that Pittman 
would introduce emergency legislation calling for an embargo on ship
ment o f arms and munitions to Spain, and McReynolds would handle 
the matter in the House.*

On Wednesday, January 6, 1937, Pittman hoped to win quick 
unanimous consent to his resolution. Much to the displeasure o f Pitt
man and Tom Connally of Texas, Senator Gerald P. Nye o f North 
Dakota took the floor to register his thoughts and reservations. In 
August, 1936, Nye had joined nine other senators and congressmen in 
a telegram to Roosevelt urging “ every possible effort on the part of 
the government to prevent shipment of war supplies to Spain.’* From 
all sections o f the country outside the South, the ten legislators in
cluded eight Democrats, one Republican, and one Farmer-Laborite. 
On December 30, Nye had written Acting Secretary of State Moore 
asking for “ the times and names of persons or corporations indicating 
to the State Department during the past six months an interest in or 
desire for license to export arms or implements of war to Spain.'* 
Moore responded on January 3, outlining the department’s general 
policies on the matter, but omitting the names that Nye had sought.'

In his brief comments to the Senate on January 6, Nye spoke out 
against cooperative undertakings with the British and French, pre
ferred more sweeping neutrality legislation rather than emergency ac
tion applying only to Spain, and denied that the Spanish embargo 
would be neutral. He insisted that he was not moved by sympathy for 
one side or the other in Spain. He feared that cooperation with Britain 
and France conceivably could lead to the sale of arms to the Loyalists 
on the grounds that others were helping Franco. Nye wished the 
United States would handle the matter “ by writing an embargo policy 
that would apply automatically to every country when trouble like 
that in Spain may come anywhere upon the earth.'* He agreed to sup
port the Spanish embargo if it were conceived as “ an effort to keep 
the hands o f the United States clean and removed from the danger of 
being drawn quickly into that war or strife in Europe.'* He insisted
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that it was not neutrality, however, and implied that it would, in ef
fect, aid Franco's rebels against the Loyalist government.*

Senators Pittman and Connally were angered by Nye’s remarks 
and by the fact that he took the floor at all on the matter. Pittman 
heatedly denied that his resolution involved any cooperative course 
with Britain and France. He denied that the resolution "was drafted 
with the intent o f siding with the so-called insurgent elements in 
Spain." With the flurry surrounding Nye’s comments concluded, the 
Senate approved the Spanish embargo by a vote of 81 to 0, with 12 not 
voting. Nye cast his vote for the resolution. The House approved the 
embargo 404 to 1. The lone negative vote was cast by Minnesota’s 
Farmer-Labor Congressman John T. Bernard.10

The resolution prohibited the sale and^export.of all arms, muni- 
tions, amTimpiements of waFtio either side in Spain. It also banned 
sale of munitions to neutrals for transshipment to SpainTUnder the 
legislation tne licenses already issued by theT5epartmentof State were 
invalidated. It would be binding until the president declared the 
emergency in Spain ended. ' 1

A legal technicality briefly delayed transmission o f the resolution 
to the White House. On January 8,1937, President Roosevelt signed it 
into law. He voiced none of the reservations or misgivings he had in
dicated when signing the Neutrality Acts of 1933 and 1936. The one- 
day delay gave Cuse time to ship part of his cargo on its way from 
New York aboard the Spanish steamship M ar Cantâbrico. Ironically, 
those planes eventually were captured by Franco’s forces and never 
reached the Loyalist government that had contracted for them.12

If America’s embargo and Europe’s Nonintervention Committee 
were designed to prevent the Spanish conflict from spreading to in
volve Britain, France, and the United States in the flames of a general 
war, they may be seen as successful—in the short run. Most doubted 
that noninterventionist policies represented neutrality between the 
combatants in Spain. Their practical effect was to deny the Loyalist 
government access to military equipment from Britain, France, the 
United States, and other Western countries at the same time that Fran
co’s Nationalist forces won increasing military help from Fascist Italy 
and Nazi Germany. Italian and German aid were known before enact
ment o f the Spanish embargo, but Axis military involvement became 
more massive and effective as the weeks and months passed. Many, 
including American Ambassador Claude Bowers, were convinced that 
the rebel forces would have been crushed quickly had it not been for 
Germany and Italy (who were parties to the Nonintervention Commit



tee). Bowers believed most Spanish favored the Loyalist government 
over the Nationalists, that Italian and German power turned the mili
tary tide against the republican government.11

Among the more vocal critics of American policies in 1937 and 
1938 were isolationists and pacifists, notably progressive Republican 
Senator Gerald P. Nye and pacifist Socialist Norman Thomas. Lale-in 
March, 1937, with Germany and Italy in mind, Nye introduced Senate 
Resolution 100, asking the secretary of state “ whether the existing 
neutrality laws of the United States are sufficient to provide an em
bargo against nations whose armed forces are engaged in active war
fare in a nation where a state of civil war exists, which state of civil 
war has caused our Government to declare embargoes against expor
tation of arms, ammunition, and implements of war to that^nation.” " 
Though Pittman forwarded the resolution to Secretary Hull, Nye and 

jthe Senate never received a clear and explicit response to the inquiry.14
On March 30, 1937, Senator Nye introduced Joint Resolution 120, 

to prohibit the export of “ arms, ammunition, or implements of war 
from any place in the United States, except to nations on the Amer
ican continents engaged in war against a non-American state or 
states.”  It would have encompassed German, Italian, and Soviet 
military involvement in Spain, but its sweeping language was much 
broader than that. It was a further extension of Nye’s consistent drive 
for national legislation to stop the international munitions traffic.”

Pittman forwarded Senate Joint Resolution 120 to the secretary of 
state. In his response nearly six weeks later on May 4, Hull firmly op
posed Nye’s joint resolution. He pointed out that a broad definition 
of arms, ammunition, or implements of war “ would destroy our ex
port trade in such articles intended for commercial use.”  It would 
4‘add to the number of restrictions upon normal peace-time interna
tional trade—restrictions which it has been our policy to reduce to a 
minimum.”  It would conflict with Hull’s trade policies. He also 
believed it “ would not promote the cause of world peace, and might 
indeed have the contrary effect.”  Two weeks later, on motion by 
Senator Tom Connally, the Foreign Relations Committee postponed 
action indefinitely on Nye’s joint resolution. The committee restored 
it to its calendar two weeks later, but the committee never reported it, 
and the Senate never voted on it.'*

With Nye’s Senate Joint Resolution 120 stalled in Pittman’s com
mittee, Norman Thomas independently pressed along similar lines by 
going directly to President Roosevelt. Ohio-born Thomas had been a 
Presbyterian minister and had become the leader of democratic 
socialism in the United States. He was the Socialist party candidate for
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president every four years from 1928 through 1948. A comparison of 
Nye and Thomas throws light on-differences, similarities» and co- 
operation between ignlaiinnku and pan fists in r>ppr>c*tir>n tn  p ™ c<>- 
velt’s foreign policies. Thomas and Nye differed in many ways. 
Thomas was a socialist; Nye a progressive. Thomas was a pacifist; 
Nye an isolationist. Thomas graduated from Princeton University and 
Union Theological Seminary; Nye never attended college after 
graduating from Wittenberg High School in Wisconsin. Thomas made 
his headquarters in New York City; Nye had his base in the Great 
Plains agricultural state of North Dakota. In addition, however, there 
were many similarities between the two men. In the 1930s both 
Thomas and Nye were to the left of Roosevelt and the New Deal. Both 
had faith in little-«/ democracy, were skeptical of elitism, and opposed 
authoritarian methods. Both emphasized domestic economic bases 
for military expenditures and involvement in foreign ventures. Both 
became noninterventionist opponents of Roosevelt’s foreign policies 
before Pearl Harbor. Both supported the United States government 
after it declared war in December, 1941. On some issues Nye’s views 
were closer to those of Thomas and other pacifists than they were to 
fellow isolationists Borah and Johnson. Despite their different images 
and reputations, it is difficult to identify foreign policies between 1932 
and 1943 on which Norman Thomas and Gerald P. Nye disagreed.17

On June 9, after returning from a trip to the Soviet Union and 
Europe, Thomas wrote to President Roosevelt about American poli
cies toward Spain. Thomas was convinced that “ a state of real, if 
undeclared, war exists between the legitimate Loyalist government of 
Spain and Germany and Italy, or to be more accurate, Hitler and 
Mussolini.”  He urged that *'‘unless the German and Italian govern
ments markedly change their policy we should apply the principles of 
neutrality as against them. If we are not prepared to do that we should 
scarcely apply neutrality against Loyalist Spain.”  He thought Amer
ica’s embargo policies were “ a kind of left-handed aid to Franco, the 
Fascists, and the dictators who are supporting him.” "

After receiving the letter, Roosevelt asked his secretary to arrange 
a White House appointment for Thomas. On June 29, in a memoran
dum to Cordell Hull marked personal and confidential, FDR wrote: 
“ For many reasons I think that if Mussolini or the Italian Govern
ment or Hitler or the German Government have made or make any of
ficial admissions or statements that their Government armed forces 
are actually taking part in the fighting in Spain on the side of Franco, 
or are engaging in the Spanish war, then in such case we shall have to 
act under the Neutrality Act.”  He did “ not think we can compound a
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ridiculous situation if after the fight is established, Great Britain and 
France continue to assert solemnly that they ‘have no p roo f of Italian 
or German participation in the Spanish W ar." He asked Hull if they 
ought to cable America’s ambassadors in Italy and Germany “ to ask 
for categorical answers.”  The view that Roosevelt suggested in his 
memo to Hull was precisely the point that Nye had been trying to 
make through his resolutions and Thomas had been trying to make in 
his letters and meeting with the president. In response to the presi
dent’s memo, the State Department did cable the American am
bassadors in European capitals. On into the spring of 1938f Nvexon- 
tinued to prod P iftm an for artinn  on lus [oint résolution, g»«»*
Department persisted in its opposition.'* Throughout the Spanish civil 
war the Roosevelt administration continued the policies it had Fni- 
tiated In August» 1936, and had firmed up with the enactment of the 
Spanish embargo injanuary, 1937. ~

During the early months of 1937, while controversy swirled about 
the wisdom and effects of the Spanish embargo and while the court- 
packing fight continued to overshadow and stymie legislative action 
on other matters, Congress and the administration labored over so- 
called permanent neutrality legislation. The Neutrality Act of 1936 
would expire on May 1, 1937. Isolationists had momentum on the 
issue. Assistant Secretary of State Francis B. Sayre could “ strongly 
doubt whether neutrality laws can save us from being swept into the 
war.”  But leading internationalists from President Roosevelt and 
Secretary Hull on down were driven reluctantly to the conclusion that 
it was not politically possible to win enactment o f legislation authoriz
ing the president to use the power of the United States to try to 
preserve world peace and thereby make American involvement in 
foreign wars less likely.20 By 1937, the administration thought it futile 
and tactically unwise even to propose draft legislation of its own.

The Senate Munitions Investigating Committee made specific 
recommendations for neutrality legislation before Congress convened 
in January, 1937. The Nye committee’s fifth report, submitted in 
June, 1936, included detailed proposals for extending, clarifying, and 
tightening existing neutrality laws. It particularly emphasized “ the im
portance of determining a neutrality policy before war has begun and 
the desirability of mandatory rather than discretionary legislation.”  
The committee’s sixth report made comparable recommendations for 
financial, export, and shipping controls—including “ limiting exporta
tions of commodities other than medicines and hospital supplies to 
belligerents to the normal amount exported to such nations during a 
typical peacetime period.” 21
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By 1937 there was no practical possibility that Congress would 
pass neutrality legislation in tune with the internationalist views of 

'Roosevelt, Hull, and Davis. The administration and Department of 
State deliberately stayed in the background, refrained from recom
mending specific legislation, and generally left the initiative to con
gressional leaders. As Hull explained in his memoirs later: “ I felt that 
Congress was determined on neutrality legislation of an inflexible 
nature, and our arguments in favor of flexible neutrality legislation 
that would leave the widest possible discretion to the Executive would 
have little effect. Where we could, we obtained slight modifications 
more in conformity with our ideas.'*22

Senator Key Pittman introduced his proposals (S.J. Res. 51) on 
January 22, 1937. It was not an administration bill and had not been 
prepared in the State Department. Pittman had drafted his resolution 
after only brief and rather vague consultation with Acting Secretary of 
State R. Walton Moore. Pittman presented it as " a  basis for the con
sideration of the whole subject." He hoped his resolution would pre
vent favorable committee action on the "much more radical" resolu
tion likely to be introduced by leading isolationists. About all Roose
velt suggested was that he strongly favored "permissive legislation."21

Ten days later, on February 1, Democratic Senator Bennett 
Champ Clark of Missouri introduced Senate Joint Resolution 60 for 
himself, Nye, Vandenberg, and Bone. AH four (two Democrats and 
two Republicans) had served on the Munitions Investigating Commit
tee. Clark had teamed with Nye in sponsoring earlier neutrality legisla
tion. The son of Champ Clark, long-time speaker of the House, Clark 
was over six feet tall and weighed more than two hundred pounds. He 
had been an Army colonel in World War I and was a charter member 
and former national commander of the American Legion. After devel
oping a successful law practice in St. Louis, he went to the Senate in
1933. Round-faced and amiable, Clark lacked Nye's intensity and 
capacity for hard work, but he had a keen mind and plenty of political 
courage.24

Both the Pittman resolution and the one introduced by Clark and 
his colleagues were in the form of amendments to the existing Neutral
ity Act. Senators Elbert D. Thomas of Utah and J. Hamilton Lewis of 
Illinois introduced separate bills to replace the existing law. Com
parable measures were introduced in the House o f Representatives. 
Pittman^s joint resolution did not allow nearly so much discretionary 
authority for the presidenTas theadmlnistration and internationalists 
would have preferred^ The Clark resolution was not so rigidly man
datory nor sôsweeping in its controls as Nye would have preferred.



Each was limited by what its sponsors thought Congress might be will
ing to adopt.

The Senate Foreign Relations Committee met in executive session 
on February 13, 1937, to consider the four proposals. R. Walton 
Moore and Green H. Hackworth represented the State Department at 
the meeting. Moore urged permissive legislation, but acknowledged 
that “ in all human probability the Congress is going to retain the man
datory provisions.“  He warned against “ legislation which will induce 
all the other nations of the world to channel their trade to other 
markets than the American markets.“  Under the circumstances he 
considered the Pittman resolution reasonably satisfactory. Late in 
"February the Foreign Relations Committee favorably reported the 
Pittman bill, modified as a result of detailed committee consideration. 
Senator Johnson voted against the joint resolution in committee; 
Borah opposed it, but was not present for the vote.21

Senators Clark, Nye, Vandenberg, Bone, Johnson, and Borah all 
considered the Pittman bill too discretionary. In addition, Borah and 
Johnson both opposed the cash-and-carry provision that Nye, Clark, 
and Vandenberg enthusiastically favored. All shared in trying to 
amend the resolution on the Senate floor. Still weakened by his pro
longed illness, Senator Johnson spoke as vigorously as he could 
against the resolution. The Senate rejected amendments proposed by 
Vandenberg and by Borah. On March 3, 1937, the Senate adopted 
Pittman’s Senate Joint Resolution SI by a vote o f sixty-three to six. 
Clark, Nye, Bone, Vandenberg, and most others voted for the bill 
despite their misgivings, but the negative votes included those cast by 
Senators Borah, Johnson, Warren Austin of Vermont, Peter Gerry of 
Rhode Island, Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr., of Massachusetts, and Styles 
Bridges of New Hampshire. Assistant Secretary of State Moore wrote 
Roosevelt that the resolution was “ a fairly liberal measure and the 
best that anyone knowing the situation could expect the Senate to 
pass.“ 2*

A similar measure introduced by Sam McReynolds, passed in the 
House of Representatives 376 to 12. It allowed slightly greater 
presidential discretion than the Pittman resolution, particularly in the 
application of cash-and-carry. A House-Senate conference committee 
wrestled for weeks with the task of reconciling the two measures. 
Senator Borah of Idaho and Congressman Fish of New York served 
the isolationist views on the conference committee. President 
Roosevelt urged Senator Joseph T. Robinson o f Arkansas to try to 
persuade Pittman to yield as far as possible to the House bill and 
authorized Robinson to use the president’s name if he thought it ad-
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visable in talking with the Nevada senator. In line with Roosevelt’s 
wishes, the conference report on April 28 generally compromised in 
favor of the more discretionary House resolution.17

A “ mandatory”  bloc led by Senator Nye and including five of the 
seven members of the old Munitions Investigating Committee (Clark, 
Bone, Pope, and Vandenberg, in addition to Nye) vigorously opposed 
the conference report. Nye told the Senate that it was not “ possible to 
draft and enact a neutrality policy which will be a genuine cure-all and 
assure our nonparticipation in more foreign wars.”  He insisted, 
however, that if they really determined to stay out of foreign wars, 
Americans must give up “ any taste of the profit from other people’s 
wars before we get into them” and must reduce presidential discretion 
“ so far as we can.”  He believed Americans must “ do more than we 
have done in our pending neutrality program” if the United States 
hoped to stay out of foreign wars.1*

In spite of the opposition, however, the House and Senate both 
adopted the conference report on April 29, 1937. Forty-one senators 
(including Borah and Pope) voted for the report. Fifteen senators 
(including Bridges, Capper, Clark, Frazier, Holt, Johnson, Lodge, 
Nye, White, and others) voted against it. McNary, La Follette, Lun- 
deen, Norris, Shipstead, Vandenberg, Walsh, and Wheeler were 
among the thirty-nine not voting. Despite certain “ features which can
not be considered entirely satisfactory,”  Secretary Hull recommended 
that Roosevelt approve it. The president signed it into law on May 1,
1937.”

That “ permanent”  Neutrality Act of 1937 retained many of the 
provisions o f the earlier laws—a mandatory arms embargo, a ban on 
loans and credits to belligerents, continuation of the National Muni
tions Control Board, and a ban on travel by Americans on belligerent 
ships. It also prohibited the arming of American merchant ships 
trading with belligerents and the use of American ships for transport
ing munitions to belligerents. In addition it gave the president discre
tionary authority to put the sale of nonembargoed goods to 
belligerents on a cash-and-carry basis—that is, title to the goods had 
to be transferred to non-American hands, and the goods had to be car
ried to the belligerent in non-American ships. That law also gave the 
president discretionary authority to prohibit use of American ports by 
armed belligerent ships. Like the 1936 law, it did not apply to a war 
between an American republic and a non-American state. But unlike 
the 1936 law, it did apply to civil wars in addition to international con
flicts. Most of its provisions were “ permanent,”  but cash-and-carry 
would expire in two years on May 1, 1939. On May 10, Clark, Nye,



Bone, and Vandenberg sponsored an amendment that would have 
made cash-and-carry mandatory, but the State Department opposed 
and Congress never adopted it.10

Two years later, in a letter to columnist Walter Lippmann, Senator 
Nye protested against associating his name with the Neutrality Act of 
1937. He pointed out that he had voted against the conference report. 
Most other leading Senate isolationists had either voted against the con
ference report or had not voted for it. 4'Could 1 have my way about 
it/* Nye wrote, 44the neutrality law would forbid all trade with nations 
at war as well as financing through loans or credits. In the absence of 
chance for this complete accomplishment, I should have to be content 
with a strict forbiddance of loans, credits and munitions sales to 
belligerents with a provision that All other commodities be placed on a 
strict cash and carry basis, with no right or power left with the Presi
dent to determine what commodities should be included in the cash 
and carry category, and all o f the provisions to be invoked when once 
a state of war existed, not at the discretion in whole or in part o f the 
President.'* Nonetheless, Nye thought the Neutrality Act of 1937 was 
<4far better than having no law in its field whatever.” 11

From May 1, 1937, until April 1, 1939, both the Spanish embargo 
o f January, 1937, and the Neutrality Act of May, 1937, barred sale 
and shipment of arms and munitions from the United States to both 
sides in Spain. The Roosevelt administration had initiated that policy 
as part of its independent efforts to parallel and supplement the 
Anglo-French nonintervention policies. Both the Nonintervention 
Committee in Europe and the Roosevelt administration persisted in 
those policies long after it was apparent that they were, in effect, 
denying the Loyalist government needed equipment at the same time 
that Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany were aiding and warring for 
Franco's fascist rebels. The administration found it easier to get into 
that awkward situation than to get out of it. Furthermore, as the 
fighting continued, Franco’s forces gained control of Spain's coastal 
areas and port cities, thus blocking access to the Loyalists even if the 
United States had lifted its embargo.

In addition, domestic patterns in the United States made it 
politically risky to lift the embargo. Polls showed that a large percent
age of the American people had little interest in the Spanish 
developments. Those who did note them were rather evenly divided in 
their sentiments. A minority, however, felt passionately on the sub
ject. Many on the left from liberals through Socialists to Communists 
fervently favored aid for the Loyalists against Franco’s fascists and 
urged repeal of the embargo. At the same time, most Roman Cath-
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olics were equally passionate in their hostility against the Loyalist 
government of Spain and determined that the embargo be continued. 
They were moved by anti-Communist considerations. Moreover, most 
Italian-Americans and many German-Americans were Roman Catho
lics. The predominantly Catholic Irish-American population abhorred 
the idea of supplementing British policies anywhere. And the anti- 
church actions of the Loyalist government had alienated most Roman 
Catholics. The White House, congressmen, and senators received 
thousands of cards, letters, and telegrams opposing any relaxation of 
the embargo. Some of that mail was inspired by organized groups, but 
much of it expressed powerful individual feelings. When some seventy 
congressmen and senators signed a greeting to the Spanish parliament 
early in 1938, the storm of protests from Catholics and Catholic 
organizations forced a lot of backing and hauling by individual 
legislators. Though the administration’s policies initially grew out of 
informal cooperation with Britain and France, those policies were 
continued long after their futility was apparent, partly because of the 
passionate feelings expressed by many thousands of Roman Catholics. 
The administration had more than enough political difficulties in 1937 
and 1938, without alienating the large Roman Catholic population. By 
1938, Secretary of Interior Harold lekes had become thoroughly dis
enchanted with the embargo and had discussed the matter repeatedly 
with Roosevelt and others. He became convinced that the fear of los
ing the Catholic vote was decisive in continuing the embargo.12

Senator Nye’s North Dakota included a large German and Ger- 
man-Russian Catholic population. He could not be insensitive to their 
views, particularly since he faced a strong adversary in his bid for re- 
election to another term in the fall of 1938. Nonetheless, he pressed 
ahead on the Spanish issue along the general lines he had been pursu
ing very nearly from the beginning. Unable to overcome administra
tion opposition to Senate Joint Resolution 120, in 1938 Nye initiated a 
different and more direct approach. On May 2, 1938, the North 
Dakota progressive introduced Senate Joint Resolution 288, which 
would have repealed the Spanish embargo. It would have called on the 
president to “ raise the embargo against the Government of Spain” 
(while continuing it against Franco’s Nationalists), with the proviso 
that all sales and shipments to Spain be on a cash-and-carry basis. In 
presenting his resolution, Nye told the Senate that he was “ not pro
moted by the interest of either side involved in Spain,”  but “ only by a 
desire to right an injustice growing out of the embargo program.”  The 
embargo resulted “ in aid for one side as against another, and neither 
neutrality nor non-intervention is accomplished.” 11



236 Permanent Neutrality

For Senator Nye to urge repeal of an arms embargo seemed out of 
line with his long crusade earlier and later against the international 
arms traffic (just as Roosevelt's support for the embargo seemed out 
of character). Nonetheless, just as the administration's course be
comes comprehensible on closer examination, so with Nye’s. By 1938 
it had become easier for Nye to fall into an anti-Roosevelt posture 
than it had been earlier. Like other isolationists, Nye objected to 
cooperative ventures with Britain and France—even when the Anglo- 
French policy was noninterventionist. In his peace efforts Nye con
sulted and cooperated frequently with pacifists, many of whom were 
also Socialists who were critical of the Spanish embargo (though Nye 
insisted later that they had not influenced him). Recalling the episode 
many years later, Nye found the immediate explanation for his repeal 
resolution in a Masonic dinner meeting he had attended along with 
Democratic Senator Tom Connally of Texas. As he recalled it in 1939, 
Nye said that he and Connally had attended a Masonic dinner 
together. At that meeting there was much criticism of the Spanish em
bargo and much discussion of how unneutral it was. A few days after 
the dinner meeting, as Nye recalled, Connally approached him and 
urged him to introduce a resolution repealing the embargo. Nye in
vited the Texas senator to join with him, but Connally declined. As a 
result of the discussions at the Masonic dinner, however, and as 
prodded by Connally, Nye introduced his Senate Joint Resolution 
288.“

The Nye resolution provoked heated controversy both in and out 
of government. The White House and Capitol were inundated with 
mail on the issue. There were flurries of conferences in the State 
Department. Hull and his advisors spent much time carefully revising 
several drafts for the department's response to Pittman’s inquiry 
about its reaction to the Nye resolution. As J. Pierrepont Moffat 
phrased it in his diary: “ Few if any documents are politically as 
dangerous!,] for the bitterness inspired by this Spanish strife among 
the Left Wingers on the one hand and the Catholic conservative 
elements on the other surpasses anything 1 have seen for years.”  Hull 
cleared his letter with both Roosevelt and Pittman before he sent it.”

In his letter to Pittman dated May 12, Secretary Hull opposed 
Nye’s resolution and opposed repeal of the Spanish embargo. Hull 
pointed out that Nye's resolution, if enacted, would continue the em
bargo against Franco but lift it to permit sale of arms to the Loyalist 
government. Hull wrote: “ In view of the continued danger of interna
tional conflict arising from the circumstances of the struggle, any pro-
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posai which at this juncture contemplates a reversal of our policy of 
strict non-interference which we have thus far so scrupulously fol
lowed, and under the operation of which we have kept out of in
volvements, would offer a real possibility of complications." Hull 
also suggested that rather than repeal the Spanish embargo, it might 
be better to reconsider the whole neutrality legislation m a tte r-  
something Nye did not want to do at that tim e."

Pittman carefully guarded the contents of Hull's letter until his 
Foreign Relations Committee met on Friday morning, May 13, 1938. 
He then solemnly provided each senator with a mimeographed copy of 
the letter. Each read it carefully, and all concluded its perspective was 
sound. Someone suggested that Nye might wish to testify before the 
committee acted on his resolution, but he was in North Dakota at the 
time, so the committee decided not to wait. It voted seventeen to one 
to postpone consideration of the resolution indefinitely (Idaho's 
Senator Pope cast the lone negative vote). The committee agreed that 
Nye could ask for reconsideration when he returned if he wished, but 
the committee was not likely to reverse its decision.17

Nye continued his efforts. In a broadcast over NBC on May 20, he 
said he wanted to end "the  policy of coming to heel like a well trained 
dog every time England whistles." By that time Borah considered the 
original Spanish embargo a mistake. He believed, however, that with 
Franco in control of Spanish ports and shipping, repeal would help 
the Nationalists (not the Loyalists).1'

As Franco and his Nationalist forces gradually triumphed over the 
Loyalist government and as pressure mounted in the United States, 
Roosevelt gave further thought to the possibility of repeal. On 
November 28, he wrote Attorney General Cummings asking him to 
study the legal aspects of the Spanish embargo situation and talk to 
him about it. Roosevelt thought, "N o written opinion seems ad
visable.’’1*

By January, 1939, Senator Borah wrote that nothing had troubled 
him "so  much as to know what to do with reference to the Spanish 
Embargo." He claimed he was guided by just one consideration: 
"H ow  will this or that course affect the interests of the United 
States?" But he found that "m ost difficult to determine" in the 
Spanish situation. " I t  is earnestly contended by one side that to lift the 
embargo is to favor communism and tacitly approve the mass murders 
and persecutions of religionists in Spain. On the other hand, it is con
tended that if we do not lift the embargo, we are favoring Franco, who 
is supported by the fascists. I want nothing to do with either outfit and



I do not want, if it is possible, to favor either of these forces. The 
fascists and communists are all the same to me when 1 come to con
sider the interests of my own country.”  He did not know what his 
course would be at that time. On January 25, Senator Nye repeated his 
appeal for lifting the embargo. He pointed out that under the 
Neutrality Act of 1937 the president had the power “ if he chose to do 
so”  to lift the embargo. He emphasized that while he favored repeal 
of the Spanish embargo, he opposed repeal of the Neutrality Act of 
1937 and the Johnson Act of 1934. In February, 1939, Senator George 
Norris of Nebraska wrote that he was “ in favor of lifting the Spanish 
embargo” and thought “ it ought to have been lifted long ago.” 4'

At his cabinet meeting on Friday, January 27, 1939, the president 
discussed the Spanish embargo at length. According to lekes’s ac
count of the meeting, Roosevelt “ very frankly stated, and this for the 
first time, that the embargo had been a grave mistake.”  According to 
Ickes, Roosevelt told his cabinet “ that the policy we should have 
adopted was to forbid the transportation of munitions of war in 
American bottoms. This could have been done and Loyalist Spain 
would still have been able to come to us for what she needed to fight 
for her life against Franco.”  Though Ickes did not say so, that was 
very nearly the policy that Nye had urged in his Senate Joint Resolu
tion 288.” 4'

Not until April 1, 1939, after Franco completed his triumph over 
the republican government, did the Roosevelt administration finally 
lift the Spanish embargo. Throughout the entire Spanish controversy 
the administration took a noninterventionist position and used 
arguments much like those used by isolationists in other situations. At 
the same time, the effects of Nye’s proposals would have been consis
tent with opposition to the spread of fascist power in Europe. For the 
administration, the initiatives lay in the Department of State; with 
court packing and other matters absorbing his attention, President 
Roosevelt did not give either the original Spanish embargo or the 
Neutrality Act of 1937 priority in his thinking. The Italian-Ethiopian 
war and the Spanish civil war provided early occasions for testing the 
application of neutrality laws. As the Spanish civil war ran its bloody 
and unsettling course, violence erupted in a more distant part of the 
world with the beginning of the undeclared Sino-Japanese war in East 
Asia. It confronted Roosevelt and the isolationists with a new and dif
ferent situation to test their foreign policy perspectives, to apply their 
conceptions of neutrality, and to strain their relations with each other.
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Chapter 16

The Sino-Japanese War

Isolationism took shape as Americans looked across the Atlantic 
toward Europe; those patterns blurred a bit when they looked west
ward across the Pacific toward Hawaii, the Philippines, Japan, and 
China. Similarly, relations between Roosevelt and the isolationists 
were most sharply defined as they contested over policies toward 
Europe. Those patterns spilled over into the Pacific, but they were 
modified in the process.

Outside the Western Hemisphere, Franklin D. Roosevelt (like 
most Americans) gave priority in foreign affairs to developments in 
Europe rather than in Asia. Threats to peace and security from 
Hitler’s Nazi Germany and, to a less extent, from Mussolini’s Fascist 
Italy concerned him more than challenges from militarist Japan. In 
Roosevelt’s thinking.the security and survival of Britain and France 
were more vüaixo the United States than China’s security in East 

.Asia. As international conditions worsened, the president wanted no 
military involvement in Asia that would reduce the power available to 
check the Axis in Europe. Those same priorities prevailed in the think
ing of most American internationalists. At the same time, however, 
the earlier shipping and trading businesses of Roosevelt’s ancestors in 
the Pacific gave him a sentimental attachment to China. And in 1941, 
developments in the Pacific (rather than in the Atlantic) brought war 
to the United States—and violently dramatized the ultimate triumph 
by Roosevelt over the isolationists.

Isolationists were not entirely united in their policy views toward 
Europerttrey were less so toward Asia. Isolâtionfstmııd pacifists op
posed involvement in the Sino-Japanese war that erupted in 1937. 
Senator Gerald P. Nye and other isolationists who were close to the 
pacifists particularly opposed strong policies toward Japan. But in 
their noninvolvement proposals even Nye and Senator Arthur H. Van-
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denberg unintentionally played into the hands of those whose hard
line approaches eventually provoked Japan into striking at the United 
States. Some nationalistic isolationists, particularly from the Far 
West, took hard-line views in opposition to the Japanese. That was 
the case with Senator Hiram Johnson of California.

Key people through whom Roosevelt worked had varied inclina
tions in dealing with Asia. America’s ambassador to Japan, Joseph C. 
Grew, did not want involvement in the Sino-Japanese war. An ex
perienced and judicious career diplomat, Grew generally encouraged 
continued efforts to avert war through patient diplomatic negotia
tions. Nelson T. Johnson, United States ambassador to China, took a 
strongly anti-Japanese stance. But those diplomats were not control
ling voices in shaping Roosevelt’s policies. Secretary of State Cordell 
Hull personally conducted negotiations with Japanese representatives, 
and he did not want war in the Pacific. But his moralistic perspectives 
made his guidance and performance more doctrinaire and less flexible 
than successful negotiations might have required. Hull’s top State 
Department adviser on Far Eastern affairs, Stanley K. Hornbeck, 
favored hard-line policies toward Japan. Senator Key Pittman of 
Nevada, chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee, had different 
perspectives toward Asia than toward Europe. He cautioned Roose
velt and Hull against initiatives in Europe that might provoke isola
tionist opposition. At the same time, Pittman was impatient with the 
president for his failure to take stronger stands against Japanese ex
pansion sooner and more boldly than he did. Asthejiianths-and years 
passed,, others nrnnnd Roonrvch uimuraited touuh-aolicies against 
Japan. Those included S ^ r,*tarV n f w ar H enry L. Stimson, Secretary 
of Navy Franks Knox, Secretary of Interior Harold L. Ickes, and 
Secretary nM V gàsüry H enry T^Srğenthaıı, Ir. All of that was m ade 
more-explosive by the triumph of hard-liners Tri Tapanese leaderShlp' 
and by^expansionisi opportujıİLie^that^vyarjjı Europe and civiTwar in 
China provided for Japan.1

~~Oir July?rTV37, a'fffinor shooting skirmish between Japanese and 
Chinese troops at the Marco Polo Bridge ten miles west of Peiping 
triggered the undeclared Sino-Japanese war. Nearly ten million people 
died as a result of that terrible conflict before it ended with the final 
defeat of Japan more than eight years later. Roosevelt and the isola- 
tjonists explored various alternatives as the United States (and its ter
ritories in the Pacific—Hawaii, Midway, Guam, the Philippines, and 
Samoa) faced Japan’s expanding power.- Most believed the United 
States could and should stay out of the war. Americans overwhelm
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ingly opposed Japan and sympathized with China, but not to the ex
tent o f going to war to help China. Until 1941, the United States pur
sued independent policies toward the Sino-Japanese war rather than 
entering into commitments with other states. Few thought Japan was 
any direct threat to continental United States, but many doubted the 
ability of the United States to defend the Philippines in the western 
Pacific in the event o f war. With rare exceptions, most did not an
ticipate any Japanese strike at Hawaii.

President Roosevelt did not invoke the Neutrality Act in the Sino- 
Japanese war, in contrast to his course in the Italian-Ethiopian war. 
The Sino-Japanese conflict was not a formally declared war—but 
neither was the Italian-Ethiopian war. The president was required to 
invoke the law when he found “ that there exists a state of w ar." 
Presumably he found such a condition in East Africa earlier, but not 
in East Asia. The reason for the administration’s course, however, did 
not lie in the state of war. The reason lay in the conviction (as 
Roosevelt wrote privately later, but did not state publicly at the time) 
that “ while the cash and carry plan works all right in the Atlantic, it 
works all wrong in the Pacific.”  The Neutrality Act would have 
worked against China to the advantage o f Japan. Invoking the arms 
embargo would have had little effect on Japan, which had industrial 
facilities to manufacture its own munitions; it would have handi
capped China, which was deficient in that industrial capacity. The 
loan ban could have handicapped China’s war effort; Japan had suffi
cient financial resources independent of the United States. Under 
cash-and-carry_Japan would have had both the money to buy and the 
'Ships to transport nonmunitions goods from the United States; China 
JackecTboth the cash and the ships.2 The differing effects of neutrality 
provisions on the wars in Africa and in Asia illustrated why interna
tionalists (and the Roosevelt administration) wanted the president to 
have discretionary authority in the application of the laws. The ad
ministration’s unneutral motives and differing courses in the two 
situations were precisely the reasons that isolationists, pacifists, and 
noninterventionists wanted mandatory neutrality laws and opposed 
giving the president discretionary authority in the application of the 
legislation.

On July 16, 1937, Secretary Hull issued a statement outlining the 
administration’s policies. He asserted that there could “ be no serious 
hostilities anywhere in the world which will not one way or another af
fect interests or rights or obligations of this country.”  In his statement 
Hull summarized the fundamental principles of international conduct



that he had advanced earlier and would repeat many times later: “ na
tional and international self-restraint"; “ abstinence by all nations 
from use of force in pursuit of policy and from interference in the in
ternal affairs of other nations"; adjusting international problems by 
“ peaceful negotiation and agreement"; “ faithful observance of inter
national agreements"; upholding “ the sanctity of treaties"; “ re
vitalizing and strengthening o f international law"; promotion of 
“ economic security and stability the world over"; “ lowering or 
removing of excessive barriers in international trade"; and “ limita
tion and reduction o f arm am ent." He asserted that the United States 
avoided “ alliances or entangling commitment" but believed “ in 
cooperative effort by peaceful and practicable means in support o f the 
principles" he outlined. In his memoirs later, Hull wrote that one of 
his purposes “ in constantly reiterating these principles" was “ to edge 
our own people gradually away from the slough o f isolation into 
which so many had sunk." He considered those principles “ as vital in 
international relations as the Ten Commandments in personal rela
tions" and thought there was “ untold value" in “ preaching" them. 
Hull firmly believed “ that international morality was as essential as 
individual morality. " 1

Senator Pittman also issued a statement and delivered a radio ad
dress explaining and defending the administration's policies. Senator 
Borah o f Idaho, Pittman’s predecessor as chairman of the Foreign 
Relations Committee, wanted the United States to do “ everything 
within reason" to stay out o f the war in Asia. As long as he believed 
the president was “ acting in the interest of peace," however, Borah 
did “ not intend to quarrel with him about the technical observance of 
the neutrality law ."4

Most isolationists and pacifists urged the president to invoke the 
Neutrality Act and berated him for failing to do so. For example, on 
August 18, Senators Gerald P. Nye, Bennett Champ Clark, and 
Homer T. Bone issued a statement arguing the case for applying the 
neutrality law to the Sino-Japanese war. They reasoned that the ex
isting legislation would have “ an adverse effect on both parties to the 
w ar." If the Neutrality Act's lack of an embargo or limit on export of 
nonmunitions war products (such as scrap iron and oil) benefited 
Japan to the disadvantage of China, the senators urged enactment of 
more sweeping legislation (which they had wanted all along anyway) 
rather than withholding application of the law. They criticized “ muni
tions interests" and “ those who wish us to act as policemen for the
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world." Nye also wanted American evacuation of Shanghai and with
drawal of troops and ships.1

On October 5, 1937, President Roosevelt made his first major 
statement relative to the Sino-Japanese war in his famous quarantine 
address in Chicago, Illinois. From the beginning of his administration 
in 1933, Roosevelt had had a continuing concern about world affairs 
and about America’s role in international developments. Throughout 
his first term and on into the early months o f his second term, how
ever, he generally gave front stage to domestic matters and the New 
Deal. When the requirements of domestic and foreign affairs com
peted, he often compromised on foreign affairs in the interests of 
political support for his domestic program. Western progressive isola
tionists were both instruments for and beneficiaries o f those priorities. 
But Roosevelt was always an internationalist. So far as his public per
formance was concerned, his quarantine speech marked a turning 
point. That transition did not represent a change in FDR’s domestic or 
foreign policy views; it did represent a change in the relative weight 
and priority that he gave to the one over the other.

The transition symbolized by the quarantine address was a product 
o f both domestic and international developments. On the domestic 
scene his defeat on court packing and the growing opposition to his 
New Deal made it politically dangerous and impracticable to press 
ahead on that front. Despite the recession late in 1937, the economy 
no longer seemed to require emergency actions. Many of the inno
vations urged by the president and his domestic advisors had been 
enacted into law. At the same time, the Italian-Ethiopian war, 
German rearmament, remilitarization of the Rhineland, the Spanish 
civil war, and the Sino-Japanese war all portended increasingly 
alarming dangers abroad. At the very moment when further progress 
on the domestic scene was becoming more difficult and damaging 
politically, developments on the world scene demanded the attention 
of the president and the American people.

In those changing circumstances, Roosevelt was alert to the 
economic and political advantages to be derived from a refocus from 
domestic to foreign priorities. His shift did not represent any funda
mental change in his general values on either domestic or foreign af
fairs. It was not crass political opportunism or cynicism. But cir
cumstances were changing at home and abroad. And ever the realist, 
Roosevelt adjusted to what he saw as the requirements of those chang
ing circumstances. Among the consequences o f that adjustment was a



realigning o f his political base. A product of that realignment was his 
personal and political break with leading isolationists. The domestic 
New Deal program, more often than not, had provided a basis for ac
cord between Roosevelt and isolationists; priority to foreign affairs 
destroyed that accord.

As with so many o f FDR’s actions, various individuals (perhaps 
correctly) claimed credit for advising him to make the Chicago ad
dress. He was receptive to their suggestions. In his memoirs later, Cor
dell Hull wrote that in 1937 he “ was becoming increasingly worried 
over the growth of isolationist sentiment in the United States’’ and 
about the effects that isolationism “ would have on nations abroad.'* 
In September, he and Norman Davis urged Roosevelt to “ make a 
speech on international cooperation’’ in his trip west that fall and 
recommended that it be delivered “ in a large city where isolation was 
entrenched.’’ Roosevelt liked the idea and asked Hull and Davis to 
prepare data for such a speech—which they did.*

Others also urged that course on the president. Clark Eichelberger 
o f the League o f Nations Association had conferred with him shortly 
after the beginning o f the Sino-Japanese fighting. He urged Roosevelt 
to make “ a dramatic statement”  that would “ lead the world on the 
upward path.”  Eichelberger thought the Asian conflict might “ be suf
ficient to scare statesmen into a greater readiness to return to coopera
tion for the solution of the world’s problems.”  In a letter written in 
mid-September, Bishop Frank W. Sterrett of Bethlehem, Pennsylva
nia, so effectively urged the president along similar lines that FDR 
quoted an excerpt from the bishop’s letter in his address.7

Secretary of Interior Harold L. Ickes had been scheduled to deliver 
a speech on October 9 for the dedication of the new Outer Link Bridge 
constructed in Chicago with PWA funds. Ickes suggested that the 
president deliver the address instead and arranged to change the date 
to October 3, when FDR would be returning from his trip through the 
West. In discussing the international situation with Roosevelt before 
the trip, Ickes suggested the quarantine analogy. According to Ickes’s 
diary, the president was so taken by the idea that he immediately made 
a note of it.'

President Roosevelt's address in Chicago on October S, 1937, was 
his most important foreign policy speech since taking office. Much of 
it had been drafted for him in the State Department, but FDR made 
major changes in the Hull-Davis draft. Hull did not know of the 
quarantine reference until he heard the broadcast.* In his powerful 
oration, Roosevelt warned of the worsening international situation,
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without specifically naming Japan, Germany, or Italy. “ The land
marks and traditions which have marked the progress of civilization 
toward a condition of law, order, and justice are being wiped away. 
W ithout a declaration of war and without warning or justification of 
any kind, civilians, including women and children, are being ruthlessly 
murdered with bombs from the a ir."

Roosevelt warned, “ If those things come to pass in other parts 
the world let no one imagine that America will escape, that it ms 
pect mercy, that this Western Hemisphere will not be attacked; and 
that it will continue tranquilly and peacefully to carry on the ethics 
and the arts o f civilization.“  There could be “ no escape through mere 
isolation or neutrality.“  He insisted that peace-loving states “ must 
work together for the triumph of law and moral principles in order 
that peace, justice, and confidence may prevail in the /world.”  In 
Hull's terms, FDR said “ national morality is as vital as private 
morality.“ Roosevelt told his listeners of “ a solidarity! and inter
dependence about the modern world, both technically and morally, 
which makes it impossible for any nation completely to isolate itself 
from economic and political upheavals in the rest o f th e ^ o r ld , 
especially when such upheavals appear to be spreading and not declin
ing.”

He charged, “ The peace, the freedom, and the security of 90 per
cent o f the population of the world is being jeopardized by the remain
ing 10 percent, who are threatening a breakdown of all international 
law and order." The 90 percent “ can and must find some way to make 
their will prevail.”  The situation was “ definitely of universal con
cern.”

In the most quoted part o f the speech, the president said: “ It seems 
to be unfortunately true that the epidemic of world lawlessness is 
spreading. When an epidemic of physical disease starts to spread, rfie 
community approves and joins in a quarantine of the patients in order 
to protect the health of the community against the spread of the 
disease.”  He called war “ a contagion, whether it be declared or 
undeclared.”  “ We are determined to keep out of war,”  he said, “ yet 
we cannot insure ourselves against the disastrous effects of war and 
the dangers of involvement.”  In powerfully moving tonexand 
measured words the president concluded his address: “ America hates- 
war. America hopes for peace. Therefore, America actively engages in 
the search for peace.” 10

..At his press conference the next day, newsmen tried to get FDR to 
be more specific. He would not comment except “ completely off the
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record.** Though prodded by questioners, he insisted that in calling 
for a quarantine o f aggressors he was not necessarily advocating 
economic sanctions, a conference, or repudiation of neutrality. About 
as far as he would go in being specific with newsmen was to reem
phasize the final sentence of his speech: “ Therefore America actively 
engages in the search for peace.*’ In response to questions, he de
scribed it as “ an attitude, and it does not outline a program; but it 
says we are looking for a program.'* He said there were “ a lot of 
methods in the world that have never been tried yet'* and that they 
could be in “ a very practical sphere.*’ He explained his perspective 
two weeks later in a letter to Colonel Edward M. House: “ I thought, 
frankly, that there would be more criticism [of the speech] and I verily 
believe that as time goes on we can slowly but surely make people 
realize that war will be a greater danger to us if we close all the doors 
and windows than if we go out in the street and use our influence to 
curb the riot.’’"

Many then and later thought the president in his press conference 
was evasive and backing off from the bolder tone he had used in his 
address. That may have been partly correct, but there was more to the 
patterns. Roosevelt did not lock into rigid formulas or styles o f think
ing. He explored a wide range of possibilities without necessarily en
dorsing or rejecting them. For years he had been groping for methods 
consistent with both the political situation at home and international 
requirements abroad that might enable the United States to play a 
larger and more positive role in trying actively to preserve peace and 
security. Both the intractable problems abroad and isolationist 
strength at home made that groping difficult in the extreme. But 
Roosevelt was trying.11

The president's quarantine speech elicited both vehement denunci
ations and lavish praise. Isolationists railed against it. Professor 
Edwin M. Borchard of Yale University wrote that the speech indicated 
that Roosevelt “ really never had any use for neutrality'' and had “ no 
compunctions about flouting Congress.’’ He charged that in foreign 
affairs the United States was “ under as complete a dictatorship as Ger
many or Italy.”  Senator Borah wrote that if quarantine included “ the 
idea of boycotting Japanese goods,”  the United States was “ fooling 
with dynamite”  and “ would be adding fuel to the flame.”  He advised 
moving “ cautiously and with patience.”  Senator Nye told newsmen 
that “ there can be no objection to any hand our Government may 
take which strives to bring peace to the world so long as that hand 
does not tie 130,000,000 people into another world death march.”  But
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he feared “ that we are once again being caused to feel that the call is 
upon America to police a world that chooses to follow insane 
leaders.“  Nye said, “ We reach now a condition on all fours with that 
prevailing just before our plunge into the European war in 1917.“  
Even Alf Landon, while rejecting isolationism, feared that “ collective 
action through a quarantine means economic sanctions—which means 
a blockade if it is to be successful—which means war.“  He thought 
critical reactions to the speech would cause the president to back off, 
and it would “ be a mere gesture.“ 11

In response to an inquiry from Raymond Moley, Senator Hiram 
Johnson telegraphed: “ The levying of sanctions means their enforce
ment and their enforcement means the Navy’s activity. At once then 
you have war. My sympathy for China is so great that 1 would do any
thing short o f war and our people will not have war.”  He thought the 
quarantine idea was “ the product of restless mentality”  and had “ not 
been thought through.”  He feared that “ the President with his delu
sions of grandeur sees himself the savior of mankind.”  Ever the 
nationalist, however, Johnson felt uncomfortable that “ a lot of 
pacifists”  were taking the same position he had assumed, and he did 
not want “ to be mixed up with them.”  Consequently he emphasized 
that he “ was for a big Navy”  but “ wanted no alliances at this time.”  
Johnson suspected that the quarantine speech and subsequent actions 
were designed by Roosevelt to divert public attention from domestic 
problems. Former Undersecretary o f State William R. Castle wrote 
that if the president were “ able to carry out his ideas,”  it would 
“ inevitably lead this country into war.” 14

Secretary Hull initially liked the speech, but he was troubled that 
by moving too boldly the president may have strengthened the isola
tionist opposition. Writing in his memoirs a decade later, Hull con
cluded that the quarantine speech “ had the effect of setting back for 
at least six months our constant educational campaign intended to 
create and strengthen public opinion toward international coopera
tion.” ' 1

As Roosevelt correctly noted at the time, however, favorable 
responses to his quarantine speech were more widespread and power
ful than one might have expected in that isolationist era. Even 
pacifists with internationalist bent applauded the speech. Pacifist 
Oswald Garrison Villard telegraphed the White House that it was “ the 
greatest speech”  the president had made and that “ if followed up,”  it 
might “ easily become a great turning point in the worlds history.”  
Columbia’s international law professor Philip C. Jessup, who op
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posed Roosevelt's policies before Pearl Harbor, applauded the speech 
as "admirable, "  while recognizing that "the  framing of a precise pro
gram” would be "enormously d ifficu lt.'"4

The conservative nationalist Republican publisher Frank Knox of 
Chicago wrote that though he had "differed widely with the President 
on many of his domestic economic policies,”  he found himself "in  
thoroughgoing accord with him” on the quarantine matter. Senator 
Pittman responded to the speech by urging an economic quarantine of 
Japan and predicting that "the  quarantine would be successful in 
itself in stopping the Japanese invasion of China in thirty days” 
without " a  single shot fired.”  Clark Eichelberger of the League of 
Nations Association applauded the speech and thought the American 
people supported the president. British Foreign Secretary Anthony 
Eden expressed his government’s "warm  appreciation o f President 
Roosevelt’s speech.’’ '1

President Roosevelt was uncertain exactly where his groping would 
take him in shaping American foreign policies. And abundant 
evidences o f isolationist strength encouraged caution, secrecy, and 
even deviousness as he shaped his course. But he pressed on. After his 
return to Washington on Friday morning, October 8, Roosevelt con
ferred for two hours with Secretary Hull, Undersecretary Sumner 
Welles, and Norman Davis. As Moffat recorded in his diary, the presi
dent had "certain definite ideas which he wants suggested to the 
British without delay.'"* Roosevelt envisioned actions both in Europe 
and in the Pacific. He advanced both in utmost secrecy.

Roosevelt and Welles proposed to invite all diplomats accredited 
to Washington to meet with the president at the White House on Ar
mistice Day, November 11, 1937, At that meeting he intended to urge 
agreement on fundamental principles to be observed in international 
relations, on methods for limiting and reducing armaments, and on 
methods for assuring equal access to raw materials and other eco
nomic necessities. In deference to isolationist sentiment, Roosevelt 
would promise that the United States would continue to remain free 
from political involvement abroad, while pledging American coopera
tion. Hull objected to the conference, particularly without prior con
sultation with Britain or France, so the president set aside his initiative 
temporarily. In January, Roosevelt revived the proposal in slightly 
modified form .1*

In the Pacific, the president conceived an idea for a long-distance 
Anglo-American naval blockade o f Japan. The American navy would 
be responsible for the line from the Aleutian islands through Hawaii
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to Wake and Guam. The British navy would cover the line westward 
to  Singapore. Roosevelt had begun to form his idea as early as July, 
1937, but delayed suggesting it until he could build necessary public 
sentiment. He secretly communicated his naval blockade idea to the 
British government near the end of 1937 and very early 1938.*°

With Foreign Minister Eden out of the country on vacation, Prime 
Minister Neville Chamberlain rejected both of Roosevelt’s proposals. 
Chamberlain had little confidence in the United States, partly because 
o f the inhibiting strength of American isolationists. He feared the 
initiatives could work at cross-purposes with his continuing efforts to 
appease the Axis states. In striking contrast, Eden attached great im
portance to involvement of the United States in European and world 
affairs. On February 20, 1938, Eden resigned his position as foreign 
secretary in Chamberlain’s cabinet, partly because he disagreed with 
the prime minister’s policy of giving priority to appeasement over 
building Anglo-American cooperation in world affairs. With what 
Welles called Chamberlain’s “ douche of cold water”  on the presi
dent’s initiatives, with the Anschluss on March 11, 1938, incor
porating Austria into greater Germany, and with continued isolationist 
strength in the United States, both of Roosevelt’s secret proposals 
died a quiet death.21 But neither developments abroad or at home 
diverted President Roosevelt from pursuing (however cautiously) his 
increasingly internationalist course in the face of the growing Axis 
challenges abroad.
» Isolationism at home and timidness abroad (those patterns rein
forced each other) moved Roosevelt to secrecy and brought failure for 
his conference and blockade schemes. But another product o f his 

•quarantine speech was the Brussels Conference of November, 1937. 
That conference failed in its immediate goal to accomplish a peaceful 
settlement of the Sino-Japanese conflict. That failure probably did 
not surprise Roosevelt. Inja different sense, however, the conference 
may have accomplished part of what he hoped to gain from it. It 
helped identify Japan as the villain of the piece, arouse moral senti
ment against "aggressor states, and educate puhlic opinion in the 
i CtatAg qrç/j abroad. In that sense Roosevelt saw the conference 
and America’s participation as part of his efforts against appeasement 
abroad and isolationism at home.

The League of Nations had been grappling with the problem of the 
Sino-Japanese conflict since it had erupted in July. With its leading 
members preoccupied with European concerns, with Britain’s 
Chamberlain and others still hopeful about appeasement, with the
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United States not a member o f the league, and with that organization 
enfeebled by its earlier failure in the Italian-Ethiopian war, the League 
o f Nations seemed unlikely to be effective in dealing with the Asian 
conflict. Roosevelt's quarantine speech on October 5, however, en
couraged hope that the United States under his leadership might be 
willing to play a larger role in trying to end the conflict than many had 
thought. Consequently the league moved to turn the problem over to a 
meeting of states that were party to the Nine Power Treaties Relating 
to China o f 1922. Those ageements had the advantages of being 
specifically concerned with China and East Asia and (unlike the 
league) included the United States. The arrangements for calling the 
Nine Power Conference at Brussels were handled in England and 
Europe, but the United States was consulted closely at every stage. It 
was a full (but independent) party to the initiatives and planning that 
made the Brussels conference a reality.22

Germany rejected the invitation to attend; Italy was hostile to the 
aims of the conference; France was preoccupied with developments in 
Europe; smaller states feared it might involve them in distant con
troversies; and Japan virtually destroyed the conference before it 
began by refusing to attend or participate. Japan insisted that the con
flict be resolved bilaterally with China. In the Japanese view, the slim 
chances that the Brussels Conference might be impartial in its quest 
for peace were reduced by what they saw as the anti-Japanese stance 
o f the United States manifested in Roosevelt's quarantine speech and 
Hull's policy statements.

Despite probable failure, Britain dramatized the importance it at
tached to the meeting by sending Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden to 
head its delegation, while the Soviet Union was represented by its 
commissar for foreign affairs, Maxim Litvinov. Secretary Hull did 
not attend, but President Roosevelt named Norman Davis to represent 
the United States (his last major diplomatic mission).

In addition to written instructions and briefings in the State 
Department, Davis spent two hours conferring with Roosevelt at 
Hyde Park before he departed on his mission. The president empha
sized that neither the conference nor the United States should consider 
sanctions or collective actions against Japan. Roosevelt and Davis 
were determined that Britain and other states should not maneuver the 
United States into accepting responsibility either for actions against 
Japan or for failure on the conference. The United States was to share 
with the other states at the conference in trying to accomplish a 
peaceful resolution o f the conflict between China and Japan. If those
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efforts should fail (and they did), Roosevelt instructed Davis to pro
long the conference as long as possible so that it might strengthen the 
moral climate against war-making states and educate public opinion. 
The fine line between rejection of sanctions and collective action on 
the one hand and efforts to mobilize moral sentiment against war- 
making states on the other made Davis’s diplomatic assignment 
delicate and difficult. Britain’s Eden valued the conference particu
larly for the role it might play in drawing the United States under 
Roosevelt into collective security roles with Britain and other states.

The conference failed. Japan would not participate, would not ac
cept mediation, and insisted that the controversy be settled bilaterally 
between China and Japan. And Davis was not able to protract the 
conference deliberations so long as Roosevelt had hoped.21 Just how 
effective it was in educating public opinion on the menace of the law
lessness posed by Japan and the other Axis states cannot be measured 
precisely. But.the conference did help dramatize the cleavage between 
Axis states and their adversaries. It did make the United States a 

.prominent party to multilateral efforts to restore peace. It was a long 
way from ~fatt Untied States participation in actions against Axis 
states, a long way from abandonment of appeasement, and a long way 
to the defeat of American isolationism. BqJ the Brussels conference 
was an early step toward the accomplishment of all those tasks.

On Dtvtmher 12.  1937. three weeks after the Brussels conference 
ended, Japanese military airplanes bombed, strafed, and sank a 
United States Navy gunboat, the U.S.S. Panav. and three Standard 
Oil Company, tankers. Three Americans died, and dozens more were 
injured. The incident occurred on the Yangtze River as Americans fled 
the Japanese military advance on Nanking. Japanese leaders insisted 
that it was a tragic m istake.bu r the ships were clearly jnarKed, their 
location and identity known to the Japanese. President Roosevelt ex
pressed shock and concern. He called for Japaneseapologies, com
pensation. and guarantees against suchattacks^H^the future. The-sink. 
ingşjn te n sified already strong-anti-Japanese sentiments in the United 
Staie&^JThe incident underscored Roosevelt’s warnings about the 
growth of international lawlessness and its consequences. It drama
tized the dangers posed by military conflicts in distant lands. But most 
Americans did not see it as cause for war or military action by the 
United States against Japan.24

Isolationists shared the shock and anti-Japanese sentiments. For 
them, however, the incident added weight to arguments against in
volvement in foreign wars. It strengthened their convictions on the
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need for stronger and more sweeping neutrality legislation binding the 
president to avoid such incidents in the future. Senator Nye placed the 
responsibility on President Roosevelt. “ We had the machinery all set 
to handle a siti\ation like that in the Neutrality Act,”  tntrN orth 
Dakota Republican said, "which the WèSîtfent rsîtêfl TO invoke.’* He 
reemphasized his theme that the legislation should be mandatory 
rather than discretionary. Senator Borah wrote an Idaho constituent 
that he was “ not prepared to vote to send our boys into the Orient 
because a boat was sunk which was traveling in a dangerous zone. 
That which happened might be expected to happen under such cir
cumstances.”  But he thought the administration had “ done all that a 
government could do”  in the situation.11 The Panay incident also ig
nited a final isolationist-pacifist flame on behalf of efforts to legislate 
noninvolvement, before the spread of war abroad and socioeconomic- 
ideological developments within the United States, under President 
Roosevelt’s leadership, gradually smothered that flame. That effort 
came in the form of the Ludlow amendment in the House of Repre
sentatives.



Chapter 17

The Ludlow Amendment

On Monday, January 10, 1938, congressmen voted 209 to 188 against 
a resolution that would have allowed members of the full House of 
Representatives to consider, debate, and vote on the Ludlow amend
ment. That proposed amendment to the Constitution, sponsored by 
Democratic Representative Louis L. Ludlow of Indiana, would have 
required that a declaration of war passed by Congresswould have to 
be approved by a majority vote of the people before it could go into 
effect,-excepfîH“cas?'oT'attacV o r 'threatened attack. Public opinion 
p o liran tre  Time Indicated that sonie 73 percent o f the Amencanpeb- 
ple favored such a course. In his memoirs Cordell Hull called the 
episode “ aiSfflking indication of the strength o l isolationist sentiment 
in the Utti&d S ta tes/’ Ambassador Sir Ronald Lindsay in reporting to 
the British Foreign Office on the significance o f the House vote con
cluded that the “ size of minority shows that isolationist elements in 
Congress are impressively strong.’’1 And so they were.

But the vote could also be viewed from a different perspective. 
Less than nine months after adoption of the Neutrality Act of 1937, 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt and internationalists successfully 
defeated a bid to allow the full House of Representatives even to con
sider the amendment on the floor. The Ludlow amendment was never 
formally debated or voted on in the House of Representatives. If the 
House vote revealed isolationist strength, it also revealed President 
Roosevelt's growing power relative to the isolationists. In 1938, the 
president was more successful in blocking the Ludlow amendment 
than he was in winning enactment of additional New Deal legislation. 
Never again would isolationists be able to push through new indepen- 
deill -JclienierTo legislate neutrality or noninvolvement in "foreign 
wars. The war between Roosevelt and the isolationists was a long way 
from over; the toughest battles lay ahead. But Roosevelt had gained
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high ground and momentum. Isolationists won skirmishes now and 
then, but developments abroad, socioeconomic-political trends at 
home, and Roosevelt's able leadership combined to assure his ultimate 
triumph in the war against the isolationists.

The idea of deciding war or peace by direct vote o f the people was 
not new in 1938. Populist-Democrat William Jennings Bryan had 
urged it long before. In 1917, progressive Republican Congressman 
Charles A. Lindbergh, Sr., o f Minnesota (the famed aviator’s father) 
had introduced a resolution calling for an advisory referendum before 
the United States declared war on Germany. Senator Robert M. La 
Follette, Sr., o f Wisconsin, along with his running mate Senator Bur
ton K. Wheeler of Montana, had included the proposal in their unsuc
cessful bid to win the presidency on a third party Progressive ticket in 
1924. Pacifist organizations adopted resolutions urging the war 
referendum scheme, but they inspired few outside their own ranks.2 In 
1935 however, Louis L. Ludlow took up the cause.

Ludlow was getting up in years by the time his crusade began to 
win headlines. Born in rural Fayette County, Indiana, in 1873, he had 
a long career as a newspaperman before winning election to the House 
of Representatives in 1928. For nearly thirty years he was Washington 
correspondent for the Indianapolis Sentinel and other newspapers. In 
1929, he moved from the press gallery to the House o f Representa
tives. Both as a newsman and as a congressman, Ludlow was well 
liked. He was a devout Methodist and a dedicated Jeffersonian. 
Through his long careers as newsman and legislator, he had won no 
great prominence. His persistence in pressing the war referendum 
amendment provided his claim to a place in history.1

Congressmen James A. Frear of Wisconsin, Hamilton Fish of New 
York, and others had urged adoption of war referendum resolutions 
earlier.4 When Frear retired in 1935, Ludlow took up the cause and 
pressed it with unexpected energy. He introduced war referendum 
resolutions in 1935 and again in 1937. Each was referred to the House, 
Judiciary Committee, under Chairman Hatton W. Sumners o f Texas. 
It held brief hearings, but never acted. Each year the Indiana Demo
crat tried to get the 218 required signatures on petitions to force it out 
o f committee. To colleagues he wrote that his war referendum resolu
tion would do more " to  keep American boys out o f slaughter pens in 
foreign countries than any other measure that could be passed. It is 
based on the philosophy that those who have to suffer and, if need be, 
to die and to bear the awful burdens and griefs o f war shall have 
something to say as to whether war shall be declared."1 But he never
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came close to winning enough signatures for his discharge petitions in 
193S and 1936. In 1934, Senator Nye had introduced a comparable 
resolution, and Senators Capper, La Follette, Clark, and others did so 
later. They were no more successful than Ludlow in getting action.* 

The movement for the war referendum amendment highlighted the 
marriage of convenience between isolationists and pacifists in oppos
ing involvement in foreign wars. And it sharpened ihe growing 
cleavage within the peace movement between those who compromised 
their internationalism m ttf0~interests pf'.noninvolvement in foreign 
waj;s and those who compromised their pacifism in the interests of 
meeting the Axis challenges. U nljfre isolationists, most pacifists were 
internationalists. They generally approved the League of Nations ini
tially and favored the international law approach represented by the 
Permanent Court of International Justice. When the World Court was 
the issue, it was logical to find Clark Eichelberger of the League of 
Nations Association working comfortably on the same side as 
Frederick J. Libby of the National Council for the Prevention of War. 
Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt’s personal sympathy for the peace movement 
put her in company with them in support of the World Court. They 
opposed isolationists who battled against membership in the World 
Court. Cleavages within the peace movement manifested themselves 
over neutrality legislation in the mid-1930s. Those differences became 
sharper when the Ludlow amendment was under consideration. Clark 
Eichelberger and Eleanor Roosevelt opposed the amendment, while 
Frederick Libby, Dorothy Detzer, and other pacifists threw their 
weight behind it. Much organized agitation in favor of the amendment 
came from pacifist and religious groups (the two often overlapped). 
Ludlow was not a pacifist, and neither were most of the others in the 
House and Senate who favored the war referendum amendment. By 
1938, pacifists who temporarily turned away from their traditional 
internationalism worked closely with isolationists. Both pacifists and 
isolationists recognized their differences and often felt uncomfortable 
working together. They cooperated, however, in the interests of non
involvement in foreign wars. Some isolationists (Gerald P. Nye, for 
example) held foreign policy views that differed little from those of 
leading pacifists (Frederick J. Libby, for example).7 And some whose 
personal values and perspectives were quite different (Socialist Nor
man Thomas and Colonel Charles A. Lindbergh, for example) 
developed respect and affection for each other in the course of their 
separate but shared efforts to oppose American intervention in 
foreign wars.
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With the outbreak o f the Sino-Japanese war in July, 1937, Con
gressman Ludlow and peace groups stepped up their efforts to win 
signatures to discharge petitions. On September 11, Ludlow wrote 
President Roosevelt commending him for warning Americans in 
China “ to leave the danger zones or otherwise remain at their own 
risk.”  He urged Roosevelt to issue “ a proclamation of neutrality 
directed to the two belligerent nations in the Orient.“  He believed that 
“ as a Christian nation we should arise above the sordid profits of war 
trade and we should not be a party, even indirectly to the slaughter of 
human beings which we are when we furnish munitions and loans to 
warring nations.”  Roosevelt responded in friendly but noncommital 
terms.'

When the second session o f Congress ended in August, they still 
had only 185 signatures on the discharge petition. By Monday morn
ing, December 12, there were 205 signatures—13 fewer than the 218 
required. Headlined news o f the sinking o f the Panay that day gave 
the Indiana congressman his chance. Within two days the additional 
signatures were forthcoming, the 218th provided by Republican Con
gressman Dudley A. White of Ohio.*

With House consideration o f Ludlow's discharge resolution 
scheduled for Monday, January 10, 1938, both proponents and op
ponents stepped up efforts to hold their congressmen in line and to 
win over those who might waver on the opposing side. The battle 
focused on the House of Representatives, but sympathetic senators on 
both sides tried to help. On November 30, under sponsorship of the 
National Council for the Prevention o f War, Senator Capper broad
cast from Washington, urging approval of the war referendum  
amendment. The Kansas Republican told his listeners: “ It is the peo
ple who fight the wars who offer their lives as a sacrifice in case of 
war. It is the people who pay the other terrible costs of war. So I say 
it is the people who are entitled to say when the United States should 
g o to w ar.” 10

In December, Ludlow announced the formation o f a National 
Committee for the War Referendum, under the chairmanship of Ma
jor General William C. Rivers (retired). In the statement issued with 
the announcement, General Rivers called the war referendum “ a wise 
and practical step for our people." He insisted that “ it would in no 
way interfere with or affect action for the defense of this country 
against attack," but “ it would prevent hasty action by the government 
in a moment of emotional stress." He believed “ the effect of the peo
ple having the right to vote on war would make any administration
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more hesitant to follow a line of policy likely to result in a war situa
tion .’*"

On January 9, 1938, fourteen church leaders released a statement 
supporting the war referendum amendment. The clergymen included 
Dr. John Haynes Holmes of Community Church of New York, Dr. 
Ernest F. Tittle of First Methodist in Evanston, the Reverend John N. 
Sayre o f the Fellowship of Reconciliation, Charles F. Boss of the 
Methodist Episcopal Church Commission on World Peace, the Rev
erend A. J. Muste o f Labor Temple, Dr. Albert W. Palmer o f 
Chicago Theological Seminary, and others. In their statement the 
clergymen contended that "as free men capable of choosing between 
right and wrong, they [the American voters] have the competence and 
should be given the opportunity to exercise freedom of choice on this 
m atter which affects their own welfare more vitally than any other 
choice they could make.’" 2

Still others battled to defeat the amendment. And just as support 
cut across sectional, party, ethnic, and religious lines, so did opposi
tion. Both Alf M. Landon of Kansas and Frank Knox of Illinois, the 
GOP presidential and vice-presidential candidates in 1936, opposed 
the Ludlow amendment." Frank Knox’s enthusiasm for the presi
dent’s foreign policies (and disdain for isolationism) was already 
beginning to overshadow his abhorrence o f Roosevelt’s New Deal. In 
his Chicago Daily News, Knox vigorously denounced the fifty-four 
Republicans who had signed the discharge petition (including the five 
from Illinois). He thought the "folly of the project itself is beyond 
definition and action of that sort right now in the face of our crisis 
with Japan is little short of treason.’’14 That portrayal of the isola
tionists as treasonous was a theme that was to be used with increasing 
frequency and effectiveness as the United States drew closer to in
volvement in World War II.

Former Secretary o f State Henry L. Stimson of New York re
corded his opposition to the Ludlow amendment in a letter published 
in the New York Times. In his memoirs a decade later, Stimson saw 
the movement for the war referendum amendment as "the  high point 
in the prewar self-deception of the American people.*’ The national 
commander o f the American Legion charged that the Ludlow amend
ment was "impracticable, would tend to destroy our whole plan of na
tional defense and without question would invite war.*’ The Veterans 
of Foreign Wars opposed the amendment on the grounds that it would 
"invite aggressor nations flagrantly to violate the rights of the United 
States’’ and would "lead to wars otherwise avoidable rather than be
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ing any assurance of peace." Not all isolationists favored the amend
ment. Republican Senator Arthur H. Vandenberg of Michigan wrote 
that " it  would be as sensible to require a town meeting before permit
ting the fire department to face a b laze."1’

The controversy over the Ludlow amendment highlighted foreign 
policy inclinations of metropolitan newspapers. Roosevelt had often 
complained that the press opposed him and his New Deal. But most 
leading metropolitan newspapers supported the president in opposi
tion to the Ludlow amendment and continued to support him on most 
of the positions he took on foreign policy issues thereafter. Among the 
many newspapers that came out against the Ludlow amendment were 
the New York Times, New York Herald Tribune, Christian Science 
M onitor, Washington Post, A tlanta Journal, New Orleans Times- 
Picayune, Los Angeles Times, San Francisco Chronicle, St. Louis 
Post-Dispatch, M inneapolis Tribune, M ilwaukee Journal, Detroit 
Free Press, Cincinnati Inquirer, and the Cleveland Plain Dealer. 
Roosevelt had a better press for his foreign policies during his second 
and third terms than he had had for his New Deal earlier.14

The Roosevelt administration threw its weight against considera
tion o f the Ludlow amendment. As Cordell Hull explained in his 
memoirs a decade later, he and the president saw the amendment as 
" a  disastrous move toward the most rigid form of isolationism" that 
would "hamstring the nation’s foreign policy." If it were adopted in 
the House, they feared " it  would indicate to the world that the nation 
no longer trusted the Administration to conduct its foreign affairs" 
and that it "would serve notice on the aggressor nations that they 
could take any action anywhere in the world in direct violation o f our 
rights and treaties, with little if any likelihood of any concrete reaction 
from W ashington.""

At the presidential press conference on December 17, a reporter 
asked Roosevelt whether he thought the Ludlow amendment was con
sistent with representative government. He responded with an em
phatic "N o !"  and declined to elaborate. On January 6, in a letter 
drafted in the State Department, the president wrote to Speaker o f the 
House William B. Bankhead o f Alabama opposing the war referen
dum amendment. Two days later Secretary Hull wrote to Democratic 
Congressman Sam D. McReynolds of Tennessee, chairman o f the 
House Committee on Foreign Affairs. Hull quoted a statement he had 
made to the press that "from  the standpoint o f promoting peace and 
keeping this country out of war, I am unable to see either the wisdom 
or practicability o f this proposal."1*
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On Sunday, January 9, the day before the House vote on the dis
charge resolution, the president telephoned James A. Farley, post
master general and chairman o f the Democratic National Committee. 
FDR knew the House vote the next day could be "very close." He 
asked Farley to do all he could " to  help defeat it. Call Hague and 
Kelly and get their delegations lined up. We must beat this resolution 
as it will tie our hands in dealing with international affairs." Farley 
promised to do all he could—and he did. "

As FDR had requested, Farley called Mayor Frank Hague of 
Jersey City and Mayor Edward J. Kelly of Chicago to solicit their 
help. Farley telephoned Democratic congressmen urging them to sup
port the administration. His efforts continued even as the vote got 
under way early Monday afternoon. Altogether he talked to seventy- 
eight legislators, most o f whom had signed the discharge petition. He 
tried unsuccessfully to reach thirty-two additional Democratic con
gressmen. Farley correctly guessed that most o f those he could not 
reach were avoiding him; nearly all of them voted against the ad
ministration on the issue in the House that afternoon.20

Shortly after the House met at noon on Monday, January 10, the 
speaker of the house recognized congressman Ludlow to begin the 
twenty-minute deliberations alloted to his resolution to discharge his 
war referendum amendment resolution (H .J. Res. 199) from commit
tee so it could be considered by the full House. Ludlow began with a 
brief statement in which he expressed hope that the debate would "be  
conducted without criminations and recriminations." Ludlow con
tended that the war referendum amendment could be " a  valuable con
tribution to the cause of peace" and " a  practical and dependable 
means o f keeping out of w ar."21

Opponents o f the war referendum amendment produced greater 
drama when Speaker o f the House William Bankhead stepped down 
from his place at the podium to take the floor. He called it "the  
gravest question that has been submitted to the Congress of the United 
States" during the more than twenty years he had served in the House. 
It was, he said, a "radical" and "revolutionary" "attack upon the 
fundamental basic principle of a representative democracy for a free 
people." He then dramatically read the letter he had received from 
"the  Chief Executive of this Nation, our Commander in Chief, a man 
who loves peace as passionately and devotedly as any man that 
breathes the air o f God in America this day or anywhere else in the 
world." In the letter Bankhead read to the House, Roosevelt de
scribed the proposed amendment as "impracticable in its application
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and incompatible with our representative form of governm ent/’ He 
expressed his conviction that the proposed amendment “ would cripple 
any President in his conduct o f our foreign relations, and it would en
courage other nations to believe that they could violate American 
rights with im punity/' Roosevelt conceded that sponsors of the 
amendment sincerely believed it would help keep the United States out 
of war. But the president was “ convinced it would have the opposite 
e ffec t/’”

Speaker Bankhead’s reading of the president’s letter overshad
owed all that followed. After only twenty minutes divided between op
ponents and proponents, the House voted. The totals were 188 in 
favor of the discharge resolution, 209 opposed; 4 voted “ present/* 
and 30 did not vote. The discharge resolution failed.”

Those who saw the vote as evidence of formidable isolationist 
strength pointed out that a shift of only eleven votes would have 
reversed the outcome. The Ludlow forces won more that 47 percent of 
the y e a /n ay  votes cast. In reality, however, there was never the 
slightest possibility that the war referendum amendment could have 
become a part of the Constitution. The letters from President Roose
velt and Secretary Hull might have been enough by themselves to 
defeat the discharge resolution. Thirty-four of the congressmen that 
Farley telephoned (most o f whom had signed the discharge petition) 
voted against the resolution. Some had no strong opinions on the mat
ter and willingly acceded to the administration’s wishes. Others per
sonally favored the Ludlow amendment, had strong constituent 
pressures for the amendment, or had put themselves on record for the 
amendment so unequivocally that it was awkward for them to vote as 
the administration wished. But some of them did nonetheless. In addi
tion, two o f the individuals Farley called cooperated by not voting 
(not casting the affirmative votes they had intended). Farley's efforts 
were as effective as they were largely because he was speaking on 
behalf of the president. But Vice-President John Nance Garner prob
ably was correct when he told the cabinet meeting that Farley turned 
the tide against the discharge resolution/4

Even if the House had approved the resolution, there was no 
possibility that the war referendum amendment would have won two- 
thirds majorities in both houses of Congress over the opposition of the 
Roosevelt administration. And if it had, there still would have re
mained the task of winning approval in three-fourths of the states. 
The Ludlow amendment never had a chance. Isolationist and pacifist 
strength along with Ludlow’s persistence gave the idea its brief mo-
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ment at center stage. But the finality with which it was struck down 
was more significant. The tide was beginning to turn in the contest 
between Roosevelt and the isolationists.

Ludlow in the House and La Follette, Capper, Nye, Bone, Frazier, 
Shipstead, Wheeler, and others in the Senate continued their efforts 
on behalf of war referendum resolutions from 1938 through 1941. But 
they had no chance for success. In October, 1939, Senator La Follette 
proposed an advisory war referendum as an amendment to pending 
neutrality legislation, but the Senate rejected it by a vote of seventy- 
three to seventeen. In 1941, the noninterventionist America First 
Committee urged approval of resolutions calling for an advisory 
referendum on war or peace. But none of those resolutions ever got 
out o f committee, reached the floor of either house, or was voted on 
in either house of Congress.2’

The vote on the discharge resolution not only revealed the presi
dent's growing power versus isolationists’, it also threw light on sec
tional and political patterns that were essential to Roosevelt’s ultimate 
triumph over the isolationists. The patterns were quite different from 
those that had accomplished his New Deal earlier. Proportionately, 
the discharge resolution won its greatest strength in the Great Plains 
and upper Mississippi Valley. All the representatives from Kansas, 
South Dakota, North Dakota, and Wisconsin voted for the discharge 
resolution. In Minnesota and Nebraska only one representative each 
voted against the resolution. All the Farmer-Labor party represen
tatives from Minnesota and all the Progressive party representatives 
from Wisconsin voted for the discharge resolution. In striking con
trast, only 17 percent of the representatives from the South voted for 
the resolution, and only about 35 percent from Middle Atlantic states 
voted for it. New England and the Far West divided their votes almost 
equally for and against the resolution. Three-fourths of the Re
publican congressmen voted for the discharge resolution, while nearly 
two-thirds of the Democrats voted against it.2* Those general patterns 
prevailed on most foreign policy issues from 1938 through 1941.

Congressman Ludlow and his colleagues hoped the war referen
dum amendment would give the people sufficient power to check the 
war-making proclivities of munitions makers, financiers, militarists, 
and the president. Implicit in their perspective was the conviction that 
if the United States did not meddle in distant parts of the world, it 
could successfully defend itself militarily in the Western Hemisphere. 
But Ludlow and other isolationists had conceptions o f America's 
military and naval requirements that were quite different from those
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of Roosevelt and his advisors. Writing to his son James just ten days 
after the House vote, the president explained: “ National defense 
represents too serious a danger, especially in these modern times 
where distance has been annihilated, to permit delay and our danger 
lies in things like the Ludlow Amendment which appeal to people 
who, frankly, have no conception of what modern war, with or with
out a declaration of war, involves.“  In that same letter, Roosevelt also 
contended that popular passions, when aroused, could be a force for 
war just as surely as they might be for peace. In reference to the 
Spanish-American War, he saw William McKinley as “ a weak Presi
dent“  and the conflict “ an unnecessary war.“  As Roosevelt saw it, 
“ Under a Ludlow proposition, we would have gone to war anyway. If 
we had happened to have a strong President, he could have averted 
war. So you see it works both ways.” 27



Chapter 18

Naval Preparation

On Sunday, November 28, 1937, Franklin D. Roosevelt had traveled 
by rail south from Washington to Florida to spend a few days on a 
fishing cruise in waters off Miami. The president was tired. He had 
been troubled by a badly infected tooth. On shipboard he had read, 
worked on his stamps, rested, and reflected. He had enjoyed his com
panions, did some fishing, and was exceptionally lucky in poker. His 
spirits and vitality had revived as the days passed pleasantly. He 
seemed refreshed by the time he got back to his desk in December.

But more than a bad tooth and weariness had troubled the presi
dent. Secretary of Interior Harold Ickes was included in the presi
dent's party and was " a  good deal worried about the President" on 
the trip. On the train from Washington to Miami, FDR "looked bad 
and he seemed listless." Ickes thought he had "the  appearance of a 
man who had more or less given up ."  At the last cabinet meeting of 
the year, after Roosevelt's return from his cruise and after the special 
session of Congress had adjourned, Vice-President John Nance 
Garner bluntly said, "Before you went to Florida, Mr. President, you 
were both scared and tired. You were willing to give up on taxation, 
on holding companies." The economy was suffering a serious reces
sion. Things were not going well in Congress. Roosevelt got none of 
the New Deal legislation he had sought from the special session. 
Secretary Ickes and Assistant Attorney General Robert H. Jackson 
worried that Roosevelt might back off from the administration's anti- 
monopoly efforts and New Deal reforms; Postmaster General James 
Farley, Vice-President Garner, and others were worried that he was 
further alienating businessmen and thereby slowing recovery and 
damaging the administration politically. The presidency was a terrible 
responsibility. It was particularly frustrating and discouraging for



Roosevelt on the domestic front in November and December, 1937.' 
And then there was the world scene.

On November 10, 1937, Roosevelt had written Commander 
George C. Sweet in New York State: “ If it were only what they call the 
‘domestic situation,* I would be a lot happier because I know it is not 
as desperate as a good many people make out and because I know that 
given time the center o f the hurricane is going to pass around us and 
disappear to windward. But on top of all this I am really worried 
about world affairs. The dictator nations find their bluffs are not be
ing called and that encourages other nations to play the same game. 
Perhaps you will be back in uniform yet—and thank the Lord the 
Navy and, incidentally, the Army, have made a lot of real progress in 
the past four years.” * Roosevelt did not want war abroad, armaments 
at home, or involvement by the United States in conflagrations 
anywhere. But facing up to the dangers abroad was more challenging 
and envigorating for Roosevelt (and for millions o f American people) 
than suffering the squabbling, frustrations, and reverses on the 
domestic scene. It was also better politics.

The Sino-Japanese war and mounting tensions in Europe moved 
the Roosevelt administration to step up its naval building program. 
The adoption of that program further alienated isolationists and 
demonstrated the president's growing power compared to them. 
Roosevelt never failed to get from Congress what he asked for in the 
way of naval authorizations and appropriations. Some isolationists 
supported his moves to build naval power, but others fought him all 
the way. They lost.

Roosevelt had loved the seas and ships since childhood and was 
convinced of the importance of sea power long before he served as 
assistant secretary of navy during World War I. As president he 
demonstrated continuing interest, knowledge, and activity on behalf 
o f American naval power. Though he pressed for armament limita
tions, FDR was displeased that the United States had failed to main
tain its fleet at levels permitted by the naval limitations treaties o f 1922 
and 1930. He had not yet completed his first year in the White House 
when he allocated $238 million in Public Works Administration funds 
for naval construction. He won enactment of the Vinson-Trammel 
naval construction bill o f 1934, and more in the years that followed. 
He emphasized that construction was necessary to reach treaty levels 
and to replace obsolete equipment. When Japan gave notice that it 
would end the Washington and London naval treaties in 1936, when it
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began building beyond treaty levels, and when it warred against China 
in 1937, President Roosevelt made his move.’

At the cabinet meeting on December 10 (the first after Roosevelt’s 
return from Florida), the discussion focused largely on foreign affairs. 
Secretary o f State Hull and the president both spoke out at the 
meeting in favor of building American naval power. On December 28, 
the president alerted the chairman of the House Appropriations Com
mittee that he might have to increase and speed America’s naval con
struction program. Roosevelt began his annual message to Congress 
on January 3, 1938, by emphasizing that “ in a world of high tension 
and disorder, in a world where stable civilization is actually threat
ened," the United States must keep “ adequately strong in self- 
defense." In his budget message that same day he warned that world 
conditions might make it necessary for him “ to request additional 
appropriations for national defense."4

On January 28, 1938, President Roosevelt presented his special na
tional defense message to Congress. In it he referred to his continuing 
diplomatic efforts to limit armaments—and the failure of those ef
forts. He reported that armaments were increasing “ at an un
precedented and alarming rate" and that “ at least one-fourth of the 
world’s population is involved in merciless devastating conflict." In 
that alarming situation he found it his duty to report that America’s 
national defense was “ inadequate for purposes of national security 
and requires increase for that reason." He asked that “ the existing 
authorized building program for increases and replacements in the 
Navy be increased by 20 percent." He also asked Congress to 
“ authorize and appropriate for the laying down of two additional bat
tleships and two additional cruisers during the calendar year 1938" 
and for funds for newer types of small ships. In addition, the presi
dent asked Congress “ to enact legislation aimed at the prevention of 
profiteering in time o f war and the equalization o f the burdens of 
possible w ar."

Explaining his program, the president told Congress, “ Adequate 
defense means that for the protection not only o f our coasts but also 
of our communities far removed from the coast, we must keep any po
tential enemy many hundred miles away from our continental limits." 
He warned that the United States could not “ assume that our defense 
would be limited to one ocean and one coast and that the other ocean 
and the other coast would with certainty be safe. We cannot be certain 
that the connecting link, the Panama Canal, would be safe." He



promised that protection of the United States would “ be based not on 
aggression but on defense.'”  The president's messages in January, 
1938, called for the largest peacetime naval and military appropria
tions in American history to that time. Congress approved the military 
authorizations and appropriations he requested. But the president was 
no more successful in winning legislation to prevent “ profiteering in 
time of war’* and “ equalization of the burdens of possible w ar'' than 
the Senate Munitions Investigating Committee and its members had 
been earlier. And he focused much less energy on those matters than 
they had.

Isolationists endorsed military and naval forces adequate to de
fend the United States against foreign attacks in the Western Hemi
sphere. Those from coastal states (Atlantic and Pacific) and from in
dustrial states were more likely to favor naval preparedness than those 
from inland and agricultural states. Democratic Senator David I. 
Walsh o f Massachusetts, chairman of the Naval Affairs Committee, 
shared Roosevelt’s big navy views. In a spirited peroration on behalf 
o f the Vinson-Trammel naval bill of 1934, Hiram Johnson of Califor
nia told the Senate that any man from his part o f the country who did 
not favor building up to treaty limits did not understand “ what may 
occur in the great Pacific and in the Orient within a brief period in the 
future." Johnson gloried in the great American navy and said the 
Roosevelt administration deserved “ the very highest praise" for urg
ing Congress to adopt the naval construction bill. And he voted the 
way he spoke. So did Senators Frederick Steiwer of Oregon, Homer 
Bone of Washington, Robert Reynolds o f North Carolina, Millard 
Tydings of Maryland, John Townsend of Delaware, Warren Barbour 
o f New Jersey, David Walsh of Massachusetts, Wallace White of 
Maine, and Arthur Vandenberg of Michigan. Seventy-eight percent of 
the senators present and voting cast their votes for the administra
tion’s Vinson-Trammel bill of 1934.* During the Roosevelt years the 
minority in opposition generally could not win much more than the 
eighteen negative votes it managed to corral that time. And even in 
their opposition isolationists emphatically denied that they were 
pacifists or that they opposed building adequate defenses for the 
United States.

Nonetheless, most leading isolationists challenged the necessity, 
motives, and consequences o f very large military preparations, par
ticularly naval construction. They feared that the Roosevelt ad
ministration wanted a large navy, not for defense, but for meddling in 
foreign wars thousands o f miles from American shores. None o f them
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believed America's first line o f defense lay in Europe or Asia. They 
believed that Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy, and militarist Japan could 
not successfully attack a prepared America in the Western Hemi
sphere. They insisted that excessive military and naval preparations 
provoked armament races, international tensions, and war. They par
ticularly emphasized that American naval construction worsened rela
tions with Japan, strengthened the military in Japan, and provoked 
that Asian country into further construction and expansion.

Isolationist leaders suspected that many who wanted larger 
military and naval forces for the United States were serving selfish 
interests other than national defense and security. Even before the 
munitions investigation, they charged that military appropriations 
were designed to line the pockets of shipbuilders and munitions 
makers. They feared the influence of professional military and naval 
officers who wanted expensive new trinkets to play with. And by the 
latter part o f the 1930s they accused President Roosevelt o f using 
naval and military expenditures to combat the domestic depression 
that his New Deal had failed to end.

Those misgivings about naval appropriations were by no means 
limited to Congress. In February, 1934, the White House referred to 
the State Department more than two hundred letters and telegrams a 
day that it received on the Vinson-Trammel bill. Jay Pierrepont Mof
fat reported to Secretary Hull that nearly all of those communications 
opposed the naval bill on the grounds that the money should be spent 
more constructively, the expenditures were not consistent with Amer
ica’s disarmament goals, and naval armaments would not preserve 
peace. According to Moffat the letters and telegrams came from all 
parts of the country, from all social classes, and were “ usually hand 
written and in individual styles." Hull forwarded M offat's report to 
the president without comment.7

Opposition, in Congress and out, to the administration’s military 
and naval proposals persisted each year during Roosevelt’s first term 
in office and on into his second term. But he always got what he asked 
for on the issue from Congress, despite opposition maneuvers and 
orations. For example, only eleven senators voted against the ad
ministration's naval appropriations bill in 1937. Hugo Black of Ala
bama was the only southern senator and the only senator from a 
coastal state to vote in opposition. The other ten were Senators 
William Bulow of South Dakota, Arthur Capper of Kansas, Bennett 
Champ Clark of Missouri, Lynn Frazier of North Dakota, Rush Holt 
of West Virginia, Edwin C. Johnson of Colorado, Robert La Follette



of Wisconsin, Ernest Lundeen of Minnesota, Gerald P. Nye of North 
Dakota, and Elbert D. Thomas of Utah. Six of the eleven were 
Democrats, three Republicans, one a Progressive, and one a Farmer- 
Laborite.'

In 1938, isolationists quickly established their positions on the 
president’s naval proposals. Among the more prominent and impor
tant in those initial moves were Senators George W. Norris of 
Nebraska, Gerald P. Nye of North Dakota, and Hiram W. Johnson 
of California, along with Congressman Louis Ludlow of Indiana.

Senator Norris unexpectedly came out in favor of enlarged naval 
construction even before President Roosevelt presented his message to 
Congress. No one in either house of Congress had more bona fide and 
respected isolationist credentials than Norris. His opposition to 
American involvement in foreign wars and alliances preceded his vote 
against entry into World War 1 and his opposition to the Versailles 
treaty. He did not abandon those positions in the two decades that 
followed World War I. Nonetheless, in 1937-38, Norris began to edge 
a bit away from his earlier perspectives. He revealed that gradual and 
limited shift in a statement carried in newspapers on New Year’s Day, 
January 1, 1938, commenting on Roosevelt’s indications that he might 
seek additional naval construction. Norris said that with Japan ’’run- 
ning amuck,”  the United States should maintain a strong navy and 
’’must not decrease”  its naval expenditures. The seventy-six-year-old 
progressive said the United States should firmly maintain the rights of 
American citizens in China.'

Norris's comments pleased Roosevelt and internationalists, but 
provoked disappointed and even angry responses from pacifists and 
isolationists who had admired and supported him over the years. In 
countless long letters the senator explained and defended his changing 
perspectives. He emphasized that circumstances were different in 1938 
from what they had been in World War 1, and those changed cir
cumstances called for different responses. He still wanted ’’the limita
tion of armaments, and a decrease instead o f an increase o f the 
amount of money expended for armaments.”  But he could not close 
his eyes “ to what has been going on in the world.”  As he explained in 
a letter to a Nebraska constituent: “ The size of our navy must 
necessarily depend somewhat upon the size of the navies o f other 
countries. Recent events have shown that some countries, particularly 
Japan, have no respect for anything except force.”  In his view, “ A 
war with Japan would be a war upon the sea. Neither her army nor
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ours would be used, in all probability.”  Norris feared that there was 
“ a secret agreement between Japan, Italy, and Germany, and that 
they will help one another in the conquest which they contemplate, 
and that they will stand together as a unit.”  He thought it “ imperative 
for us to make some preparation, at least for our own protection, 
against any such unreasonable and unwarranted attack as may come 
from Japan, or from a combination of nations similar to Japan.”  In a 
letter to Yale's Professor Edwin M. Borchard, the old progressive 
underscored his moral abhorence of Japan’s actions. “ The slaughter 
by Japan of hundreds of thousands of innocent people, many of them 
women and children, is so repugnant to me that I cannot refrain from 
expressing my condemnation of the course she had pursued and is pur
suing.” '®

Senator Norris was virtually alone among leading isolationists in 
thus modifying his views on the issue. It is impossible to enter the hid
den recesses of his mind to determine why he moved in different pat
terns from fellow isolationists. From a cynical perspective one might 
argue that Roosevelt had bought Norris with the Tennessee Valley 
Authority and with continuing political support for the senator and 
his progressive program. But Norris had too much integrity; he could 
not be bought—not even by FDR with TVA. From an internationalist 
perspective one might reason that Norris simply commanded the in
telligence, realism, wisdom, and compassion to see what was happen
ing in world affairs as they were and to adjust his perspectives to those 
changing circumstances.

Roosevelt surely was part of the explanation for the senator's 
course. No progressive isolationist won Roosevelt’s warm affection 
more than Norris did in the 1930s. The dynamic New York patrician 
and the old Nebraska progressive had countless relaxed conversations 
on many subjects over the years. Norris helped educate FDR on pro- 
gressivism, and Roosevelt helped educate Norris on international 
politics. The senator had found ample reason to trust and respect the 
president’s wisdom and good faith. Roosevelt never won over Borah, 
Johnson, Wheeler, Capper or Nye on foreign affairs; to a degree he 
did win Norris. Conceivably, Norris’s statement to the press may have 
been a part o f the administration’s groundwork for its navy pro
posals; Senator Key Pittman made a similar statement two days before 
Norris commented. Ironically, however, after the Senate concluded its 
deliberations and after overwhelming approval was assured, Norris 
voted against the administration’s navy bill on May 3, 1938.11



In the Senate no one spoke longer or battled more earnestly against 
the administration’s naval program than Gerald P. Nye. In a radio ad
dress nearly two weeks before President Roosevelt submitted his 
special message to Congress, Senator Nye described the navy as “ an 
outstanding illustration of bureaucracy that grows and grows, regard
less of whether the additional ships asked for are actually necessary to 
our defense or not.’’ He insisted that enlargement of the navy was not 
necessary for defense and that an enemy could not successfully attack 
the United States. He charged that the administration’s big naval con
struction program was “ part of a campaign of getting the United 
States ready for a slaughter of its men on foreign fields.’" 2

Nye never slackened his efforts, either in organizing the opposition 
or in speaking out against the administration’s proposals. Late in 
April, as the Senate vote drew near, he and others delayed action by 
their prolonged orations. Much of what he and others said he sum
marized briefly for the Senate on April 20: “ I want my country ade
quately prepared at any hour successfully to defend itself against any 
attack, singly or jointly, by a foreign foe or fo es .. . .  I think we have 
such a degree of preparedness to d ay .. . .  What is proposed in addition 
to what we have is most emphatically a preparation, not to defend 
ourselves, but to carry on aggressive warfare thousands of miles away 
from the shores and the homes for which national defense should be 
provided.’’ A week later he told the Senate: “ Our naval program-must 
of necessity be linked directly with our foreign policy. If our foreign 
policy . . .  is one which dictates the need for an increase of one and a 
quarter billion dollars in our Naval Establishment, I say that that 
foreign policy is one which directly jeopardizes the future of America. 
In that event the policy is one which contemplates fully and complete
ly America’s participation in other people’s w ars .'"1

By 1938, old Hiram Johnson o f California no longer had the 
health, strength, and energy to match young Nye’s pace. But none got 
to the core of the issue from an isolationist perspective more effec
tively than Johnson did. The day after the president submitted his 
special message to Congress, Johnson wrote his son that Roosevelt 
“ slowly but surely is taking us into a league of nations. . . . While I 
favor a big Navy, I am sdmewhat alarmed by his activity in that direc
tion now. We may need it to whip the Japs, but we don’t need it as an 
auxiliary of Great Britain.’’ Two days later on January 31, the old 
California Republican rose briefly in the Senate to ask in connection 
with the president’s naval message “ what the foreign policy o f the
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United States is." He thought “ the Senate ought to assert itself and 
learn the foreign policy of the United States before it embarks on a 
journey which parallels one we took in 1917.” 14

The following day Senator Key Pittman took the floor in his 
capacity as chairman o f the Foreign Relations Committee. He told 
Johnson that when Roosevelt first took office in 1933, “ he announced 
what 1 consider the fundamental foreign policy of our Government— 
noninterference and nonintervention in the affairs of other govern
m ents." Pittman said he knew “ of no instance so far of that policy be
ing violated." Johnson found Pittman’s assurances at odds with the 
president’s quarantine speech, however, and Pittman conceded that 
he was speaking for himself and was not authorized to speak for the 
administration. Senator Borah underscored Johnson's misgivings by 
citing the British secretary of foreign affairs who had told the House 
o f Commons, according to Borah, that the United States and Britain 
had “ an understanding or relationship" and were daily “ in consulta
tion with reference to our foreign policy." Borah said “ we want no 
alliance, open or secret, written or oral, and furthermore we do not 
want the world to think we have any such alliance.’’"

A week later Johnson formally introduced Senate Resolution 229 
asking the Secretary o f State “ (a) whether or not any alliance, agree
ment, or understanding exists or is contemplated with Great Britain 
relating to war or the possibility of war; (b) whether or not there is any 
understanding or agreement, express or implied, for use of the Navy 
of the United States in conjunction with any other nation; (c) whether 
or not there is any understanding or agreement, express or implied, 
with any nation, that the United States Navy, or any portion of it, 
should police or patrol or be transferred to any particular waters or 
any particular ocean." Without waiting for the Senate to act on 
Johnson’s resolution, on February 8, Hull answered an unequivocal 
no to each of Johnson’s questions. Hull sent his letter less than a 
month after President Roosevelt’s secret idea for a joint Anglo- 
American long-distance naval blockade of Japan had been torpedoed 
by Prime Minister Chamberlain in England and by continued isola
tionist strength in the United States. Johnson accepted Hull’s response 
without question. And the chairman of the Naval Affairs Committee, 
David I. Walsh of Massachusetts, hoped the Johnson-Hull exchange 
would “ be effective in quieting the claim of a naval alliance and mak
ing the issue solely what it ought to be—whether the time has come for 
a reasonable expansion of our Navy in the interest of our own in



surance, and not an adventure into a naval program which may be in
volved with or part of an agreement or understanding with other 
powers.” “

Two days later, however, Johnson again took the floor. He feared 
that he and the secretary o f state had been “ taken for a ride,”  and 
that “ perhaps something was in the wind” that neither o f them knew 
about. “ Events occurring since the resolution was presented”  led 
Johnson to that view. He reemphasized that he “ was for a good Navy, 
a large Navy,”  but he was “ not for this Navy of ours being used in 
connection with any other country on earth.”  He was “ not for any 
alliance with any other country on earth.”  Writing to his son after the 
exchange, Johnson indicated that, following Hull’s response, he had 
learned “ that there really was a ’gentlemen's agreement’ between us 
and Great Britain, in relation to the disposition of our fleet in case 
hostilities broke out,”  but that “ it is very likely that it consists of an 
oral agreement which was noted by the parties and not in any formal 
writing.”  In all of that, the nationalist Johnson felt uncomfortable 
“ that a lot of pacifists are taking the position”  that he had taken; he 
did not “ want to be mixed up with them” and reemphasized that he 
“ was for a big Navy,”  but “ wanted no alliances at this time.” ”

From the House of Representatives Democratic Congressman 
Louis Ludlow of Indiana raised a similar question. In a letter to Hull 
he asked whether the naval increases were needed for defense of the 
American homeland and territories, or whether any naval forces were 
to be used in cooperation with any other country in any part of the 
world. Hull replied that the ships were needed for the national defense 
of the United States and its possessions, that they would help keep the 
United States out of war, and that “ in our foreign policy there is not 
any disposition or intent to engage in warfare.”  But he also insisted 
that the United States should continue to try to contribute to peace, 
order, and security in the world. Hull wrote: “ This Government care
fully avoids, on the one hand, extreme internationalism with its 
political entanglements, and, on the other, extreme isolation, with its 
tendency to cause other nations to believe that this nation is more or 
less afraid; that while avoiding any alliances or entangling com
mitments, it is appropriate and advisable, when this and other coun
tries have common interests and common objectives, for this Govern
ment to exchange information with Governments of other countries, 
to confer with those Governments, and, where practicable, to proceed 
on parallel lines, but reserving always the fullest freedom of judgment 
and right of independence of action.” “
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In his memoirs a decade later, Hull described the Johnson resolu
tion and the Ludlow letter as *'samples of the suspicion that dogged 
our every step toward international cooperation." He wrote that in its 
foreign policies the administration "sought to keep reasonably ahead 
o f public opinion, even while seeking to educate public opinion to the 
importance of our position in the world and to the fatal fallacy of 
isolating ourselves. But we could not get too far ahead. To do so 
brought an inevitable reaction and made the situation worse than 
before because it caused the aggressor governments to believe that our 
people would not follow us in any strong action in the foreign Held.'"* 

In addition to Norris, Nye, Johnson, Borah, Walsh, and Ludlow, 
many other isolationists actively participated in consideration of 
Roosevelt’s naval program in 1938. Senators Arthur H. Vandenberg of 
Michigan, Robert M. La Follette of Wisconsin, and Lynn J. Frazier of 
North Dakota, among others, spoke out. But the outcome was never 
in doubt in either house of Congress. On March 21, the House of 
Representatives approved the bill by a vote of 294 to 100—nearly 75 
percent voting for the proposal. On May 3, the Senate approved it 56 
to 28—exactly two-thirds o f those voting approving the resolution. 
Senators Hiram Johnson and Burton Wheeler were absent, but 
Johnson had indicated that if present, he would have voted for the 
resolution while Wheeler would have voted against it. The 28 negative 
votes included seventeen Democrats, seven Republicans, two Farmer- 
Laborites, one Progressive, and one Independent Republican. None 
of the senators from the five Great Plains states voted for the resolu
tion (Democrat Edward Burke of Nebraska was absent). None of the 
four senators from Minnesota and Wisconsin voted for the resolution 
(and none of the four was a Republican). Only 8 of the 28 votes were 
from east of the Mississippi River. Only 3 of the votes came from 
coastal states—1 each from Oregon, Delaware, and North Carolina. 
Only 3 votes came from the South; none from New England. Among 
those voting against the administration’s naval resolution were 
Senators Borah, Capper, Clark, Frazier, Holt, Johnson o f Colorado, 
La Follette, Lundeen, McNary, Norris, Nye, Pope, Shipstead, Town
send, and Vandenberg.10 They were beaten. And they were beaten on 
every other major military and naval appropriation and authorization 
sought by the Roosevelt administration before and during World War 
II.



Chapter 19

Kennedy, Lindbergh, 
Roosevelt, and Munich

Japanese assaults on China shocked Americans. Mussolini’s Italian 
conquest of Ethiopia and his military aid to Franco in Spain alarmed 
them. But it was Nazi Germany under the dictatorship of Adolf 
Hitler that most frightened and shockecTthe moral sensibïïîfies~üf" 
Europeans and Americans alike. Many in Europe and* the TJnïïed 
Sratës “shared Hitler'S äffll-COmmunist views and sympathized to a 
degree with part of his resentment of the Versailles settlement. But 
Hitler’s vicious anti-Semitism, his brutal totalitarianism, his militar
ism, his chauvinism, and his terrifying expansionism challenged all 
who treasured democracy, religious tolerance, individual freedom, 
peace, and security. That the three aggressor states might join forces 
was an alarming possibility that few could lightly dismiss. And it was 
by no means certain that the fanatic Hitler and his Nazis could be 
dealt with in normal, civilized, rational ways.

Officially, Hitler had come to power through legal and constitu
tional means in January, 1933. But he quickly converted the Weimar 
Republic into a Nazi dictatorship and quashed all opposition. He sup
pressed Jews, promised to eliminate indignities that the Versailles 
treaty had imposed on Germany, and determined to reestablish Ger
many’s place in Europe and the world. Germany withdrew from the 
League of Nations and the World Disarmament Conference. By 193S, 
Germany under Hitler’s leadership was rapidly rearming in violation 
o f the Versailles treaty. In 1936, his still-weak forces remilitarized the 
Rhineland in violation of existing treaties. He shared with Mussolini 
in aiding Franco's Nationalists in the Spanish civil war (and in the pro
cess tested German men, military equipment, and tactics). Those 
alarming developments, however, were only preludes for even more 
terrifying crises in 1938 and after.

In March, 1938, Hitler bullied Chancellor Kurt von Schuschnigg



into acquiescing in the military moves incorporating Austria into 
greater Germany. Italy’s Mussolini felt uneasy as the Anschluss ex
tended Germany to Italy's borders at the Brenner Pass, but he stood 
firm with Hitler, and the bond between the dictators grew stronger. At 
the Munich conference at the end of September, after a succession of 
crises and war scares, Hitler badgered Britain’s Neville Chamberlain 
and France’s Edouard Daladier into yielding Czechoslovakia's 
German-populated Sudetenland to Germany. Each o f his military and 
territorial moves through 1938 conceivably could be seen as steps to 
right the wrongs of Versailles. In March, 1939, however, when Hitler 
violated his Munich promises and dismembered the rest of Czecho
slovakia, he had gone beyond any possible Versailles rationale. Ap
peasement had run its course—and had failed. Even Britain’s Cham
berlain could find no further hope for appeasement in coping with 
Hitler’s seemingly insatiable demands.1

Both the Anschluss and Munich in 1938 were products of Euro
pean statecraft and diplomacy; the United States and its leaders 
played only marginal roles. Nonetheless, certain Americans (both 
private citizens and government officials) participated in the develop
ments. From President Roosevelt on down, their actions generally had 
the effects of encouraging appeasement in efforts to avoid war. Two 
Americans (one an ambassador and the other a private citizen) were to 
emerge from the crucible as prominent spokesmen for American isola
tionism and noninterventionism before Pearl Harbor. Those two were 
Joseph P. Kennedy, United States ambassador to Great Britain from 
1938 through 1940, and Colonel Charles A. Lindbergh, America's 
most famous aviation hero.

Born in Boston in 1888 of Irish Catholic descent, Joseph P. Ken
nedy demonstrated a striking genius for making money. He attended 
Boston Latin School and graduated from Harvard in 1912. Both his 
father and father-in-law had been active in Democratic politics, and 
Kennedy shared their interest. A bright, talented, aggressive, and 
sometimes ruthless financier and entrepreneur, Kennedy was a bank 
president by the age of 25. His involvement in shipbuilding during 
World War I brought his first contacts with then Assistant Secretary 
of Navy Franklin D. Roosevelt. With foresight (and luck) he managed 
to survive the stock market crash more successfully than most. His 
talent for financial manipulation that made him a multimillionaire 
was matched by devotion to his large family of four sons and five 
daughters.

Kennedy was drawn into the Roosevelt political camp even before
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the nominating conventions o f 1932. He contributed generously of his 
money and energies campaigning with and for Roosevelt both in 1932 
and 1936. The president rewarded him by naming him to head the new 
Securities and Exchange Commission in 1934 and as chairman of the 
United States Maritime Commission in 1937.1

With the resignation and death o f Robert W. Bingham late in 
1937, President Roosevelt appointed Kennedy to serve as United 
States ambassador to Great Britain, a position he filled during the 
crucial years from 1938 through 1940. Kennedy’s lack of diplomatic 
experience did not make the appointment unusual; the position had 
never gone to career foreign service officers and usually had been a 
patronage appointment rewarding a wealthy member of the majority 
party. It was unusual, however, to name an Irish-American Catholic 
to the position, especially at a time when Anglo-American accord was 
so important to both countries.

The appointment won quick approval when submitted to the 
Senate in January, 1938. Kennedy did his homework in conferences 
with Roosevelt, Hull, and State Department officials. The president 
encouraged him to communicate directly with him, not just through 
State Department channels—and Kennedy did not hesitate to follow 
that procedure. Jay Pierrepont Moffat, chief o f the Division of Euro
pean Affairs in the State Department, encouraged him to broaden the 
embassy’s contacts and to include analysis, interpretation, and fore
casting in his reports to Washington. The new ambassador presented 
his credentials on March 8, 1938, just as Europe faced Nazi Ger
many’s imminent take-over of Austria.1

Kennedy got off to a good start in London despite his inexperience 
in foreign affairs. British leaders found his warmth, energy, and en
thusiasm engaging and refreshing. His attractive family, and the hole- 
in-one he shot in golf shortly after his arrival, did not detract from his 
appeal.4 He entertained lavishly and was soon much at home (and 
graciously accepted) in leadership circles in and out of government. 
He quickly established good relations with Prime Minister Neville 
Chamberlain and with Britain’s new Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax. 
He found himself in tune with their appeasement policies, and they 
welcomed his encouragement and support.

Three days after presenting his credentials, the new ambassador 
wrote to Roosevelt giving his reactions to European and British 
developments. He thought Austria’s Chancellor Schuschnigg would 
“ eventually give in unless there is some indication that France and 
England are prepared to back him up’’—which they were not. Hitler
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and Mussolini had “ done so very well for themselves by bluffing" 
that, in Kennedy’s opinion, they were “ not going to stop bluffing un
til somebody very sharply calls their bluff." Commenting on the 
resignation o f Eden from Chamberlain's cabinet, Kennedy wrote that 
“ Eden maintained a policy always looking at the outside o f Britain 
and Chamberlain makes his policy looking at the political situation 
here." The ambassador was “ thoroughly convinced" that the United 
States “ would be very foolish to try to mix in ."5 With neither Britain, 
France, the United States, President Roosevelt, Secretary Hull, nor 
the American people prepared to take a strong and effective stand in 
defense o f Austria's continued independence, Kennedy's thoughts in 
his letter to  Roosevelt could hardly have seemed inappropriate.

For all of that, however, neither President Roosevelt nor Secretary 
Hull approved what was happening to Austria. Ambassador Sir 
Ronald Lindsay reported to the British Foreign Office that “ the Presi
dent’s mind is strongly anti-German and is revolted at what the Ger
man Government are doing but that at the same time he fully ap
preciated limitations which public opinion places on his policies and 
actions."4

Secretary Hull was troubled by what he considered isolationist 
statements that Ambassador Kennedy proposed to include in his first 
major speech in England. Kennedy had worked hard preparing his 
speech for a dinner meeting o f the Pilgrim Club and submitted its text 
to the State Department for approval in advance. The secretary of 
state thought it too isolationist and at odds with a speech he himself 
proposed to deliver about the same time. At Hull’s request the presi
dent reviewed and approved revisions suggested by the State Depart
ment. Hull cabled Kennedy that “ with the President's approval" he 
was making a speech that would “ set forth as our Government policy 
our effort to avoid the extremes of isolationism and internationalism 
. . .  and, while having no idea of policing the world, indicating that we 
should cooperate in every practical way with peace seeking nations in 
the establishment of these principles." Roosevelt suggested that Hull 
inform Kennedy: “ I have shown this to the President and he heartily 
approves.’"

The new American ambassador had the audacity, however, to tele
phone across the Atlantic to ask Hull to postpone his address. Some 
suspected that Kennedy wanted Hull’s speech canceled “ in order that 
his own which was more isolationist in trend would receive a better 
play." Hull consulted Roosevelt and won the president’s agreement 
“ that domestic considerations outweighed the foreign ones." That is,
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Roosevelt and Hull believed it was essential to try to move the Amer
ican people away from isolationism. Hull delivered his address in the 
United States on Thursday, March 17; Kennedy delivered his speech in 
London the next day. Erupting during Kennedy’s first month at his 
post, the incident pointed to differences and difficulties that were to 
grow more acute in the future.*

If Kennedy's speech was not what Hull and Roosevelt would have 
preferred, it did please Senator William E. Borah. After the Anschluss 
the Idaho progressive wrote a constituent, “ It was natural . . .  for 
Hitler to take Austria. Austria was really a German state and the Ver
sailles peacemakers had ruined, crippled and dismembered it, and [it] 
could not stand alone." He did not think Hitler’s seizure o f Austria 
was “ nearly as serious as is generally supposed." Borah wrote that 
“ what we ought to do is to attend closely to our own business, rehabil
itate our own people, give some degree o f contentment and prosperity 
to our own citizens, and, if we can succeed along those lines, we need 
not have much fear of communism or fascism." Borah considered 
Kennedy’s speech “ the only sensible American speech which has been 
made abroad recently." In April, Ambassador Kennedy wrote the 
Idaho Republican that “ the more I see of things here, the more con
vinced I am that we must exert all o f our intelligence and effort toward 
keeping clear o f any kind o f involvement." He claimed that Chamber- 
lain, Halifax, and other high British officials understood American 
public opinion and were “ going ahead with their plans without count
ing on the United States to be either for or against them."* That may 
have been true o f Chamberlain; it was not true o f Churchill and Eden.

In tracing Kennedy’s early diplomatic performance, however, it 
would be misleading to emphasize his letter to Borah or Hull’s dis
pleasure with his speech. Kennedy provided the State Department with 
detailed factual reports o f his conversations and observations. His 
reports during 1938 were no more isolationist or noninterventionist 
than those from other American diplomats abroad such as Am
bassador William C. Bullitt in Paris and Ambassador Hugh R. Wilson 
in Berlin. J. Pierrepont Moffat, chief o f the Division o f European Af
fairs in the State Department, thought highly o f Kennedy. Adolf A. 
Berle, newly appointed assistant secretary o f state, shared noninter
ventionist perspectives for the United States in 1938.'° Neither Presi
dent Roosevelt nor Secretary Hull favored committing the United 
States in European affairs to give the British and French the courage 
and strength to stand firm in opposition to Hitler’s demands on 
Austria and Czechoslovakia. Furthermore, Kennedy's foreign policy
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views generally were consistent with those o f Britain's Prime Minister 
Chamberlain. He was in tune with, not alienated from, the govern
ment to which he was accredited and its foreign policies. Not until 
later, after Munich, did he come under substantial suspicion and 
criticism in Britain on the grounds that he was an "isolationist."

The other American who played a role in developments that led to 
Munich and who later became the leading isolationist was Colonel 
Charles A. Lindbergh. The tall, slender young aviator had won fame 
with his unprecedented solo flight across the Atlantic from New York 
to  Paris on May 20-21,1927. He had studied engineering briefly at the 
University o f Wisconsin, but left to begin a career in aviation. After 
barnstorming through the South and Middle West in an old Jenny bi
plane, he trained as a pursuit pilot in the Army Air Service, graduating 
at the top o f his class in 192S. While serving as an airmail pilot on the 
route between St. Louis and Chicago, he conceived the idea of com
peting for the Orteig prize for the first nonstop flight from New York 
to Paris. That solo flight in his single-engine Spirit o f  St. Louis 
brought Lindbergh worldwide acclaim. Promoted from captain to col
onel in the Air Corps Reserve, decorated by President Coolidge, 
awarded the Medal of Honor, and cheered by millions in Washington, 
New York, and St. Louis, Lindbergh became one of the great heroes 
in American history. In 1929 he married Anne Morrow, the daughter 
of Dwight W. Morrow, United States ambassador to Mexico and 
former senior partner of J. P. Morgan and Company.11

The acclaim and hero-worship accorded to Lindbergh helped his 
efforts to promote aviation, but they destroyed the privacy of a very 
private person. Newsmen, photographers, and curiosity-seekers 
dogged his every step. In 1932, tragedy struck when their infant son 
was kidnapped and murdered. The sensational trial of Bruno Haupt
mann brought more headlines, newsmen, photographers, and crack
pots. There were threats on their second son, Jon. A normal life 
seemed impossible for the young family in America. In December, 
1933, Charles, Anne, and Jon slipped quietly out of the United States 
and sought temporary refuge in England.12

England provided them with privacy, tranquillity, and personal 
security they had lost in the United States. But an invitation from the 
United States military attaché in Germany, Major Truman Smith, 
drew Colonel Lindbergh into the developing European maelstrom. 
The attaché had never met Lindbergh, and the airman had never been 
in Germany. But Smith was not satisfied with the information he was 
getting about military aviation in Germany. He hoped the Germans
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might reveal more to the famous aviator. In May, 1936, after clearing 
the idea with both German and American officials, Major Smith in
vited Lindbergh to visit Germany to inspect civil and military aviation 
developments there. Lindbergh accepted the invitation and made three 
major inspection visits to Germany in July and August, 1936, Oc
tober, 1937, and October, 1938, not long after Munich.

As Smith had hoped, the Germans from Hermann Goering on 
down proudly showed Colonel Lindbergh (always accompanied by the 
American military attaché or his air attaché) their finest planes and 
aviation research and manufacturing facilities. They allowed Lind
bergh to pilot some of their airplanes, including the Me-109 which was 
to be a first-line fighter throughout World War II. He may have been 
the first American to learn about and examine the Ju-88, the finest 
and most versatile o f the Luftwaffe's light bombers.11

In addition to his observations in Germany, Lindbergh knew much 
about military aviation in England, France, and the United States. 
And in August, 1938, in the midst of the Sudeten crises, he and Anne 
flew to the Soviet Union to study aviation developments there. On 
that trip they had brief visits in Poland and Czechoslovakia. Lind
bergh and his wife always traveled as private citizens, but in coopera
tion with American diplomatic and military officials. He reported his 
findings to leaders in and out of government in the United States, Brit
ain, and France. Initially he studied the developments as part of his 
continuing interest in aviation. His findings in the midst of the alarm
ing international crises, however, aroused his deep concerns about 
possible consequences of war in Europe. He became convinced that 
German air power surpassed that o f all other European states. He 
feared that a war between Germany on one side and Britain and 
France on the other could destroy Western civilization and open 
floodgates for the spread o f Soviet power and communism in 
Europe.'4

Lindbergh's fame and his wife's family brought them into upper 
social and political circles in England, France, and other countries 
they visited. On May S, 1938, Charles and Anne attended a dinner in 
London given by Lord and Lady Waldorf Astor. Among the other 
guests were Ambassador Kennedy, Ambassador Bullitt, Mr. and Mrs. 
George Bernard Shaw, and the editor of the Times. The Lindberghs 
liked Kennedy. The Kennedys invited the Lindberghs to a dinner at the 
American Embassy on May 17 honoring Foreign Secretary Lord 
Halifax. On May 23, they met King George VI and Queen Elizabeth at 
a dinner and ball given by Lord and Lady Astor at their home at St.
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Jam es's Square. And on June 1, they attended a ball at Buckingham 
Palace. On those and other occasions they got better acquainted with 
the Kennedys. Colonel Lindbergh spoke out about his fears of Ger
man air power and of the possible consequences of war in Europe. In 
addition he corresponded on the subject with many both in Europe 
and in the United States.15

In June, 1938, the Lindberghs moved from England to the small 
island o f Uliec off the coast o f France. And in August they made their 
trip to the Soviet Union, returning to Paris on September 8, when all 
Europe was tense with the fear of war over Hitler’s demands for the 
Sudetenland.1*

They had planned to fly on the next day, but the American am
bassador, William C. Bullitt, persuaded them to stay an extra day to 
visit >yith the French air minister, Guy La Chambre. At dinner and 
late into the night the French minister and the American aviator 
discussed aviation developments in France, Germany, and the Soviet 
Union. Lindbergh concluded that the French situation was "des
perate.”  He thought it impossible for the French to catch up with Ger
man military aviation " fo r years, if at all,”  and was convinced that 
German air power was "stronger than that of all other European 
countries combined.”  In his opinion, "The opportunity of stopping 
the extension of German control to the east passed several years 
ago.” ”

La Chambre reported Lindbergh's analysis to others in the French 
cabinet, and the American aviator was quoted in the Chamber of 
Deputies. Lindbergh was neither the first nor the last to report such 
findings or to advance such views. Nonetheless, he helped confirm the 
fears o f many, including Foreign Minister Georges Bonnet, and shake 
the confidence o f others. Premier Edouard Daladier thought Lind
bergh’s analysis "seemed unduly pessimistic,”  but he did not treat it 
lightly. The British military attaché in Paris wrote that " the  Führer 
found a most convenient ambassador in Colonel Lindbergh, who ap
pears to have given the French an impression o f its [the German air 
force’s] might and preparedness which they did not have before, and 
who at the same time confirmed the view that the Russian Air Force 
was worth almost exactly nothing.”  When the Lindberghs got back to 
Uliec, the colonel wrote of his findings at length to the American air 
attaché in London and to various friends and officials in England and 
in the United States.”

On Monday, September 19 (after Chamberlain’s first trip to con
fer with Hitler on the Sudetenland at Berchtesgaden), Ambassador
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Kennedy sent an urgent telegram asking Colonel Lindbergh to come to 
London. The Lindberghs arrived late Tuesday night and had lunch 
with Ambassador and Mrs. Kennedy on Wednesday (the day before 
Chamberlain made his second trip to see Hitler at Godesberg). They 
discussed the diplomatic and military situation at length. Kennedy 
believed Hitler would wage war if he did not get what he wanted in 
Czechoslovakia, that Chamberlain wanted to avoid war, but that pub
lic pressure was against further concessions. Lindbergh emphasized 
that Britain and France were not prepared to cope with German air 
power in war successfully at that time. They shuddered at the conse
quences that war would have for all concerned. Lindbergh thought it 
would be "the  beginning of the end o f England as a great power." 
Mrs. Lindbergh feared that with the first air raid on either side the 
United States would "be  shocked into the war, too ."  Later as they 
walked down crowded Piccadilly, she felt as though she were "seeing 
the doomed" and trembled at the thought that " it might all be inter
rupted with bomb holes and shattered buildings in another week." At 
Kennedy's request, Lindbergh drafted a letter summarizing his 
analysis. The ambassador promptly cabled it to the secretary o f state 
on Thursday, September 22, and referred to Lindbergh's views again 
in a trans-Atlantic telephone conversation with Hull two days later. '•

In the portions that Kennedy cabled to Hull, the aviator wrote that 
"without doubt the German air fleet is now stronger than that o f any 
other country in the world," and "greater than that of all other Euro
pean countries combined." Lindbergh believed that the United States 
was " the  only country in the world capable o f competing with Ger
many in aviation." He feared, however, that Germany was "rapidly 
cutting down the lead we have held in the past." In Lindbergh’s opin
ion France was " in  a pitiful condition in the a ir."  England was "bet
ter o f f  but not equal to Germany. He did "no t place great con
fidence in the Russian air fleet," though the Soviet Union probably 
had " a  sufficient number of planes to make her weight felt in any war 
she enters." Kennedy's cable o f Lindbergh's letter concluded: "Ger
many has such a preponderance of war planes that she can bomb any 
city in Europe with comparatively little resistance. England and 
France are far too weak in the air to protect themselves." Kennedy 
suggested to Hull that Lindbergh's opinions might "be  of interest to 
the President and to the War and Navy Departm ents."20

During the days immediately preceding the Munich conference, 
Ambassador Kennedy also arranged for Colonel Lindbergh to confer 
with other top British military and political leaders. On September 22,
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the American flier spent two hours with John Slessor o f the Air Min
istry (later marshal o f the Royal Air Force) and with the private 
secretary of Britain's chief of the air staff. The next day he lunched 
with Air Marshal Sir Wilfred Freeman, conferred with others in the 
Air Ministry and Air Intelligence, and visited with American air 
attaché Colonel Raymond Lee. Each day Lindbergh conferred with 
Kennedy, and the ambassador was in touch with Chamberlain and 
Halifax. As the Munich conference drew near, Lindbergh concluded 
that Ambassador Kennedy had "taken a large part in bringing about 
the conference,”  that the English liked Kennedy, and that they were 
pleased that the United States had " a t last sent a real man to represent 
us.” 2'

Back in the United States, President Roosevelt, Secretary Hull, 
and the Department o f State followed the European developments 
closely. It was the sort of war crisis that Roosevelt had feared, and the 
sort that he had hoped he might help prevent or resolve. Most interna
tionalists and the greater part of the metropolitan press were critical of 
Chamberlain and appeasement. At the same time, however, there 
were few who were prepared to commit the United States to war on 
the side o f Britain and France to block Hitler's take-over o f Czecho
slovakia's Sudetenland in Central Europe.

As tensions mounted, both the president and the secretary of state 
spoke out in general terms. In a radio broadcast on August 16, Hull 
had pointed to the dangerous developments that threatened "the  very 
foundations of our civilization.”  Hull reminded Americans " that an 
isolationist position would not protect them from the effects of a ma
jo r war elsewhere.”  And he warned Axis powers that "they could not 
count us out in pursuing their plans for conquest.” 22

Two days later in an address at Queen's University in Kingston, 
Ontario, Canada, President Roosevelt reinforced that general view. 
The president said, "Civilization, after all, is not national—it is inter
national.”  He reminded his listeners that " the  vast amount of our 
resources, the vigor o f our commerce and the strength of our men 
have made us vital factors in world peace whether we choose it or 
not.”  America and Canada, Roosevelt said, resolve " to  leave no 
pathway unexplored . . . which may, if our hopes are realized, con
tribute to the peace of the world.” 21

On September 2, Ambassador Kennedy had proposed to say in an 
address in Scotland, " I  can’t for the life of me understand why 
anybody would want to go to war to save the Czechs.”  Neither Roose
velt nor the State Department liked the statement; they struck it from

Kennedy, Lindbergh, Roosevelt, Munich 283



the speech before delivery. They feared America's Irish-American am
bassador had drawn much too closely to Chamberlain and his 
appeasement policies. Roosevelt and Hull also verbally spanked Ken
nedy for giving an exclusive story to the Hearst International News 
Service.24

Neither President Roosevelt nor Secretary Hull really believed that 
appeasement would produce enduring peace and security for Europe 
and the world. At the time of Chamberlain's visit with Hitler at Berch
tesgaden, Roosevelt wrote Ambassador William Phillips in Italy that 
it "m ay bring things to a head or may result in a temporary postpone
ment of what looks to me like an inevitable conflict within the next 
five years."2*

Throughout his presidency Roosevelt had sought opportunities to 
contribute to enduring peace and security in the world. Those hopes 
were frustrated by circumstances in Europe that gave him little sub
stantial to work with and by circumstances within the United States, 
including the priority of domestic New Deal programs and the 
strength of American isolationism. The Sudeten crises provided a new 
chance for American involvement on behalf of peace and security. 
Ambassador Bullitt suggested that President Roosevelt propose a 
meeting at The Hague, with a United States presence (presumably 
Bullitt) to explore peaceful resolution of the Sudeten difficulties. But 
circumstances at home and abroad blocked implementation: isola
tionists would have fought such an American involvement in Europe. 
In a later communication, Bullitt pointed to a moral problem that 
could not lightly be disregarded. Concluding a long communication to 
Secretary Hull on September 19, Bullitt wrote: " I t  is entirely 
honorable to urge another nation to go to war if one is prepared to go 
to war at once on the side of that nation but I know of nothing more 
dishonorable than to urge another nation to go to war if one is deter
mined not to go to war on the side of that nation, and I believe that the 
people of the United States are determined not to go to war against 
Germ any."24 And Roosevelt, Hull, Chamberlain, Daladier, and 
Hitler knew that Bullitt was correct at that time on that issue.

Both Ambassador Kennedy in Britain and Ambassador Bullitt in 
France, along with the other American diplomats in Europe, reported 
regularly in detail to Secretary Hull and to President Roosevelt. Ken
nedy and Bullitt also communicated frequently with Roosevelt, Hull, 
and Welles by trans-Atlantic telephone. Kennedy, Bullitt, and Am
bassador Anthony Biddle, Jr., in Poland, among others, reported
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their conversations with Lindbergh to Hull and probably to Roose
velt. At least two o f Lindbergh's letters reached Roosevelt's eyes 
before Munich. Early in 1938, before he took up his duties as am
bassador, Kennedy forwarded to President Roosevelt a four-page ex
cerpt from a letter written by Lindbergh after his second trip to Ger
many and before his trip to the Soviet Union. Lindbergh wrote that 
Germany was "probably the strongest air power in Europe"; he 
thought Germany could produce "m any more [planes] than in any 
other country, not excluding the United States." He doubted "that 
any country in Europe will be able to catch up with them during the 
next few years." The president forwarded copies of Lindbergh's letter 
to Chief of Naval Operations Admiral William D. Leahy and to Army 
Chief o f Staff Malin Craig. Both found the data in Lindbergh's letter 
was accurate.27

On September 27, the president saw an eight-page letter from Col
onel Lindbergh to Admiral Emory S. Land, Kennedy’s successor as 
chairman of the United States Maritime Commission and Lindbergh's 
second cousin and friend. In that letter Lindbergh wrote " tha t it 
would be difficult to paint a more depressing picture." He did "no t 
believe there will be a general European war in 1938, but war in 1939 
seems probable." Though rejecting pacifism, Lindbergh thought it 
"absolutely essential to avoid a war next year if there is any possibility 
of doing so ."  He feared that " a  general war in Europe would leave the 
participating countries prostrate." Colonel Lindbergh thought "the  
German air fleet is more supreme in air than the British fleet at sea," 
and could "level a city such as Paris, London, or Prague." If France 
attacked on the German front, Lindbergh thought that " a  Commu
nistic Europe is far from a remote possibility." Lindbergh believed 
that Germany intended " to  extend her influence still further to the 
east within the next year." In his opinion "there would be nothing 
gained by a military attempt on the part of France and England to 
stop the German movement toward the east. The opportunity to do 
this was lost several years ago when German policies went unop
posed." The American aviator concluded, "This is no longer a ques
tion to be decided by our traditional ideas of what is legally right or 
wrong. It is now a question of the survival of European nations and 
races." Roosevelt saw Lindbergh's letter the day after the president's 
first letter to Hitler and the very day of his second letter to Hitler and 
his communication to Mussolini.2* Whether Lindbergh's views, as 
they reached Roosevelt directly and indirectly, affected the president’s
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course or not cannot be determined with certainty. But Lindbergh’s 
analyses were consistent with reports the president got from other 
sources.

Withjn the constraints at home and abroad, President Roosevelt 
earnestly tried to promote peace. He did so without either endorsing 
OT rejecting' any specific diplomatic solution of the Sudeten control 
versy, without explicitly endorsing either appeasement or collective 
security. Oh September 26, President Roosevelt sent identical mes
sages to Chancellor Hitler in Germany, to President BeneS o f Czecho
slovakia, and through Hull to Prime Minister Chamberlain in Britain 
and Premier Daladier in France. While emphasizing that the United 
States had “ no political entanglements," Roosevelt wrote that there 
was “ no problem so difHeult or so pressing for solution that it cannot 
be justly solved by the resort to reason rather than by the resort to 
force." He urged “ not to break off negotiations looking to a peace
ful, fair, and constructive settlement of the questions at issue."1*

The responses from Britain, France, and Czechoslovakia were 
wholly favorable. Hitler in his reply, however, placed the blame en
tirely on Czechoslovakia for its treatment o f Sudeten Germans and on 
the Allies for the treaties they had imposed in 1919. The Nazi dictator 
insisted that responsibility for war or peace lay entirely with Czecho
slovakia, not with Germany.10

Nonetheless, President Roosevelt determined to press on with his 
efforts to avert war. Tuesday afternoon, September 27, he sent a per
sonal message to Mussolini in Italy. In deference to American isola
tionist strength, Roosevelt noted that the United States “ followed a 
determined policy of refraining from political entanglements," but he 
urged Mussolini to “ help in the continuation of the efforts to arrive at 
an agreement o f the questions at issue by negotiations or by other 
paciHc means rather than by resort to force." At the same time, with 
the president's approval, Secretary Hull sent a circular telegram with a 
similar message to all American diplomatic missions abroad. And 
Tuesday night President Roosevelt sent a second message to Hitler. 
He noted that the United States had “ no political involvements in 
Europe" and would “ assume no obligations in the conduct of the 
present negotiations," but that it recognized its “ responsibilities as a 
part of a world of neighbors." Again Roosevelt urged Hitler to con
tinue negotiations to resolve the Sudeten differences peacefully 
without resort to war.*'

On Wednesday morning, September 28 (in response to urgings
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from Britain's Chamberlain, some hours before America's Ambas
sador Phillips was able to present Roosevelt’s message to the Ital
ian leader), Mussolini had interceded by telephone with Hitler. He 
persuaded Hitler to delay his threatened military move into Czecho
slovakia and to agree to a four-power meeting in Munich the next day, 
on September 29. After midnight at that Munich conference, Hitler, 
Chamberlain, Daladier, and Mussolini reached accord on the transfer 
of the Sudetenland from Czechoslovakia to Nazi Germany. Hitler got 
what he wanted. Chamberlain returned to England with “ peace for 
our tim e." War in Europe was postponed for eleven months.“

The actual course o f events in that alarming crisis was shaped and 
controlled by European statesmen, not by President Roosevelt, Am
bassador Kennedy, Colonel Lindbergh, or the United States. Given 
the continued strength of isolationism in the United States, President 
Roosevelt could not and did not commit America's power to bolster 
British, French, Czech, and Russian resistance to Hitler's demands in 
Central Europe. Mussolini’s intercession with Hitler on Wednesday 
morning that led to the Munich conference was in response to British 
initiatives and preceded the presentation of Roosevelt's personal 
message to Mussolini.“  Both British and French intelligence reported 
the superiority of German air power before Lindbergh briefed them 
on his observations and conclusions.14 And Chamberlain had set on 
his appeasement course before Ambassador Kennedy added his en
couragement.

Nonetheless, insofar as key Americans from President Roosevelt 
on down entered into the flow of events, their efforts had the effects 
of encouraging appeasement in the Sudeten crisis. Ambassador Ken
nedy wholly approved Prime Minister Chamberlain's policies and en
couraged him in his efforts. In somewhat different patterns, the same 
was true of Ambassador Bullitt in France. Colonel Lindbergh’s alarm
ing analyses of the relative air power of the several European states in
creased acute fears about the consequences of war in Europe. Neither 
President Roosevelt nor Secretary Hull believed that appeasement 
would lead to enduring peace and security in Europe. As they had dur
ing the preceding six years, both of them wanted the United States to 
play a  larger and more active role in preserving international peace 
and security. President Roosevelt's initiatives on September 26 and 27 
were consistent with those desires. Neither Roosevelt nor Hull ex
plicitly endorsed any specific diplomatic arrangement involving the 
Sudetenland; neither explicitly endorsed appeasement. In pressing so
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earnestly for continued negotiations in those troubled times, however, 
the Roosevelt administration's influence had the effect of encouraging 
appeasement.

Most Americans from President Roosevelt on down (like most 
Europeans and their leaders) were relieved that the Sudeten crisis had 
passed without war. But many (including Roosevelt and Hull) were 
skeptical about the permanence of the peace that Chamberlain and 
Daladier had purchased from Hitler at the cost o f Czechoslovakia's 
Sudetenland. In a letter to Prime Minister Mackenzie King of 
Canada, President Roosevelt wrote that "we in the United States re
joice with you, and the world at large, that the outbreak of war was 
averted." But he was still concerned about "prospects for the 
future." To King George VI the president wrote o f his happiness 
" tha t Great Britain and the United States have been able to cooperate 
so effectively in the prevention of war—even though we cannot say 
that we are ‘out of the woods’ ye t."”

Colonel Lindbergh was "no t surprised, but very much relieved" 
by news of the Munich conference. He hoped "England would wake 
up after the experience she has gone through. If she does not wake up 
now, there is no hope." On September 29, the day of the Munich con
ference, Ambassador Bullitt telephoned Lindbergh and asked him to 
come to Paris. The ambassador wanted to draw Colonel Lindbergh 
into discussions with Air Minister La Chambre and Jean Monnet 
about a plan for building aircraft factories in Canada near Detroit and 
Buffalo to manufacture military planes for France. Bullitt had already 
communicated the idea to President Roosevelt, including the possi
bility of including Lindbergh in the project. The scheme would bypass 
the arms embargo in America's Neutrality Act in the event of war. It 
could increase production so that France need not feel so inadequate 
in air power in the event o f future crises in relations with Germany. 
After careful deliberation, Lindbergh decided not to participate in the 
project—partly because the publicity that surrounded his every action 
would make it difficult to keep it out of the news. In reality the project 
never materialized anyway.”

In the middle of October, 1938, Colonel and Mrs. Lindbergh made 
their third major visit to inspect aviation developments in Germany. 
During their two weeks there Lindbergh piloted the Me-109, inspected 
the Ju-88, and was awarded a medal by Field Marshal Hermann Goer- 
ing for his services to aviation (an award that was to be the subject of 
much criticism in the months and years that followed).”
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^  Lindbergh had considered moving with his wife and sons to Berlin 
for the winter in his efforts to learn more about the Germans. He 
canceled those plans, however, after the Nazis violently stepped up 
their persecution of Jews early in November. The Lindberghs instead 
spent the winter o f 1938-39 in Paris. The colonel did, however, make 
two brief trips to Berlin that winter for secret negotiations to purchase 
German aircraft engines for France. The French and Lindbergh hoped 
the purchase might improve relations between France and Germany. 
Ambassador Bullitt had misgivings about the idea. When President 
Roosevelt declined to estimate the impact of the purchase on 
American public opinion, and when in March Hitler dismembered the 
rest o f Czechoslovakia, the project fell through.1*

In April, 1939, as war in Europe drew closer, the Lindberghs 
returned to the United States. At the request of General Henry H. Ar
nold, Colonel Lindbergh served five months with the Army Air Corps 
helping increase and improve American military aircraft research, 
design, and production. On April 20, near the beginning of that ser
vice, Lindbergh had his only personal meeting with Roosevelt in a 
fifteen-minute visit at the White House. Many years later the aviator 
recalled Roosevelt as friendly and affable. But he found it difficult to 
size up the man; it was, he said, like talking to a person who was wear
ing a mask. In September, 1939, Lindbergh began his public efforts to 
oppose American intervention in World War II—efforts that contin
ued until the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor twenty-seven months 
later.”

After Munich the secretary of state congratulated Ambassador 
Kennedy, Ambassador Bullitt, and others under his authority for their 
able work during those difficult times. But it was already clear that 
Kennedy's perspectives on American policies toward Europe did not 
coincide with those of Roosevelt and Hull. On October 19, 1938, in his 
first major speech after Munich, Ambassador Kennedy told his listen
ers at a Trafalgar Day dinner of the British Navy League that it was 
"unproductive for both the democratic and dictator countries to 
widen the division now existing between them by emphasizing their 
differences." He thought they should "bend their energies toward 
solving their common problems by an attempt to re-establish good 
relations on a world basis." In the atmosphere that prevailed in 1938, 
Kennedy's statement (like Lindbergh’s comparable thoughts and ef
forts at the same time) provoked heated protests. Hull, Welles, and 
Moffat had all cleared Kennedy's speech in advance, but they had
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"slipped up" in their performance. Objections to Kennedy's state
ments were loud and clear. Individuals wrote to Roosevelt and Hull 
urging that Kennedy be fired and recalled. Republican Frank Knox of 
the Chicago Daily News wrote Hull calling Munich " a  world tragedy 
from which we as well as the rest o f the world will suffer for years to 
come." He published an editorial "suggesting a muzzle for both Ken
nedy and Bullitt."40

Matters got worse when it was learned that Kennedy had played a 
role in having antiappeasement statements cut from a Paramount 
newsreel in the midst of the Sudeten controversy. Charges o f cen
sorship fell on the ambassador. One writer summed up his feelings in a 
letter to Kennedy (with a copy to the president): "Between Lind
bergh's ill-timed comment upon the superior German air forces, your 
suppression of newsreels and Chamberlain's lack o f true wisdom, it is 
no wonder that Hitler gets what he w ants."41

With the beginning of the European war in September, 1939, while 
Chamberlain continued as prime minister, Kennedy came under in
creasing criticism in British leadership circles for being an "isola
tionist." Stigmatized as an "appeaser," an "isolationist," and a 
"defeatist," his status and influence steadily waned. In October, 
1939, Roosevelt told Secretary of Treasury Henry Morgenthau, Jr., 
that Kennedy *‘always has been an appeaser and always will be an ap
peaser___ he's just a pain in the neck to m e."41

Kennedy continued to report faithfully to the State Department 
and to advance his views in personal letters to Roosevelt. But neither 
the president nor the secretary gave much credence to his guidance. In
creasingly they bypassed him by working through the British Embassy 
in Washington. More important, from 1939 onward Roosevelt's direct 
personal communications with Winston Churchill reduced the roles of 
the ambassadors in both countries. Kennedy continued to serve as am
bassador partly because Roosevelt did not like to fire people, and 
partly because of Kennedy's standing with the large Irish-American 
and Roman Catholic voting population in the United States. Roose
velt may have continued him as ambassador partly to keep him 
leashed during the presidential campaign. In October, 1940, Kennedy 
returned to campaign for the reelection of Roosevelt.41 But the presi
dent and the ambassador had long since taken sharply diverging paths 
in foreign affairs. Joseph P. Kennedy's public service under Franklin
D. Roosevelt was rapidly drawing to an end.
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Chapter 20

Political Signals

In 1938, President Roosevelt’s efforts to purge Democrats who had 
fought him on court packing failed. And the Democratic party did 
poorly in congressional elections. It maintained majorities after the 
elections, but its margins were cut sharply in both houses. Between 
defeats on court packing and other administration proposals, the 
recession of 1937-38, the failure of the purge, and setbacks in the con
gressional elections, things were not going at all well for Roosevelt on 
the domestic front. That boded ill for the president’s legislative pro
gram and caused serious concerns for the Democratic party (and 
Roosevelt) about the upcoming 1940 presidential contest.

Foreign affairs had little to do with the results o f the primaries and 
elections of 1938. But the challenges abroad provided Roosevelt with 
politically promising alternatives. If he pressed ahead relentlessly with 
his domestic New Deal program, his party faced the serious possibility 
o f defeat in 1940. FDR continued to cherish liberal economic and 
social goals and to speak out for them. Most voters and congressmen 
did not want to throw out the New Deal or go back to the policies of 
Coolidge and Hoover. The continued strength of isolationism made 
certain that FDR would face strong opposition if he shifted priorities 
to foreign affairs. One could reasonably contend that by the end of 
1938 foreign threats were so ominous that they required his foremost 
attention, regardless o f developments at home. And one could 
reasonably argue that he had successfully accomplished enough of his 
domestic program to make continued efforts along those lines less 
essential. Circumstances abroad in 1938-39, however, did provide the 
president and his party with politically advantageous alternatives at a 
time when his domestic New Deal program was becoming a serious 
political liability.
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Roosevelt's attempted purge of conservative Democrats was 
designed to provide a more liberal Congress that would adopt legisla
tion to accomplish the administration's social and economic goals for 
America. It was also an angry slap at Democrats who had fought the 
president on court packing. The most prominent o f those Democratic 
opponents. Burton K. Wheeler, did not come up for reelection until
1940. Others faced the voters in 1938, notably Walter George of 
Georgia, Millard Tydings of Maryland, Guy Gillette o f Iowa, and 
Bennett Champ Clark o f Missouri. Though Clark, and sometimes 
Tydings and Gillette, had differed with the president on foreign 
affairs, foreign policy considerations did not give rise to the purge. 
Court packing did. Despite Roosevelt's persistent efforts, the purge 
failed. George, Tydings, Gillette, and Clark, among others marked 
for defeat, won renomination in the Democratic primary elections.1

The emaciated Republican party had its own difficulties. Former 
President Herbert Hoover and former GOP nominee Alf M. Landon 
jockeyed for position in their separate efforts to lead the party toward 
stronger programs. But each was skeptical of the other, neither could 
win the presidential nomination again, and both were identified with 
defeat at the hands of Roosevelt. William E. Borah and Gerald P. Nye 
wanted to throw out conservative Old Guard leadership and replace it 
with progressive Republican leadership, while at the same time oppos
ing Hamiltonian big government and dictatorial patterns they iden
tified with Roosevelt. They were no more successful in 1938 than they 
had been in their earlier efforts along those lines. Conservative Arthur
H. Vandenberg spoke out for a new coalition cutting across old party 
lines in opposition to the president’s program. As an admirer of 
Hamilton, Vandenberg did not speak the language of Jefferson. But 
neither did he embrace the big government patterns represented by 
Roosevelt and the New Deal. He called for a coalition that might 
merge the better parts of Hamiltonian and Jeffersonian values.2

In Wisconsin, the energetic and ambitious Progressive Governor 
Philip La Follette was impatient with what he considered Roosevelt's 
timid leadership. In December, 1936, after a White House meeting of 
state governors with the president, La Follette persuaded himself that 
the progressive cause would not be served in the long run by Roosevelt 
and the Democratic party. After that meeting he concluded that 
"Roosevelt had no more real interest in the common man than a Wall 
Street broker. He was playing the same kind of game as Big Business, 
only he sought, got, and intended to keep power, rather than money." 
He resolved that he "would never again support him politically." In
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1938, Governor La Follette (with his brother Bob’s reluctant and 
skeptical assent) organized a new National Progressive party. On 
April 28, it initiated its call with much fanfare at a mass meeting in 
Madison, Wisconsin. Senator Robert La Follette did not attend, but 
sent a message endorsing the movement.1

Philip invited Mayor Fiorello La Guardia o f New York, but the 
mayor asked Adolf A. Berle, Jr., to represent him. Then serving as 
assistant secretary of state in Washington, Berle consulted Roosevelt 
before committing himself. The president advised him to attend. Ac
cording to Berle, Roosevelt thought its methods “ were hardly adapted 
to the eastern situation,”  but that it “ was all right if the movement did 
not get too far away from shore so that the forces could not be 
joined.”  FDR thought it well for Berle to attend quietly and unoffi
cially “ to have someone there who would generally keep the lines 
parallel.” 4

The meeting attracted a large and receptive audience of pro
gressives from across the country, and the governor delivered what he 
considered one of his best addresses. Some were uneasy, however, 
about the flag-flying emotional fervor of the proceedings, and 
thought the new party's cross-in-a-circle symbol looked disturbingly 
like a Nazi swastika. Though sympathetic with the La Follettes and 
their progressivism, Berle thought a “ third party would become log
ical”  only “ if and when the Democratic Party repudiated the Roose
velt leadership.”  And he was troubled that Governor La Follette’s 
program was surprisingly “ close to that of the Italian fascist.”  By 
prior arrangement Berle reported his observations and reactions to the 
president by telephone after he left Madison. Roosevelt followed the 
developments closely, but does not seem to have viewed the National 
Progressive party as a particularly worrisome challenge. And it 
wasn’t. Philip La Follette was defeated in his bid for a fourth term as 
governor by the Republican candidate. Others running for offices in 
Wisconsin and elsewhere under the Progressive aegis fared poorly in 
the November elections. It never really developed as a national polit
ical force and petered out before the 1940 presidential contest got 
underway.1

Leading isolationists who faced the voters generally did well in 
1938 (as most had who had come up in 1934 and 1936). Six of the 
seven members o f the old Senate Munitions Investigating Committee 
(all except Vandenberg) ran in 1938; five o f the six were victorious 
(Nye, Clark, Bone, Barbour, and George). Only Pope of Idaho was 
ousted, and he lost in the Democratic primaries to D. Worth Clark,
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who proved to be a more outspoken and unequivocal isolationist than 
Pope had been. Republican Robert A. Taft of Ohio won election to 
his first term in the United States Senate. And the ranking minority 
member of the Foreign Affairs Committee, Republican Hamilton Fish 
from Roosevelt’s home district in New York, won another term in the 
House seat he had filled since 1920. Foreign affairs, however, were 
not decisive in any of those contests. Nye’s national prominence as 
chairman of the munitions investigation was a political asset in North 
Dakota, but his most formidable opponent in the election, William 
Langer, was fully as isolationist as Nye was. And the election turned 
on the highly emotional issue of whether one was for or against the 
controversial Langer.*

From a Democratic perspective the election results on November 8 
were worse than either Roosevelt or Farley had expected. The Demo
crats retained some 75 percent o f the seats in the Senate and nearly 60 
percent in the House. But the Republicans gained eight Senate seats 
from the Democrats, and eighty-one seats in the House. Democratic 
reverses were most striking among rural and small-town voters. The 
Democrats were unable to win any of the seats held by Republicans in 
the Senate. With conservative Democrats holding their own in the 
primaries and with Republicans gaining ground in the general elec
tions, the president was certain to face increased difficulties with Con
gress on domestic issues in 1939.7

Democratic National Chairman Jim Farley set out to find out what 
had gone wrong. He wrote personal letters to hundreds o f state and 
local Democratic leaders throughout the country seeking their ex
planations for the reverses. They responded thoughtfully and help
fully, but not very cheerfully. Local, state, and personal considera
tions were involved in the election results; often they were decisive. 
Most of Farley’s correspondents did not consider the vote as a slap at 
Roosevelt personally. The letters rarely mentioned foreign policy 
issues one way or the other. There were strong criticisms of specific 
New Deal programs and policies, particularly the way they were being 
administered. Farmers were dissatisfied with agricultural policies and 
prices. They complained o f the impact of relief rolls on farm labor 
costs and o f the administration’s lenient policies toward urban labor 
and unions. Small businessmen shared those views. Works Progress 
Administration relief programs came under particularly sharp 
criticism, both from those on relief who thought they got too little and 
from others who thought WPA workers got too much for doing too 
little on projects o f questionable merit.*
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Though the Democratic reverses were greater than Roosevelt had 
expected, he kept his optimistic spirit and did not appear discouraged 
by the results. At his first cabinet meeting after the elections, discus
sion focused particularly on foreign affairs. The president did not take 
up the political situation until near the end of the meeting. He ex
plained the election results in terms of “ local conditions.”  Late in 
November and early in December, FDR relaxed in Warm Springs, 
Georgia, and conferred with friends and advisers about the political 
situation. He read many o f the early postelection letters that Farley 
was receiving from across the country. He wrote Farley advising him 
to  “ resume the tactics o f 1930, 1931 and 1932, getting the utmost 
publicity out of attacks on these new men and basing the attacks on 
their definitely reactionary policies.”  In that memorandum respond
ing to analyses in those letters he had read, Roosevelt did not mention 
either WPA or foreign affairs one way or the other.*

Looking at the domestic scene from the perspective of Emporia, 
Kansas, the wise old Republican editor, William Allen White, ana
lyzed the president’s political situation in a letter written after the 1938 
elections. White concluded that Roosevelt was mistaken in believing 
that he was “ making the Democratic party a national weapon of lib
eralism.”  In White's opinion it could not be done because Roosevelt 
had “ to use the Old South which is certainly not liberal and the Tam
manies which certainly have no great convictions”  to get “ a national 
victory.”  White may have been correct in terms of domestic policies at 
that particular time. In an unintended way, however, the old Kansas 
newsman alluded to the new bases that were to give Roosevelt, his ad
ministration, and his party renewed political strength and vitality as 
the president shifted priorities from domestic reform to a more active 
role by the United States in world affairs.10

Though FDR continued to speak the language of liberalism the 
rest o f his life, he also stepped up efforts to build ties with the urban 
business and financial community and with conservative southern 
Democrats. And it was that alliance between the urban Northeast 
(including labor, business, finance, academia, and the press) and the 
South that provided the rockbed political base for the president’s in
creasingly internationalist foreign policies. Western progressives and 
their isolationism were left behind without sufficient strength to 
prevail either in their progressivism, their rural and small town values, 
or in foreign affairs.

In his annual message to Congress on January 4, 1939, President 
Roosevelt artfully hinted at his refocus away from domestic affairs
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toward foreign affairs, a transition that developments abroad (in
cluding Munich) and at home (including the elections of 1938) had 
already mandated. In moving terms he spoke on both foreign and 
domestic affairs, but he meshed them together with emphasis on the 
alarming challenges abroad. War and aggression threatened religion, 
democracy, and international good faith. He called for “ a united 
democracy" and described his "program  of social and economic 
reform " as " a  part of defense, as basic as armaments themselves." 
He tended to  refer to reforms in terms of past accomplishments. 
When Roosevelt said, "W e are o ff on a race to make democracy 
work, so that we may be efficient in peace and therefore secure in na
tional defense," he was giving a different emphasis than he had in
1933. The call " to  bring capital and man-power together" was more 
palatable to businessmen than the earlier New Deal vocabulary. 
Businessmen and financiers could find encouragement in his conten
tion that "investment for prosperity can be made in a democracy." In 
contrast to earlier priorities, the president explained, "Events abroad 
have made it increasingly clear to the American people that dangers 
within are less to be feared than dangers from w ithout."" Millions of 
Americans agreed with him, especially in the South and the urban 
Northeast. Isolationists did not. His change in priorities strengthened 
their conviction that not only were socioeconomic problems at home 
still America's most important concerns but that the president himself 
was increasingly part of the "dangers within" that they feared.



Chapter 21

Frontier on the Rhine

The airplane was a prototype for a twin-engine light bomber designed 
and built to Army Air Corps specifications by the Douglas Aircraft 
Company. Later production models were used by the Army Air 
Forces throughout World War II as the A-20. In the British Royal Air 
Force it saw service as the Havoc. Nearly three thousand of the planes 
went to the Soviet Union under lend-lease for use against the Germans 
in Eastern Europe. But the earliest production models went to France 
as the DB-7. Not yet ordered by the air corps, on January 23, 1939, a 
company plane flown by a civilian pilot spun out of a turn when per
forming a low level engine-out test. It crashed in a parking lot at North 
American Aviation’s plant at Mines Field, later part o f Los Angeles 
International Airport. The pilot was killed when he attempted to para
chute at low altitude. Pulled from the wreckage before it burst into 
flames was a badly injured Frenchman, Paul Chemidlin. He was a 
member o f a French purchasing mission headed by Jean Monnet in 
the United States secretly to buy American-made military planes for 
the French air force. Headlines of the crash, and news of the French
man’s presence in the plane, brought the first public awareness o f the 
secret French mission. Three weeks earlier the president had referred 
to “ methods short of war, but stronger and more effective than mere 
words’’ in his annual message to Congress. But the crash in California 
was the most dramatic early public revelation o f Roosevelt's aid- 
short-of-war policy.1

President Roosevelt and Secretary Hull had attempted a wide 
range of methods that might enable the United States to play positive 
and active roles in efforts to preserve peace and guard security in inter
national affairs over opposition from isolationists. Disarmament, 
trade reciprocity, conference diplomacy, presidential messages, and 
independent but parallel actions all were approaches the administra
tion explored in its efforts to make America’s voice and weight effec
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tive in trying to preserve peace and check the Axis. O f all those varied 
tactics, the most central and effective in President Roosevelt’s foreign 
policies from 1939 to December, 1941 was American aid-short-of-war 
to the victims of Axis aggression.

In Roosevelt’s artful hands the aid-short-of-war method proved to 
be the near-perfect formula for providing the maximum assistance 
against the Axis that public opinion and Congress would permit. It 
meshed with the nearly unanimous American hostility to Hitler's Nazi 
Germany, Mussolini’s Fascist Italy, and militarist Japan. And it was_ 
consistent with the overwhelming desire by the American people to 
stay out of foreign wars. On the surface, at least, it had the potential 
for allowing the United States " to  have its cake and eat it too .’’ Its 
flexibility fitted changing circumstances at home and abroad as well as 
Roosevelt’s undoctrinaire style. When isolationist and peace senti
ment was particularly strong in the 1930s, the early aid-short-of-war 
formula could take such guarded forms as Norman Davis's Geneva 
statement in 1933, the administration’s decision to invoke the Neutral
ity Act of 1933 in the undeclared Italian-Ethiopian war, and its deci
sion not to invoke the Neutrality Act o f 1937 in the undeclared Sino- 
Japanese war. As Axis aggression led to war that threatened to engulf 
the whole world and as American hostility and fear of the Axis men
ace grew more acute, the president enjoyed greater freedom to under
take bolder actions to help the British, Chinese, and Russians in their 
battles for survival. By 1941 it included lend-lease aid and an Ameri
can undeclared naval war against Germany in the Atlantic.

One could contend that the method was fundamentally flawed in 
that it mistakenly led the American people to believe (or -hope) that 
aid-short-of-war could bejjyffiçient to accomplish ihe.defeat.af the. 
Axis without full United States, involvement in W orld.W acIL By en
couraging that hope, opposition to a declaration of war remained 
overwhelming both in Congress and in public opinion right down to 
the moment the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. It could also be seen 
as misleading insofar as it encouraged Americans to believe (or hope) 
that aid-short-of-war would not (or need not) bring the United States 
into war abroad. But if aid-short-of-war was not sufficient to accom
plish the defeat o f the Axis powers (and it wasn’t), the method had the 
capacity of being pushed to the point where it could (and did) provoke 
Axis retaliation that would movç the. American people, the Congress, 
and the president To war QH .the. Axis./And it, was the, near-perfect 
method for enabling Roosevelt to contest with isolationist opposition 
withoutji potentially disastrous direct frontal assàilît oTflh’e üsoIatiûD- 
ist stronghold on the issue of whether the United States should or
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should not declare war. Isolationists could (and did) charge that Roose
v e lts  methods short-of-war weré'âctually steps to War and oppose his 
variouTäctions on ifôhintéfventionist grounds. But the president arid 
his followers could (and did) insist that aid-short-of-war provided 
America’s best hope for staying out of World War II. And increas
ingly tHê~mafoffty oi ihe American people and the majority in Con
gress^followed the president's Tead on the method. Roosevelt was not

r , ____________  . - -  ■

entirely frank and candid with either Congress or the American peo
ple. But he played the aid-short-of-war instrument with the finesse 
Tfiat Fritz Kreisler used in playing his Stradivarius. The aid-short-of- 
war formula failed insofar as it may have been designecTto accomplish 
the defeat of the Axis without a United States declaration o f war or 
without the use of United States armed forces In combat. It failed in
sofar'a$ jt may have been designed to keep the United States out of 
war. But insofar as the aid-short-of-war formula was designed to 
overcome isolationist opposition, it was successful. /

' “T he "gestation for Roosevelt’sjaid-short-of-war ideas was long, 
slow, and obscure. Throughout his administration he wrestled with the 
'question o f how he might effectively lead the United States to a con
structive role. in. striving for world peace and security. Nationalism, 
depression, xenophobia, weak leadership, and appeasement abroad 
gave him something less solid to work with in foreign states than he re
quired. And the depression, New Deal, and isolationism hampered him 
at home, gut he never ceased groping. In hundreds of conversations 
and conferences in the White House, at Hyde Park, on his travels, and 
on cruises he tried out ideas and listened to the thoughts of others. No 
one then or now can know just how his thinking formed as he 're-' 
fleeted in the solitude of his mind on ocean cruises, while fishing, or 
while working on his stamp collections. He seems to have communi
cated his thoughts on the subject more frankly to foreign visitors than 
to Americans, certainly more so than he did to the American public.

Roosevelt’s quarantine speech was a phase in the development of 
the idea. His scheme late in 1937 for a joint Anglo-American long-dis
tance naval blockade of Japan was an early specific application o f the 
idea that failed to materialize because of British reticence abroad and 
isolationist strength at home. In mid-September, 1938, during the 
Munich crisis, the British ambassador to the United States, Sir Ron
ald Lindsay, reported to Foreign Minister Viscount Halifax that the 
president had told a French visitor; “ You may count on us for every
thing except troops and loans.”  Lindsay believed that was “ a true re
flection”  of Roosevelt’s feelings, but that “ he ought to have added a 
reservation: Subject to dictates o f our public opinion and our own
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domestic politics.*" The president, according to Lindsay, found that 
Americans had ‘‘already been aroused by Germany’s brutal diplo
macy, and hostilities of the same character would only accelerate the 
process thereto.’’1

On the evening of September 19, 1938, the president explored pos
sible United States actions in a White House conversation with Am
bassador Lindsay. The conversation was so secret that Roosevelt 
asked Lindsay to tell nobody and warned him that if it became 
"known to anyone that he has even breathed a suggestion’* he "would 
almost be impeached and the suggestion would be hopelessly preju
diced.”  I f jh fi Western powers were forced into a war, hejhought 
"they should carry it on purely by blockade and in a défensive man
ner.”  Roosevelt believed conducting the war by blockade would 

n ‘meet with approval of the United States if its hum anitam n pyrpos£ 
were strongly emphasized.”  Though he could not initiate the plan, 
FDR told the British ambassador that he could on his own authority 
as president recognize the blockade as effective and thereby help the 
blockading powers.1

It would be easier for him to help the British and French, the presi
dent said, if they could avoid declaring war, perhaps by calling their 
actions "defensive measures or anything plausible but avoid actual 
declaration of war.”  Even if Germany declared war and the British 
and French refrained from doing so, "he might yet be able to find that 
we [the British] were not at war”  and thus not invoke the Neutrality 
Act. Roosevelt pointed out that he "had  already been able to give 
himself wide latitude in the interpretation of the Neutrality Law in the 
Far East and in Ethiopia and if the law was not changed he would be 
disposed to do so again.”  According to Lindsay, "Several times in the 
conversation he showed himself quite alive to the possibility that 
somehow or other in indefinable circumstances the United States^ 
might again find themselves involved in an European war.”  If Ger
many invaded Britain in force, "such a wave of emotion might arise, 
that an American army might be sent overseas. ” 4

Ambassador Lindsay reported his conversation with the president 
to the Foreign Office, marking it "m ost secret.”  At his suggestion the 
foreign minister authorized the ambassador to "convey to the Presi
dent my great appreciation of his having taken you so far into his con
fidence.”  He wrote that "should His Majesty’s Government be drawn 
into any conflict, their major role would probably be enforcement of 
blockade, as President foresees.”  He found it " o f  great encourage
ment to know that the President has been giving thought to these 
questions.” 1
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At his cabinet meeting a few days later, the president discussed his 
idea for an Anglo-French defensive war in Europe and emphasized his 
concern (according to lekes’s diary) about “ the overwhelming pre
ponderance of Germany and Italy in the a ir."  Like Lindbergh at the 
same time, Roosevelt believed “ Germany alone has an air fleet much 
greater than the combined fleets of England, France and Russia and 
can turn out airplanes two or three times faster than those of three 
countries.“ 4

In October, 1938, at Roosevelt's invitation, Colonel and Mrs. Ar
thur Murray were guests at Hyde Park. Active in the British Liberal 
party, Murray had served in the Foreign Office under Sir Edward 
Grey in World War I and had been an assistant military attaché in 
Washington during and after the war. Alarmed by the Nazi menace 
and critical of Chamberlain's appeasement policies, Colonel Murray 
had maintained friendly contact with Roosevelt over many years. On 
October 21, Roosevelt discussed German air power with Murray, in
cluding ways the United States as a neutral might be able to help Brit
ain in the event o f war. The president asked Murray to tell Prime 
Minister Chamberlain that he would have “ the industrial resources of 
the American nation behind him in the event of war with the dictator
ships,*' insofar as it was within Roosevelt's power to achieve it. Roose
velt wanted Chamberlain “ to know that privately," though the 
prime minister (and the president) “ couldn't say it publicly." Roose
velt also asked Colonel Murray to tell the prime minister of the 
growing awareness of the American people to the Axis threat to the 
Western Hemisphere in the event those aggressors triumphed else
where. Roosevelt told Murray that “ one of his difficulties . . . was 
that the last democracies to be really hit would be the United States.*" 
On December 14, Murray met with Chamberlain and left him a mem
orandum of the conversation with Roosevelt.* Chamberlain and his 
office were not much impressed, but the episode does provide a peek 
at Roosevelt’s evolving thoughts—a glimpse that was more candid 
than the American people or Congress had had to that time.

In the same month of October that he visited with Murray, in the 
days and weeks immediately following Munich, French needs and per
spectives were brought vividly to the president’s attention. The United 
States ambassador to France, William C. Bullitt, was more intimately 
informed on French thought and policies than any other American in 
public life. It was his invitation that had brought together French Air 
Minister Guy La Chambre, Jean Monnet, and Colonel Charles A. 
Lindbergh, as well as Premier Daladier and others, to discuss ways of 
meeting France's needs for increased air power. Though Lindbergh
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decided against participating in the scheme for building French air
craft factories in Canada and though nothing came of the plan 
directly, the deliberations in Paris did lead in October to Monnet’s 
mission to the United States and to his personal conferences with 
Roosevelt and other top American officials.*

Ambassador Bullitt returned to the United States and on October 
13 reported to the White House and conferred late into the night with 
the president. Three days later Bullitt went to Hyde Park with Roose
velt and others. At his sessions with FDR, Bullitt presented his impres
sions of German air power superiority, French aviation weakness, the 
importance of air power in deliberations leading to Munich, and the 
urgent necessity for building French (and British and American) air 
power in confronting future Axis challenges. Bullitt drew on various 
sources for his information, but among those was Colonel Lindbergh. 
At the very time Bullitt was conferring with the president, Lindbergh 
and his wife were in Germany for their third and last major inspection 
tour of aircraft and aviation research and production facilities there. 
On October 26, Colonel Lindbergh sent an eighteen-page hand-writ
ten letter addressed to Ambassador Bullitt in Paris describing his latest 
observations and findings on German air power. In November, Lind
bergh also wrote to General H. H. Arnold, recently appointed chief of 
the Army Air Corps.10

Those reports from Bullitt and others and indirectly from Lind
bergh affected Roosevelt’s thinking. That was evidenced in his com
ments at cabinet meetings and in his conversations with Britain’s An
thony Eden who visited the United States in December. The British 
embassy reported that in talking with Eden the president had “ harped 
upon the great inferiority in air power of Great Britain and France as 
compared with Germany’’ and urged Britain to “ do everything pos
sible*’ to strengthen its air power.11

Earlier in 1938 the French had contracted for the purchase o f one 
hundred Curtiss Hawk 73 pursuit planes (export versions of the P-36, 
of which the Army Air Corps had only three at the time). In early No
vember after he had returned to Paris from the United States, Monnet 
reported that he believed France could get a thousand airplanes from 
American manufacturers by the end o f July, 1939. Premier Daladier 
authorized him to purchase the planes, and, with encouragement from 
President Roosevelt, Monnet returned to the United States in Decem
ber at the head of a small mission of aviation experts—including Paul 
Chemidlin. Through Acting Secretary of State Sumner Welles, Roose
velt authorized the Treasury Department under Secretary Henry Mor- 
genthau, Jr., to assist Monnet and his mission. Morgenthau arranged
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for Monnet to confer with the Treasury Department's acting director 
o f procurement. They began to explore the possibilities of French pur
chase of military bombers, fighters, and trainers from American man
ufacturers. In their efforts to step up expansion of American air 
power, the Army Air Corps under General Arnold and the War De
partment under Secretary of War Harry Woodring objected to having 
the still puny output of American aircraft factories siphoned off to fill 
European orders. With encouragement from Morgenthau, however, 
the president on December 21 authorized the French to inspect and 
buy American planes, providing their orders did not interfere with up
coming American orders. And on January 16, 1939, the President 
pressed his insistence " that every effort be made to expedite the pro
curement o f any types of plane desired by the French government." 
With firm authority from the president channeled through Secretary 
Morgenthau, Secretary Woodring and General Arnold reluctantly au
thorized the French inspection of the Douglas bomber and other air- 
craft.The prototype did not include the secret Norden bombsight. 
Since the plane had not yet been purchased by the air corps, legal re
strictions on foreign sales of American military aircraft presumably 
did not apply. All of that was accomplished secretly. Not until the 
plane crashed in California on January 23 was it brought vividly to the 
attention of Congress and the public.12

Even before the crash, however, Congress had been alerted to the 
general problem. On January 10,1939, Ambassadors Bullitt and Ken
nedy had given secret testimony at an executive session of a joint 
meeting o f the Senate and House Military Affairs Committees.The 
two American ambassadors (both fully and personally informed by 
Lindbergh of his findings) provided the legislators with a gloomy por
trait of the inferiority of British and French air power relative to Ger
many and implied the urgent necessity for vastly increasing American 
air power. Leaks from that meeting alluded to Lindbergh’s reports on 
German air power.11

Two days later, on January 12, the president submitted his mes
sage calling for additional defense appropriations in excess of a half 
billion dollars. The largest part of that was to be allocated for the pur
chase o f airplanes for the Army Air Corps.14 Isolationists generally 
approved building American air power, in contrast to their skepticism 
about big navy construction. But except for his annual message calling 
for ‘‘methods short of war, but stronger and more effective than mere 
words" for ‘‘bringing home to aggressor governments the aggregate 
sentiments of our own people," the president had not yet given major 
emphasis to his aid-short-of-war idea. Though isolationists might sup
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port and even applaud appropriations for continental defense, aid to 
Britain and France and channeling American airplane production to 
them were quite different matters. News o f the secret French purchase 
mission threatened to lead to a full-scale Senate investigation.

Though the senior and most prestigious Senate isolationists served 
on the Foreign Relations Committee, the isolationist perspective was 
vigorously represented by younger isolationists on the Senate Military 
Affairs Committee under the chairmanship o f Morris Sheppard of 
Texas. Among members o f that committee were Senators Gerald Nye 
of North Dakota, Bennett Clark of Missouri, Ernest Lundeen of Min
nesota, Edwin Johnson of Colorado, Robert Reynolds of North Caro
lina, and Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr., of Massachusetts."

After the crash, in response to questioning from Senator Clark, 
General Arnold told the Military Affairs Committee that the French
man “ was out there under the direction of the Treasury Department, 
with a view of looking into possible purchase of airplanes by the 
French Mission.”  That caused an uproar in the committee, in the 
Treasury Department, and in the White House. The air corps chief 
feared he might be fired. At a White House meeting with Secretaries 
Morgenthau and Woodring with military brass present, the president 
emphasized the necessity for cooperation on sale of aircraft abroad.1*

On Friday, January 27, the president explained the matter at his 
press conference. On that same day, with committee chairman Shep
pard presiding, the Military Affairs Committee proposed to get at the 
heart of the matter. Present at the committee meeting were Secretary 
Morgenthau, Secretary Woodring, Army Chief of Staff Malin Craig, 
and others. General Arnold was not present. Senators Clark, Rey
nolds, and Nye pressed the questioning. Secretary Morgenthau ex
plained that the Procurement Division of the Treasury Department 
was helping the French “ meet manufacturers and carry out its mis
sion" as a helpful action to “ a friendly nation." He traced authority 
for his department’s role to Acting Secretary of State Sumner Welles 
and to President Roosevelt.17

With the controversy still raging, President Roosevelt met at the 
White House with members of the Military Affairs Committee on 
Tuesday, January 31, 1939. He took the unusual precaution (for him) 
o f having a verbatim transcript made o f the statements at that 
meeting. FDR spoke to the senators with unusual candor and forth
rightness. He asked them to keep his comments “ confidential"; he did 
not want “ to frighten the American people." He did, however, want 
Americans “ to gradually realize what is a potential danger." It was
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his most frank and advanced statement on foreign policy to any legis
lative committee during his first two terms in office."

President Roosevelt told the senators that he was "very much exer
cised over the future o f the world" and did "no t belong to a school of 
thought that says we can draw a line of defense around this country 
and live completely and solely to ourselves." He said that about three 
years earlier they had "got the pretty definite information that there 
was in the making a policy o f world domination between Germany, 
Italy and Japan ."  There were, he said, two possible ways of viewing 
the challenge. One was "the  hope that somebody will assassinate Hit
ler or that Germany will blow up from within." The other way, FDR 
said, was to " try  to prevent the domination of the world—prevent it 
by peaceful m eans.""

Elaborating on that second approach, Roosevelt posed the ques
tion, "W hat is the first line of defense in the United States?" For the 
Pacific he described that first line of defense as " a  series o f islands, 
with the hope that through the Navy and the Army and the airplanes 
we can keep the Japanese—let us be quite frank—from dominating 
the entire Pacific Ocean and prevent us from having access to the west 
coast o f South America." Turning to the Atlantic and Europe, Roose
velt described America’s first line of defense as "the  continued inde
pendent existence of a very large group of nations." He named them: 
Finland, Latvia, Estonia, Lithuania, Sweden, Norway, Denmark, 
Holland, Belgium, Huğğ^ry, Czechoslovakia, Poland, Romania, Bul
garia, Greece, Yugoslavia, Turkey, Persia, France, and England.20

Roosevelt then discussed the air power weakness o f France and 
England relative to Germany at the time of Munich, using figures pro
portionately much like those that Lindbergh had used. He contended 
that if British and French air power had been twice what it had been, 
"there would not have been any M unich." If Britain, France, and 
other still independent states decided to fight to block Hitler’s next 
moves, the outcome could go either way. If Hitler and Mussolini tri
umphed, " it  would be primarily because o f the air force." If the Axis 
conquered Europe, Africa would automatically fall. Next would be 
Central and South America. Roosevelt traced steps by which Hitler 
conceivably might bring the individual Latin American states under 
his control. He described that hypothetical process as "the gradual 
encirclement o f the United States by the removal of first lines o f 
defense."2'

So far as America’s rearmament program was concerned, Roose
velt told the senators that the United States needed the production ca
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pacity to mass-produce military airplanes. He thought Germany had 
“ enough mass production factories to turn out forty thousand planes 
a year on a three-shift basis.“  He thought if American factories were 
put on a mass-production basis at that time, they might “ turn out nine 
or ten thousand planes a year. None o f them has ever been in mass 
production, so we do not know.“ “

The president explained that nearly two years earlier the British 
and French had sent people to the United States to place small orders 
with American aircraft manufacturers. The United States approved be
cause factories were idle and could complete the foreign orders before 
starting work on American orders. Also the United States wanted 
“ France to continue as an independent n a tio n .. . .  Therefore, it is to 
our interest, quite frankly, to do what we can, absolutely as a matter 
o f peace, peace of the world, to help the French and British maintain 
their independence. Literally, their independence is threatened to
day.“  The president promised to do everything possible “ to prevent 
any munitions from going to Germany or Italy or Japan.“  And he 
would do everything he could “ to maintain the independence o f these 
other nations by sending them all they can pay for on the barrelhead, 
to these about forty or fifty now independent nations o f the world. 
Now, that is the foreign policy of the United States.“  He hoped 
France got the best planes America could produce and got them quick
ly. “ It may mean the saving of our civilization.“  Roosevelt said, “ We 
will help them to rearm against the threat of dictators in this world. It 
is our policy.“  He assured the senators “ that about the last thing that 
this country should do is ever to send an army to Europe again.“ “

The president had been boldly frank in his comments to the Senate 
Military Affairs Committee. He had described in alarming terms the 
seriousness of the Axis challenge. He had explained the policies he in
tended to follow in the face of that foreign menace. He told the sena
tors what America’s foreign policy was and why. It was a concerned 
group of senators that left the president that Tuesday afternoon.

Senators Clark, Nye, and Reynolds were together as they walked 
out o f the White House. An hour later Senator Nye wrote an eleven- 
page memorandum summarizing his thoughts from the meeting. In his 
memorandum Nye expressed concern both about the policies the pres
ident had outlined and the secrecy surrounding those policies. The 
progressive Republican Senator from North Dakota thought Roose
velt had called the session primarily to block efforts to get the corre
spondence on the episode. Nye was convinced that Roosevelt was “ de
termined to utterly ignore the neutrality law” and “ to aid the so-called 
democracies”  in a pending European war. He found it “ shocking”
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that “ even before that war comes the President considers our first line 
o f defense to be in France.”  The “ short of war”  assurances by Roose
velt would be insufficient restraint, in Nye’s view, if they were pref
aced by the word “ anything.”  Noting Roosevelt’s usual charm, Nye 
wrote: “ His talk today was as one who knows just what is coming and 
just what to do. His program was carefully charted.”  In his memoran
dum the senator wrote that after the meeting he had limited himself to 
one sentence for newsmen: “ To be confined to secrecy at a time when 
there is so much that ought to be said is distressing.”  He believed that 
“ secrecy on such scores as were discussed today is not in the best inter
ests o f the country.”  Nye concluded his personal memorandum by 
writing; “ Get the uniforms ready for the boys.” 14

The next day Nye took the floor in the Senate to protest against se
crecy on “ a matter which quite properly might have been left wide 
open to the press and to the public.”  He announced that he would 
withdraw “ from all executive committee meetings o f the Military Af
fairs Committee in its present consideration o f national defense mea
sures, and to maintain that withdrawal until such time as a reasonable 
part of the record, devoid o f any military secrets o f those meetings, 
shall be available to the people.”  He determined to protect himself 
“ from a position that is intolerable and completely out of step with 
what ought to be practice under a democratic representative form of 
government.” 2*

Though Nye limited his immediate public reaction to objecting to 
the secrecy, at least one other senator was less inhibited. Newsmen 
swarmed as the senators left the meeting with the president. And head
lines the next day quoted an unidentified senator as saying that Roose
velt had told them that America’s frontier was on the Rhine or in 
France. The president had discussed America’s first line of defense 
and had listed countries much further east than France or the Rhine 
whose continued independent existence was important to the United 
States. According to the White House transcript, however, Roosevelt 
had not said that America’s frontier was on the Rhine. There was 
much speculation about who had made the statement to newsmen. 
Some suspected Nye. He (both then and later) denied that he had 
made the remark. He thought Senator Lundeen o f Minnesota had 
done so. Whoever was responsible, it caused a tremendous uproar—in 
the press, in Congress, in the public, and in the White House.24

At his press conference on February 3, Roosevelt called the allega
tion a “ deliberate lie.”  Contrary to his usual procedure, he authorized 
newsmen to quote him on that. He charged that “ Some boob got that 
o f f ’ and denied that the phrase summed up what he had actually told
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the senators. He provided the newsmen with what he called “ a com
paratively simple statement" of American foreign policy. It included 
no "entangling alliances," "maintenance of world trade for every
body," "complete sympathy with any and every effort made to reduce 
or limit armaments," and sympathy "with the peaceful maintenance 
of political, economic and social independence of all nations in the 
w orld."27 That was a different statement of American foreign policy 
than he had provided for the Military Affairs Committee three days 
before.

The White House also made arrangements for Democratic Con
gressman Thomas C. Hennings, Jr., o f Missouri to deliver an address 
over the Columbia Broadcasting System that evening defending the 
president and attacking his critics. Stephen Early, the president's sec
retary, provided Hennings with the text for his broadcast, arranged 
network time for him in New York, and advised the congressman on 
getting the speech to wire services and newspapers.2*

Senator Hiram Johnson o f California found that constituents in 
Los Angeles were eager to have the sale of planes to France consum
mated. But he did not share that view. Like Nye, Johnson particularly 
objected to the secrecy with which the administration had handled the 
matter. He was concerned that if the planes went to France, they 
would not be available for America's own air corps. He wrote his son 
that the lines were divided "with all the Jews on one side, wildly en
thusiastic for the President, and willing to fight to the last American, 
both Germany and Italy; and those of us—a very considerable num
ber—who are thinking in terms of our own country, and that alone." 
For his son, Johnson elaborated on the Jews: "Naturally, like any 
normally constituted human being, I hate the persecutions to which 
the Jews have been put, and I will go any fair lengths, save the ruin of 
my own country, to aid them; but I will not go to the length o f fighting 
citizens of other nations, who have been badly and shamefully treated, 
nor that these citizens of other nations may vindicate their rights or 
punish their wrongdoers. This is the basis of the struggle here, and I 
don 't know but what somebody ought to say it openly, but everybody 
is afraid—1 confess I shrink from it—of offending the Jews." He was 
convinced that Roosevelt "cares no more for what may happen to us 
in a war, than the man in the moon. He has developed the dictator 
complex, and he has found, at last, the class which cheers him vocifer
ously for aiding their people, who neither live here, nor have anything 
in common with our country. He will do anything for applause, and it 
is this very group at present which applaud him to the echo."2'

At his press conference on February 17, President Roosevelt elabo
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rated more fully on what he had told the Military Affairs Committee. 
He insisted, however, that his comments be “ off the record" because 
“ in the hands o f an unscrupulous person like Nye or Bennett Clark, 
on this particular subject. . .  it can be so completely twisted around as 
to be an awfully dangerous thing." He then restated his view that the 
“ continued independence" of “ thirty or forty" countries was “ of tre
mendous importance to the safety of the United States." He again de
nied “ that the frontiers of the United States are on the Rhine or in 
France," charging that the phrase was coined to “ make political capi
ta l ." 1*

Senator Nye got a different impression of the president's com
ments to newsmen. As he understood it, Roosevelt had told his press 
conference that he did not know who leaked the statement but that the 
person was a “ boob" and a “ liar”  and “ spelled his name N-y-e." Nye 
insisted that he had not leaked the statement and was angered by what 
he understood to be Roosevelt’s reference to him. When Marvin Mc
Intyre, the president’s secretary, later called Nye and said Roosevelt 
would like him to come to the White House to talk over matters, the 
senator refused the invitation. He believed that if Roosevelt consid
ered him a “ boob" and a “ liar," nothing would be accomplished by 
further discussion. After that refusal, Nye was never again invited to 
the White House for consultation. The episode marked the final break 
in personal relations between Roosevelt and Nye.11

President Roosevelt had been moving slowly, cautiously, and skill
fully in shaping and implementing the early patterns for his aid-short- 
of-war policy. The plane crash in California blew the cover of secrecy 
that had hidden his thoughts and actions from the American public 
and isolationists. In an effort to quiet the uproar, he explained his pol
icies and actions with unusual frankness to members of the Military 
Affairs Committee. That backfired with the leak of the “ frontier on 
the Rhine" phrase. His efforts to smooth things over at his press con
ferences won the cooperation of most newsmen, but did not assuage 
isolationists. As in the aftermath of his quarantine speech, so in the 
wake of the “ frontier on the Rhine" episode President Roosevelt was 
not deterred from pursuing increasingly internationalist policies in the 
face o f Axis challenges abroad. His boldness and innovativeness con
tinued in his actions abroad. And he and other administration leaders 
continued their effforts to educate the American public away from 
isolationism. But the furor at home made him more cautious (and 
even devious) in his tactics for dealing with isolationists, with Con
gress, and with the American public. Those patterns were apparent in 
his efforts to accomplish revision of the neutrality legislation in 1939.



Chapter 22

Eroding Neutrality

The Neutrality Act o f 1939 was an important part of President Roose
velt’s aid-short-of-war policy. Signed into law on November 4, it 
repealed the arms embargo and thereby enabled warring Britain and 
France to buy armaments and munitions in the United States. It re
enacted the cash-and-carry provisions that had expired six months 
earlier. It was the first in an uninterrupted succession of Roosevelt ad
ministration triumphs over isolationists in legislative contests on neu
trality and aid-short-of-war. Though they could still delay action on 
the president’s proposals and though they might deter him from press
ing particular legislation, from 1939 onward isolationists were never 
able to defeat any presidential aid-short-of-war proposal actually put 
to a vote in Congress. The initiative and advantage had shifted to the 
president. Isolationists fought tenaciously in a losing struggle as 
Roosevelt's forces relentlessly drove them back in engagement after 
engagement.

The initial administration moves to revise neutrality legislation in 
1939 were so cautious, and isolationist strength was so great before the 
European war began, that the opposition temporarily prevailed. The 
president and Secretary Hull would have preferred complete repeal of 
the Neutrality Act or discretionary authority to apply the arms em
bargo only against aggressor states. Senator Key Pittman and others, 
however, warned that such legislation could not be passed at that 
time. Pittman believed the most that could be hoped for was repeal of 
the arms embargo and the application of cash-and-carry to all exports, 
including munitions, from the United States to belligerents. Adminis
tration leaders were persuaded that Pittman’s political analysis was 
correct, and they cooperated with his cautious strategy. Even those 
limited changes faced formidable opposition. Not until after war 
erupted in Europe in September, 1939, were administration forces
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able to overpower isolationists on the issue. Congress and the nation 
hotly debated the issue before the President and his supporters carried 
the day. To accomplish his goal, the president was less than frank with 
the American people. Both interventionists and noninterventionists 
correctly identified the administration's moves as designed to extend 
American aid to the victims of Axis aggression. The president phrased 
it in those terms in private conversations and correspondence with 
those he trusted. His public stance, however, was that the changes in 
neutrality legislation would be more likely to keep the United States 
out o f war and were more in tune with traditional international law. 
The neutrality debates in 1939 set general patterns that were to be re
peated over and over again until the Japanese attack more than two 
years later officially brought the United States into World War II .1

The permanent Neutrality Act of 1937 had no sooner become law 
than many on all sides wanted to revise or repeal it. In the fall o f 1938 
the Department of State named a subcommittee to study options and 
make recommendations. That subcommittee concluded that repeal of 
the neutrality law or legislation giving the president discretionary au
thority to apply the provisions o f the law against only one side in a 
foreign war could not win approval in Congress. Repeal of the em
bargo and strengthening cash-and-carry seemed the most that might 
be obtained. Senator Pittman, chairman of the Foreign Relations 
Committee, advised R. Walton Moore, counselor of the Department 
of State, that he thought the Senate would not give the president "any 
larger discretion under our so-called 'Neutrality Legislation.* " 2

In his annual message to Congress on January 4, 1939, President 
Roosevelt said, "W e have learned that when we deliberately try to leg
islate neutrality, our neutrality laws may operate unevenly and un
fairly—may actually give aid to an aggressor and deny it to the victim. 
The instinct of self-preservation should warn us that we ought not to 
let that happen any m ore." When Secretary of State Cordell Hull con
ferred with Senator Pittman a few days later, however, the Nevada 
Democrat thought the chances for success might be greater if the ad
ministration left the initiative to him and his committee. Hull and 
Roosevelt deferred to Pittman's wishes.1 Later in January, just after 
the bomber crash in California, V. A. L. Mallet of the British Em
bassy in Washington explained in a dispatch to the Foreign Office in 
London that the president and secretary of state were "anxious to do 
what they can to help but are obsessed by the risk of going too far 
ahead o f public opinion and thus losing control of Congress." As the 
British diplomat saw it, "President Roosevelt evidently feels he must
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exercise greatest care not to give a handle to the isolationists and he 
presumably feels he has in his speech of January 4th said as much as 
he safely can for the present."4

On March 20, after consulting Moore in the State Department, 
Pittman introduced his neutrality resolution (S.J. Res. 67). It had the 
administration’s tacit approval. It would continue most of the provi
sions of the earlier neutrality legislation, but provided for repeal o f the 
arms embargo and extension of cash-and-carry. Pittman presented his 
resolution as "The Peace Act of 1939," rather than as aid-short-of- 
war.5

A few days later in a memorandum to Hull and Welles, FDR 
wrote; "The more I think the problem through, the more I am con
vinced that the existing Neutrality Act should be repealed in toto with
out any substitute." He authorized them to pass his views on to Pitt
man and other congressional leaders. Though Senators King of Utah 
and Lewis of Illinois had introduced separate bills calling for repeal of 
the existing Neutrality Act, Pittman and others thought that was not 
politically practicable in 1939. Senator Elbert D. Thomas of Utah had 
introduced a resolution designed to authorize the president to apply 
the arms embargo only against states waging war in violation of trea
ties to which the United States was a party. Neither Pittman nor the 
State Department officials thought it could win approval in Con
gress.4

In January, Senator Nye had reintroduced his earlier resolution 
calling for a complete ban on export of all munitions from the United 
States at any time in peace or war to any country outside the Western 
Hemisphere. On March 28, Senator Nye, Bone, and Clark sponsored 
a less drastic resolution. It would have retained most of the provisions 
in the Neutrality Act—including the arms embargo and cash-and- 
carry. But it would have increased the powers o f Congress and re
stricted presidential authority in implementing neutrality policies. Nye 
charged that the Pittman resolution was designed to provide "Ameri
can help for England and France especially.'"

In their separate analyses, Roosevelt and Nye understood in gen
eral terms what the other was doing, neither could see the wisdom of 
the others’s course, each took a jaundiced view of the other and his 
perspective, and each determined to battle the other’s approach with 
all the ability he could command. Each felt righteous in his efforts; 
each thought the other unwise or worse.* There was at least the possi
bility that by 1939 each was beginning to realize that the president and 
his approach would prevail, that Nye and the isolationists would go
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down to defeat as war raged abroad and the United States was drawn 
(or led) into that maelstrom.

With the administration and State Department cautiously staying 
in the background, Pittm an's Senate Foreign Relations Committee 
prepared to conduct public hearings. On April 5, the first to testify 
was former Secretary of State Henry L. Stimson of New York. A 
conservative, Republican, urban-oriented, internationalist, Stimson 
shared Roosevelt's opposition to isolationism but was more frank and 
straightforward in expressing his views. Stimson preferred the 
Thomas amendment that would have given the president authority to 
discriminate against aggressor states. His second choice was repeal of 
the Neutrality Act.* Stimson’s testimony intensified isolationist fears 
about internationalist-interventionist intentions in revising neutrality 
legislation and about possible consequences for the United States if 
those intentions were carried out.

Crusty old Hiram Johnson thought the committee hearings made 
little difference and that neutrality legislation itself had little import. 
But he tried to use the hearings "as a sounding board for the refrain— 
we won't go into the w ar." He was convinced that Roosevelt was de
termined to take the United States into war "unless some o f us here 
can make him realize that it is not a popular thing." In a letter to his 
grandson he wrote, "The first casualty of war is always truth, and 
then would come the loss of our own democracy. We would have 
whipped one dictator abroad, and set up another here." To his son he 
wrote that "we would be just as well off if we repealed the laws and 
depended upon international law ."10 That view coincided generally 
with those of the international law authorities John Bassett Moore 
and Edwin M. Borchard, with whom Johnson and Borah often corre
sponded and consulted.

Young Robert M. La Follette, Jr., o f Wisconsin, on the Foreign 
Relations Committee, also made clear his disagreement with the ad
ministration. In a form letter La Follette wrote that he was "unalter
ably opposed to the United States becoming involved in another war 
except in actual defense o f the United States, its possessions and this 
hemisphere." He favored "m andatory neutrality legislation" and op
posed "in  any way broadening the discretion of the President in the 
enforcement o f neutrality laws." He urged adoption of "drastic legis
lation which will tax war profits to the limit in case this country be
comes involved in w ar."11

As the hearings ran their course, Pittman, while keeping the initia
tive in his committee, cautiously opened the door for testimony by



Secretary Hull. Hull insisted that his testimony be given in closed exec
utive session. He and his advisers spent days painstakingly preparing a 
statement he might make before the committee. But things got out of 
hand. As M offat described it in his diary on May 3: “ The neutrality 
situation seems to be going from bad to w orse.. . .  The President ob
viously is afraid to enter the picture for fear of the reaction against his 
personal wishes. The Secretary has had a series of talks with a group 
of Senators but has gotten nowhere. Pittman’s leadership has broken 
down.” *1

On May 7, State Department officials completed the draft o f the 
statement Hull might make at committee hearings. He invited Pittman 
to confer with him on Monday morning, May 8. The Nevada Demo
crat spent two and one-half hours at the State Department, and every
thing fell apart. Pittman did not like the statement Hull proposed to 
make. The committee wanted Hull’s testimony in open, not closed, 
session. Believing that such a confrontation on the administration's 
policies and aims would be dangerous and unwise, Pittman advised 
Hull not to testify. Given the political situation as they saw it, Roose
velt and Hull concurred with Pittman’s advice. The committee took 
no action. The efforts to work through Pittman and his Foreign Rela
tions Committee stalled.11

The administration then turned to the House Foreign Affairs 
Committee. Democrat Sam McReynolds had been a loyal and effec
tive instrument for the administration’s foreign policies as chairman 
of that committee during Roosevelt’s first six years in office. His 
health had failed, however, and in 1939 Democratic Congressman Sol 
Bloom of New York served as acting chairman. Bloom rejected isola
tionism and was eager to cooperate with the administration, but he 
lacked McReynold’s political expertise. Roosevelt and Hull conferred 
with Bloom and other Democratic House leaders urging repeal o f the 
embargo to help prevent war in Europe or, if war erupted, to make an 
Axis victory less likely.14

On May 27, Secretary Hull sent a letter to Senator Pittman and 
Congressman Bloom on neutrality revision. It had been the object of 
long and careful work by Hull and his advisers. They cleared the letter 
with FDR, who considered it “ excellent.”  Hull wrote that the United 
States could not “ disassociate”  itself from world events, that Amer
ica’s neutrality policies would inevitably affect other countries. He 
warned against rigid and inflexible legislation. Hull thought the legis
lation “ should conform, so far as possible, to traditional concepts of 
international law adhered to by this Government.”  He wrote that “ a
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complete embargo upon all exports would obviously be ruinous to our 
economic life." He urged repeal of the arms embargo and called for 
reenacting most of the other provisions of the existing law, including 
cash-and-carry. He believed his recommendations would “ help to 
keep this country out of war and facilitate our adherence to a position 
o f neutrality.”  Hull made his letter public in a press release.1*

With help and guidance from the State Department and the White 
House, Bloom moved his committee to action. On June 13, in a 
straight party vote o f twelve to eight, the Foreign Affairs Committee 
reported Bloom's neutrality bill favorably. It included the provisions 
Roosevelt and Hull had hoped for, given the prevailing political situa
tion.

But matters got out of hand when it reached the floor o f the House 
o f Representatives. The neutrality issue got mixed up with the silver is
sue.1* Even the visit to the United States early in June by the popular 
king and queen of England failed to help matters in Congress. The 
House adopted the Bloom neutrality resolution on June 30, but only 
after it had attached an amendment introduced by Republican Con
gressman John M. Vorys of Ohio partly restoring the arms embargo. 
Passed by the narrow margin of 159 to 157 in a late night session after 
many o f the Democratic congressmen had already gone home, the 
Vorys amendment removed the embargo on “ implements o f war,”  
but maintained it on arms and amm unition."

After midnight on June 30, according to the presidential diaries o f 
Henry Morgenthau, Jr., Roosevelt told his treasury secretary on the 
telephone: “ On these Monetary and Neutrality bills, I will bet you an 
old hat, and tell your people to spread the word around, that Hitler 
when he wakes up and finds out what has happened, there will be 
great rejoicing in the Italian and German camps. I think we ought to 
introduce a bill for statues of Austin, Vandenberg, Lodge and Taft— 
the four of them—to be erected in Berlin and put the swastika on 
them.”  That guilt-by-association pattern o f identifying leading isola
tionists with Hitler and the Nazis was to become an increasingly effec
tive and devastating tactic used by interventionists, an^ the. Roosevelt 
administration to demolish their isolationist opponents. In a letter to 
Congresswoman Caroline O’Day on July 1, Roosevelt wrote, “ The 
anti-war nations believe that a definite stimulus has been given to Hit
ler by the vote of the House, and that if war breaks out in Europe, be
cause o f further seeking of territory by Hitler and Mussolini, an im
portant part o f the responsibility will rest on last night's action.”  He 
wrote that the House vote “ was a stimulus to war and that if the result



had been different it would have been a definite encouragement to 
peace." On July 1, the president wrote Attorney General Frank Mur
phy asking, " I f  we fail to get any Neutrality Bill, how far do you think 
I can go in ignoring the existing act—even though I did sign i t? " "  
Blocked in the House, the administration turned once again to the 
Senate. Both Roosevelt and Hull actively tried to win favorable action 
from Pittman and individual members o f his committee. "

At the same time, Senators Johnson, Nye, Clark, and La Follette 
called a meeting of senators in Johnson's office on Friday morning, 
July 7, to plan opposition to neutrality revision. Fourteen attended the 
meeting, but they claimed the support of twenty other senators. John
son felt uncomfortable working with some in the group and "would 
much rather be a lone wolf." But he knew the necessity for the 
strength of numbers. Those attending the meeting were Senators 
Johnson, Nye, La Follette, Bennett Clark of Missouri, D. Worth 
Clark of Idaho, Borah, Bone, Shipstead, Capper, Lodge, White, 
Holt, Clyde Reed o f Kansas, and John Danaher o f Connecticut. They 
issued a statement opposing repeal o f the arms embargo and objecting 
to "any discretion being lodged in the hands o f any Chief Executive to 
determine an aggressor or aggressors during any war ab road ."20

Senator Pittman scheduled a meeting of his Foreign Relations 
Committee for July 11 to consider neutrality proposals. When his 
committee met that morning, senators expected him to propose con
sideration o f either his own resolution or Bloom's. Instead, he asked 
whether any neutrality measure should be considered or recommended 
in view of the fact that the Neutrality Act of 1937 was still binding ex
cept for cash-and-carry. Surprised by Pittman's tack, the senators hes
itated as they gathered their thoughts. Democrat Tom Connally of 
Texas moved that the committee consider the Bloom resolution, but 
he got no second. Before he could press his proposal, Senator Clark of 
Missouri, recently named to the committee, moved that consideration 
of neutrality legislation be postponed until the next session o f Con
gress met six months later in January, 1940. His motion was quickly 
seconded, discussed, and passed by a vote of twelve to eleven.

Clark’s motion won the votes of all five Republicans on the com
mittee—Borah, Johnson, Capper, Vandenberg, and White—as well as 
those of Progressive La Follette and Farmer-Laborite Shipstead. Five 
Democrats also voted for the motion—Clark, Robert Reynolds of 
North Carolina, Frederick Van Nuys o f Indiana, Walter George of 
Georgia, and Guy Gillette of Iowa. Roosevelt had opposed the renom
ination of four of the five Democrats in his attempted purge in 1938 of
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conservative Democrats who had opposed his court-packing plan. 
Given their generally even-handed approaches on foreign affairs, 
George and Gillette conceivably might have gone either way in the 
committee vote. But both voted with the isolationists for the Clark 
motion. Two years after the defeat o f court packing, FDR was still 
paying a political price, this time in foreign affairs, for his bungled at
tempt to reorganize the federal judiciary and for his unsuccessful ef
forts to purge Democrats who broke with him on court packing. With 
the exception o f one New England vote (White) and two from the 
South (Reynolds and George), all the votes for the Clark motion were 
from the Middle West, Great Plains, or Far West. The twelve senators 
were not all isolationists and were not in agreement on what ought to 
be done about neutrality legislation when it came up for considera
tion. But isolationists were delighted by the committee’s action. Sena
tor Nye told newsmen that the committee vote and House approval of 
the Vorys amendment served *'‘notice to France and Great Britain that 
we are not going to fight any more of their wars.” 21 Roosevelt, Hull, 
and American diplomats in Europe believed that those actions were 
similarly noted by Germany and Italy, thereby increasing the danger 
that they might provoke war in Europe.22

Though blocked in both the Senate and the House, Roosevelt and 
Hull were not prepared to give up their efforts. The president called in 
Democratic leaders of both houses to express his disappointment in 
their actions. On July 14, he forwarded to Congress with his endorse
ment a long statement by Secretary Hull vigorously urging neutrality 
revision and repeal of the embargo. And on Tuesday evening, July 18, 
at a lengthy meeting in the White House, Roosevelt and Hull made a 
final earnest effort to move Senate leaders to action before Congress 
adjourned. At the meeting were President Roosevelt, Vice-President 
John Nance Garner of Texas, Secretary of State Cordell Hull, Senate 
Majority Leader Alben Barkley of Kentucky, Senate Minority Leader 
Charles McNary o f Oregon, Assistant Minority Leader Warren Aus
tin o f Vermont, Chairman o f the Foreign Relations Committee Key 
Pittman o f Nevada, and ranking minority member of the Foreign Re
lations Committee William E. Borah of Idaho.22

According to Hull's account in his memoirs, the president began 
the discussion by mentioning Senator Nye's extreme isolationist views 
that were blocking repeal o f the embargo. Borah interrupted, "There 
are others, Mr. President.”  In an exchange between the two of them 
Borah voiced his opposition to repeal of the embargo and contended 
that there would be no European war in the near future. Roosevelt



turned to Hull for his comments on that. The secretary of state em
phasized that the cables from abroad crossing his desk revealed an ex
tremely dangerous and explosive international situation. The Idaho 
Republican responded, however, that he had private information that 
made clear to him that there would be no European war in the near fu
ture. Hull interpreted Borah’s statement and tone as a  reflection on 
the State Department and on the quality o f its diplomatic reporting. 
Proud of his Department and concerned about the war clouds abroad, 
Hull had a bad temper when sufficiently provoked. He scarcely knew 
whether to explode or cry. He did neither, but it was apparent to all 
that he restrained himself only with great difficulty.24

Apparently one o f Borah’s sources of information was a mimeo
graphed publication in London called the Week. It was edited by 
Claud Cockburn and generally followed the Communist party line. It 
was a source for the image o f the appeasement proclivities o f the 
Cliveden Set at the estate of Lord and Lady Astor. And it had 
triggered a heated controversy when it reported a garbled version of 
Charles A. Lindbergh’s evaluation o f the Soviet Union and its air 
power after his visit to Russia in 1938.2>

The discussion in the president’s study that Tuesday night in July, 
1939, continued amicably enough, but it became clear to all present 
that Roosevelt simply could not garner sufficient votes to accomplish 
repeal of the arms embargo during that session o f Congress. The pres
ident stressed that failure to repeal the embargo would prevent the 
United States under his leadership from contributing effectively to the 
prevention of war in Europe. He wanted it clear that responsibility for 
that failure rested with Congress.14 When the White House meeting 
ended shortly before midnight, the initial phase o f the administra
tion’s efforts to revise the Neutrality Act had failed.

The White House released a statement by Senator Barkley that 
“ the consensus of opinion on the part of those members of the Senate 
present was that no action on neutrality legislation can be obtained in 
the Senate at the present session and that a majority o f the Senate 
would concur in this view.”  Senator McNary endorsed that opinion. 
They agreed that the Senate would consider neutrality legislation at 
the next session. In a personal letter the day after the meeting, Senator 
Borah wrote: “ We are in real danger. And, in my candid opinion, the 
danger is by reason of conditions happening in the United States.”  
Presumably the danger he feared centered in the White House, not in 
the Senate. In contrast, the president and secretary of state, in the 
statement released by the White House, reemphasized “ that failure by
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the Senate to take action now would weaken the leadership o f the 
United States in exercising its potent influence in the cause of pre
serving peace among other nations in the event of a new crisis in Eu
rope between now and next January.”  After World War II had ended, 
Hull wrote in his memoirs: "H ere was the last effective stand of the 
powerful isolation movement in the United States. The movement 
continued its fight by every means at hand and it remained a  danger, 
but after war came in Europe it was never again able to thwart an Ad
ministration proposal.” ”

That fruitless months-long controversy between the Roosevelt ad
ministration and the isolationists over revision of the Neutrality Act 
seethed against a backdrop o f increasingly ominous war clouds 
abroad. On March 13, 1939, Hitler's Nazi Germany dismembered the 
rest o f Czechoslovakia in violation of his promises at Munich. Hitler 
stepped up his pressure on Poland for Danzig and the Polish Corri
dor that separated the two parts of Germany. On April 14, President 
Roosevelt called on Hitler and Mussolini to promise not to attack or 
invade any of thirty-one states he listed in Europe and the Middle 
East. One o f those was Poland. FDR’s appeal did not deter Hitler. 
The president's messages late in August were similarly unsuccessful. 
As Britain and France stiffened in the face of German pressures, Sta
lin's Soviet Union opened the floodgates for Hitler's next move east by 
concluding a nonaggression pact with Nazi Germany on August 23. 
With the Soviet Union temporarily out o f the picture, with Poland in
capable o f defending itself successfully against German might, and 
with Britain and France not in positions to help Poland effectively in 
East Europe, Hitler made his move. He loosed the German blitzkrieg 
against Poland early on Friday morning, September 1, 1939. When 
Hitler rejected Anglo-French demands that he withdraw his forces 
from Poland, they declared war, and the long-feared World War II 
was a reality. As expected, the German Luftwaffe quickly destroyed 
the antiquated Polish air force and battered its cities from the air. Hit
ler's mechanized divisions with devasting tactical air support over
whelmed Polish forces. Britain and France were in no position to help 
effectively. In less than a month Poland fell. It remained to be seen 
where and when Hitler would strike next.

Roosevelt first learned o f the German invasion of Poland when he 
was awakened at 2:30 in the early morning by a call from Ambassador 
Bullitt in France. He quickly aroused Secretary Hull and other top ad
ministration leaders. By 4:30 a .m . the president had authorized mes
sages to the governments o f Britain, France, Germany, Poland, and
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Italy urging them to refrain from aerial bombardment o f civilian pop
ulations and unfortified cities. His press conference later that morning 
included a swipe at Senator Borah. In response to the question of 
whether the United States could stay out of war, Roosevelt said that “ I 
not only sincerely hope so, but I believe we can; and that every effort 
will be made by the Administration to do so ."  He authorized the 
newsmen to quote him on that. He was in a somber mood when he met 
with his cabinet early in the afternoon; there was none o f the jocular 
banter that so often opened those meetings.2'

During the first eight months o f 1939, the California plane crash, 
the ‘ ‘ frontier-on-the-Rhine’ ' episode, and the muddled efforts to re
vise the Neutrality Act had represented something less than a high 
point in Roosevelt's contest with isolationists. During those months 
FDR was, in effect, on a political shakedown cruise as he worked out 
bugs and perfected techniques for maneuvering his aid-short-of-war 
approach. With the eruption o f the European war in September, 1939, 
however, Roosevelt was the supreme political master as he guided 
Congress and the American people along paths the United States was 
to pursue in foreign affairs during the twenty-seven months before 
Pearl Harbor. He was less than frank with Congress and the public, 
but he slowly educated them on the dangers o f the Axis menace and on 
the wisdom of extending aid short-of-war to the victims o f Axis ag
gression. Behind that public performance, Roosevelt was bold and in
novative in building what Robert E. Sherwood called a "common-law 
alliance" with Britain in its war against the Axis. Isolationists then 
and revisionist critics later saw his tactics as dishonest obfuscations 
that undermined democracy at home while leading America to war. 
Interventionists then and internationalist defenders later considered 
him less devious than his critics charged and, in any event, believed 
that, given the frightful Axis challenge abroad and blind isolationist 
opposition at home, the end justified the means. However one evalu
ates his methods, President Roosevelt performed with impressive po
litical skill and artfulness in accomplishing the repeal o f the arms em
bargo in the fall of 1939.

In his fireside chat to the nation on September 3, Roosevelt did not 
advocate aid to Britain, France, and Poland, but he warned, "W hen 
peace has been broken anywhere, the peace o f all countries every
where is in danger." He urged " that partisanship and selfishness be 
adjourned; and that national unity be the thought that underlies all 
others." He promised that the United States would remain neutral, 
but unlike President Wilson a quarter o f a century earlier, he did not
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call for neutrality in thought. ‘'Even a neutral cannot be asked to close 
his mind or his Conscience. ”  He concluded his broadcast in the mov
ing terms o f peace: “ I have said not once, but many times, that I have 
seen war and that I hate war. I say that again and again. I hope the 
United States will keep out of this war. I believe that it will. And I give 
you assurance and reassurance that every effort of your Government 
will be directed toward that end. As long as it remains within my 
power to prevent, there will be no black-out of peace in the United 
States.” ”

The president was in no hurry to invoke the Neutrality Act. He 
gave Èritain and France as much time as possible to get munitions in 
the United States before the law’s restrictions went into effect. Not 
until September S, two days after war was declared, did he invoke the 
legislation. In doing so, however, he was careful to adhere to the full 
letter o f the law so that he would not make his administration vulner
able to isolationist attacks.”

>̂ <* Though the president called a special session of Congress to revise 
the neutrality law, he moved carefully, taking time to prepare the po
litical groundwork first. He conferred individually with Senate and 
House leaders to get their judgment of likely political alignments on 
the issue. He and Hull briefed legislators to win them to the cause. Not 
until September 13 did he sign the proclamation calling a special ses
sion o f Congress to meet on Thursday, September 21. At the same 
time he sent telegrams inviting leaders in both parties to meet infor
mally with him at the White House a day earlier.11

On September 14, Senator Borah broadcast his conviction that 
neutrality was possible, that American involvement was not inevita
ble, that repeal o f the embargo was designed to aid one side in the war 
against the other, and that that would lead to American involvement 
in the war. The White House promptly arranged to have the Republi
can presidential and vice-presidential candidates of 1936, Alf M. Lan
don and Frank Knox, answer Borah with statements to the press after 
the broadcast. The White House saw to it that former Republican Sec
retary o f State Stimson and others were lined up to reply to the Idaho 
isolationist.11 Nothing was left undone in planning the administra
tion’s moves.

On Wednesday afternoon, September 20, fifteen Democratic and 
Republican leaders met at the White House with President Roosevelt 
and his secretary, Stephen Early, to confer about the special session 
scheduled to  convene the next day. Most in attendance were from the 
Northeast and South. Only four were from the Middle West and Great



Plains, and they included Republicans Alf Landon and Frank Knox, 
who were not isolationists. In contrast to his meetings with the Mili
tary Affairs Committee in January and with Senate leaders in July, 
none o f the more outspoken Senate isolationists was included that 
September afternoon. Roosevelt was marvelously effective in leading 
the discussions, but he was not nearly so candid as he had been when 
he had met with the Military Affairs Committee eight months earlier. 
He did not mention aid-short-of-war or the continued independent 
existence o f particular countries.11

In his opening remarks the president underscored his “ plea to for
get partisanship, for a while anyway.“  He spoke o f the seriousness of 
developments abroad. He said he wanted to sustain the economy at a 
high level. FDR called for the kind of neutrality that was “ based on 
the fundamental principles of international law.“  As he explained it, 
the United States had followed that kind o f neutrality throughout its 
history except for departures in the Jeffersonian era early in the nine
teenth century and after adoption o f the Neutrality Act o f 1935. So far 
as the Neutrality Act was concerned, Roosevelt said; “ I regret that the 
Congress passed that Act. I regret equally that I signed that Act.“  
Roosevelt, Hull, and Pittman blamed Nye, Clark, and their Muni
tions Investigating Committee for the legislation; they emphasized 
that they had gone along with the enactment of the neutrality laws 
only to prevent the more extreme Nye-Clark proposals from winning 
approval.14

As he had done earlier and as he was to  do many times later, Ro<> 
seveinTsed the guilt-by-association device to discredit his isolationist, 
opponents, associating them with both Germany and the Communist 
party. He said the German press was “ displaying on the front 
page . . .  every remark that Bennett Clark makes, that Borah makes, 
that Hiram Johnson makes, that Hamilton Fish makes . . .  as pro- 
German.“  He complained that under the neutrality laws the United 
States was “ handing a navy to  Germany.“  He also said the Commu
nists were doing “ everything in their power to prevent the repeal of 
the embargo.“ 11

So far as specific legislation was concerned, the president thought 
he had the executive authority to pursue the kind o f neutrality he fa
vored with or without authorization from Congress. When one of 
those present said he wanted to 4‘get rid of the whole thing,“  Roose
velt reminded him that there were not enough votes to do that. An
other conferee thought they could get the necessary votes in both 
houses for repeal o f the Neutrality Act, but that the legislators would
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spend months talking about it. The president wanted to avoid that. 
Roosevelt preferred flexible legislation without rigid provisions that 
might draw the United States into war. He said very little about the 
arms embargo, but one o f the conferees put it concisely and accurately 
when he said that “ the only big issue now, that we have got on the cal
endar, is the repeal of the embargo.“ **

Burned by reporting of the meeting with the Military Affairs Com
mittee in January and anticipating the questions of newsmen after 
they left the White House, the group approved a statement for the 
press. As Roosevelt said, “ They will write their own story if you don't 
write it for them ." The statement released by the White House at the 
close o f the meeting declared, “ The conference had the unanimous 
thought that the primary objective is keeping the United States neutral 
and at peace." It called for “ a wholly nonpartisan spirit." And it pro
claimed “ that the most important subject is the repeal of the embargo 
and a return to processes of international law ." The statement made 
no mention o f extending aid to the victims of Nazi aggression.*7

Just after noon the next day, Thursday, September 21, when Pres
ident Roosevelt addressed the joint session opening the special session 
of Congress, he said many of the same things he had told the smaller 
group at the White House the day before. It was a moving perfor
mance. He conceded honorable motives to those who disagreed with 
him, and hoped they would be similarly generous. “ Let no group 
assume the exclusive label of 'peace bloc.' We all belong to it."  He 
briefly reviewed the international crises and the administration's 
policies toward those crises. “ The Executive Branch of the Govern
ment did its utmost, within our traditional policy of non-involvement, 
to aid in averting the present appalling war. Having thus striven and 
failed, this Government must lose no time or effort to keep our nation 
from being drawn into the war. In my candid judgment we shall suc
ceed in those efforts." He told of his efforts to win revision of the 
neutrality law before war began. He described and lamented depar
tures from traditional neutrality policies in the earlier Jeffersonian era 
and in the more recent Neutrality Acts. Again he said: “ I regret that 
Congress passed that Act. I regret equally that I signed that A ct." He 
asked Congress to change “ that part o f the Act which is wholly incon
sistent with ancient precepts of the law of nations—the embargo pro
visions." He noted the material advantages that would accrue from 
repeal o f the embargo. In answer to allegations that repeal of the 
embargo would bring the United States closer to war, President 
Roosevelt said: “ I give you my deep and unalterable conviction, based



on years o f experience as a worker in the field o f international peace, 
that by the repeal of the embargo the United States will more probably 
remain at peace than if the law remains as it stands today. I say this 
because with the repeal of the embargo, this Government clearly and 
definitely will insist that American citizens and American ships keep 
away from the immediate perils of the actual zones of conflict.*' In 
that key statement Roosevelt was citing the noninterventionist advan
tages of cash-and-carry in arguing for repeal of the embargo, even 
though the two were not directly related except politically. With repeal 
of the embargo he also called for reenacting the other provisions of 
the Neutrality Act of 1937, including cash-and-carry.1'

As he had earlier, Senator Key Pittman at the head o f the Foreign 
Relations Committee firmly admonished the administration to leave 
the initiative to him and his committee. He drafted the legislation with 
help from the other Democrats on his committee, though he excluded 
Missouri's isolationist Senator Bennett Champ Clark. Most of the 
provisions were the same as those in the Neutrality Act of 1937. The 
key changes were elimination of the arms embargo and reinsertion of 
cash-and-carry. In an effort to reduce opposition, Pittman included 
more stringent shipping restrictions than the administration preferred. 
The Nevada Democrat presented his neutrality resolution to the For
eign Relations Committee on Monday morning, September 25. It held 
no hearings and on Friday, September 29, voted sixteen to seven to 
report it favorably.1*

On Monday, October 2, Pittman presented it to the full Senate. He 
said the embargo was not necessary to keep the United States out of 
war and that it was a departure from international law. He expressed 
confidence in the president’s intention " to  do everything in his power 
to keep us out of w ar." He did not portray repeal of the embargo in 
terms of aid to Britain and France. The president, Secretary Hull, and 
others in the administration and State Department worked tirelessly 
behind the scenes.40

A few prominent isolationists went along with Roosevelt on repeal 
of the embargo. Republican Robert A. Taft of Ohio, in the first year 
of his first term in the Senate, emphasized his noninterventionist per
spective. He doubted that American entry into the war would preserve 
democracy, and he believed there was "real danger to American de
mocracy from our participation in a w ar." Even if Germany tri
umphed over Britain and France, Taft thought the United States need 
not fear successful military invasion or economic domination by 
Hitler. At the same time, however, he contended that repeal of the
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embargo and reenactment of cash-and-carry would not be unneutral. 
He thought the embargo was “ unfair as between other nations.*' In 
his opinion, “ Removal of the arms embargo is not in any way calcu
lated to increase the chances of our getting into war.** He criticized 
specific details in the proposed legislation, but on balance favored 
repeal of the embargo and reenactment o f cash-and-carry. Assistant 
Minority Leader Senator Warren R. Austin o f Vermont had attended 
the White House meetings with Roosevelt both in July and in Sep
tember; he went along with the president on the issue.41

New Jersey’s W. Warren Barbour had served on Nye’s Munitions 
Investigating Committee and was tom  on the issue. Late in September 
he was receiving four thousand letters a day. Half of them he dis
counted as inspired by pressure groups, but those that seemed to 
express strong individual convictions ran about twenty to one against 
repeal. At the same time, heavy industry in New Jersey stood to bene
fit from armament production and sales; those interests made their 
views clearly known to him. In a radio address on October 24, he 
followed the example o f President Roosevelt in citing the virtues of 
cash-and-carry as arguments for repeal of the embargo. Ultimately he 
followed the president on the issue.42

George W. Norris continued his gradual shift from his earlier iso
lationism to a cautiously hopeful endorsement of Roosevelt’s general 
perspectives on the war abroad. In a radio address on October 3, the 
Nebraska progressive expressed confidence in the patriotism and good 
faith o f people on both sides in the debate. There could be no doubt 
about his earnest desire to keep the United States out o f the war. He 
endorsed revision of the Neutrality Act partly to keep out of war and 
partly to put the United States “ on the side of humanity and civili
zation.’’ In his view the proposed new legislation contained “ safe
guards against all of the causes that carried us into the last war.’* In a 
letter to a constituent, Senator Norris wrote: “ If we repeal it, we are 
helping England and France. If we fail to repeal it, we will be helping 
Hitler and his allies. Absolute neutrality is an impossibility. If we have 
a right to do either one, which I think we have without any question, 
what heathens we would be if instead of taking the course that would 
be helpful to the friends of humanity we would take the course that 
would help the murderers of men, women, and children, and the de
stroyers of civilization! ” 4J

Most leading isolationists, however, fought Roosevelt on revision 
of the neutrality legislation with all the intensity, determination, and 
organization they could command. It was to be Senator William E.



Borah's last battle. He had been seriously ill for some months in the 
middle of 1938. As he passed the age of seventy-four, his strength and 
vigor were diminished. But he retained his reputation for magnificent 
oratory, his showmanship, his nationalism, and his unwavering oppo
sition to alliances and intervention in foreign wars. On September 1, 
the day Germany attacked Poland, Borah issued a statement empha
sizing the desire of the American people to stay out of the war and 
insisting that it was the duty of public officials to serve that wish. He 
warned that if Congress repealed the arms embargo, “ our boys would 
follow our guns into the trenches."44 From that day onward no day 
passed without speeches, press interviews, articles, radio addresses, or 
(after the special session began) orations in Congress by noninter
ventionists opposing repeal of the embargo.

Even before Roosevelt formally called the special session o f Con
gress, leading Senate isolationists began meeting together to plan and 
organize their opposition. Senators Nye, Johnson, La Follette, and 
Vandenberg were particularly active in initiating calls and providing 
leadership for those caucuses. The group generally met in Johnson's 
office. The senators met twice on the first day of the special session 
and generally met every two or three days thereafter. Twenty-four 
were present at their morning meeting on September 21, and usually 
ten to fifteen gathered for the meetings that followed. Among those 
attending were Johnson, Borah, Nye, La Follette, Vandenberg, Clark, 
Lundeen, McCarran, Danaher, Shipstead, Sheridan Downey o f Cali
fornia, and John Overton of Louisiana.4’

With a full quota of individualists, the group had difficulties 
keeping all working together. Johnson wrote that he had “ been every 
hour engaged in trying to draw together again our scattered forces. I 
have not been very successful except with the 'die-hards.* "  La Follette 
wrote his wife that it was “ hard to get any group action out of the 
Senators opposed to repeal o f the Arms Embargo. In the first place 
they are only agreed on that issue, in the second place as you well 
know it is like driving two wild horses to try and keep Borah and 
Johnson pulling together." La Follette thought they should not only 
fight repeal in the Senate but should also organize public opinion to 
bring pressure against the administration proposal. He called in his 
brother Philip La Follette to plan a national committee. Chester 
Bowles of the advertising firm of Benton and Bowles came in to share 
in the organizing effort. Some of the senators feared, however, that 
they might be accused of manufacturing the opposition response. 
Consequently, both Senators Borah and Nye advised against public
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organizational efforts by their group. La Follette thought that de
cision was a mistake and th a t4‘the fight was lost right there."4*

Despite differences within the group, their lines held remarkably 
well. Individual noninterventionists delivered radio addresses oppos
ing repeal. They franked many thousands of copies o f their speeches 
to people all over the country. A private source provided three thou
sand dollars for a  research bureau to aid them with data against 
repeal. Senator Nye canceled scheduled speaking engagements in the 
Middle West so he could be close at hand in Washington during the 
battle. Administration leaders feared a possible filibuster. The group 
decided, however, that that would not be the best tactic unless driven 
to it by administration effort to limit debate. Instead, through Minori
ty Leader Charles McNary they won assurances from Senator Pittman 
and Majority Leader Alben Barkley that there would be unhampered 
opportunity for full debate. The group of noninterventionist senators 
carefully planned their speaking schedules on the floor with each 
sharing the oratorical responsibilities. They introduced various 
amendments to the Bloom-Pittman joint resolution.41

Th$ Roosevelt administration, the isolationists (with the notable 
exceptions of B orah 'ânU Juhiisuu), "  and must uf~lhe American 
people favored reenactment o f cash-and-carry*, şo thé. only real issue 
w asrepéafôf theembargo.ylnternationalists and interventionists con
tended that the embargo helped the Axis against the democratic Allies, 
that repeal would not involve the United States in war, and that it 
would enable the United States to expand its munitions manufacturing 
facilities essential for national defense. Following the president's lead, 
most who urged repeal o f the embargo did not explicitly justify it in 
terms of aiding the Allies against the Axis. In striking contrast, iso
lationists or noninteryentionists insisted that repeal would-be.an un- 
neutral attempt to aid the Allies, that it would bç.a_$t£P. toward war 
f5T the United States, and that the Allies, were^not. fighting for 
democracy but for the defense of their empiresAndj2S>_wer dominance.

International law authorities Edwin Borchard, Philip C. Jessup, 
and Charles C. Hyde wrote that changing the neutrality law after war 
began with the intent or effect of aiding one belligerent against the 
other would be a violation of international law.4* On September 3, 
Senator Clark told an audience in Missouri, *‘If we again set out upon 
the path of being merchants of death we are setting our feet upon the 
path which sooner or later will lead us into war with all of its horrid 
consequences." He feared that 44we might win a war and lose our 
liberties." In mid-September, Senator Nye said: 44If we repeal the act,



we will not be able to avoid subsequent steps which will lead us into 
war. If we make it a cash and carry proposition, it will be only a 
matter of weeks until they ask us to repeal the ‘cash’ part. The next 
step will be to throw the ‘carry’ part out the window and then the 
repeal of the Johnson act. The last step will be a declaration of war.” 
In a network broadcast on October 24, Senator Johnson said: “ The 
repeal of the embargo can serve but one purpose, and in Washington 
that is frankly and freely avowed, to have us take sides in a war to 
which we are not parties by 'methods short of war’ at first, but 
inevitably by methods that will make us wholly partisans.” *0

On September IS, 1939, in the privacy of his diary. Senator Van- 
denberg wrote: “ My quarrel is with this notion that America can be 
half in and half out o f this w a r . . . .  I hate Hitlerism and Naziism and 
Communism as completely as any person living. But I decline to 
embrace the opportunist idea—so convenient and so popular at the 
moment—that we can stop these things in Europe without entering the 
conflict with everything at our command, including men and money. 
There is no middle ground. We are either all the way in or all the way 
ou t.” Other isolationists advanced variations of those views over and 
over again in the course of the debate on revision of the neutrality 
legislation.’1

In the midst of that heated controversy Colonel Charles A. Lind
bergh made his first noninterventionist addresses. Since his return to 
the United States in April, Lindbergh had been serving the Army Air 
Corps in its efforts to build American air power. Important as those 
efforts were, after the European war began he believed it was even 
more important to keep the United States out of the war. He dis
continued his work with the air corps, and on Friday evening, Septem
ber 13, he delivered his first nationwide radio broadcast opposing 
American involvement in the European war. A few hours before his 
speech the Roosevelt administration (through the channels of Secre
tary of War Woodring, General Arnold, and Colonel Truman Smith) 
had attempted unsuccessfully to buy Lindbergh’s silence with the 
proffer of appointment as the first secretary of air in the president’s 
cabinet (a position that did not yet exist). The aviator rejected the 
offer and went ahead with his scheduled broadcast, “ America and 
European W ars.’’ A month later on Friday evening, October 13, 
Colonel Lindbergh broadcast an address, “ Neutrality and W ar.”  In 
that speech Lindbergh (like former president Hoover at the same time) 
distinguished between offensive and defensive armaments. He urged 
continuing the embargo on offensive armaments (such as bombers)
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and endorsed repeal o f the embargo on defensive armaments (such as 
antiaircraft guns). He favored reenactment of cash-and-carry. The 
famed aviator became President Roosevelt's most formidable and 
controversial adversary in the foreign policy debates during the 
twenty-seven months before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. **

Newspapers throughout the country and abroad provided front
page coverage of the neutrality controversy, and Senate galleries filled 
with interested spectators during the first few days o f the debates. As 
they dragged on through much of October, however, the arguments 
on both sides became repetitive, and interest lagged. Everything had 
been said, and most had made up their minds on the issue. Mail at the 
White House and most Senate offices ran heavily against repeal. Çut 
polls indicated that a majority of the American people favoredjejæàT 
of the embargo, and nmTôîïT^TTgfrgyC)récI cash-and-carry  ̂A month 
afteflhe  president addressed the special session of Congress, a Gallup 
poll found that 62 percent of the people believed the United States 
should do everything it could to help Britain and France win the war, 
except go to war itself.”

Chances for a noninterventionist victory might have been greater if 
cash-and-carry (which nearly all favored) had been voted separately 
from embargo repeal (on which sentiment sharply divided). Repub
lican Senator Charles W. Tobey of New Hampshire introduced an 
amendment to treat the two separately, but it was defeated in mid- 
October by sixty-five to twenty-six. Various other amendments pro
posed by isolationists were also voted down. On October 27, in the 
final vote, H.R. 306 passed the Senate sixty-three to thirty. Among 
noninterventionists who voted for repeal were Senators Norris, Taft, 
Austin, and Barbour. Included among the thirty voting in opposition 
were Senators Borah, Capper, Clark of Idaho, Clark o f Missouri, 
Frazier, Holt, Johnson, La Follette, Lodge, Lundeen, McCarran, 
McNary, Nye, Reynolds, Shipstead, Tobey, Vandenberg, Walsh, 
Wheeler, White, and Wiley. Nearly half of the negative votes came 
from seven states, both of whose senators voted in opposition: Wis
consin, Minnesota, North Dakota, Idaho, Oregon, California, and 
Massachusetts. Fifty-four of the sixty-nine Democratic senators voted 
for repeal, as did eight o f the twenty-three Republicans, and one 
independent (Norris). The negative votes were provided by twelve 
Democrats, fifteen Republicans, two Farmer-Laborites, and one Pro
gressive.54

On November 2, the House o f Representatives acted favorably by 
a vote of 243 to 181. The House-Senate conference committee sub



mitted its report the next day, though two o f its senators (Borah and 
Johnson) and two o f its representatives (Fish and Eaton) did not sign 
it. The Senate approved the report 33 to 24, and the House approved 
243 to 172. President Roosevelt signed it into law on November 4,
1939.»

Britain's Prime Minister Chamberlain wrote Roosevelt on Novem
ber 8 that repeal o f the embargo was "no t only an assurance that we 
and our French Allies may draw on the great reservoir o f American 
resources; it is also a profound moral encouragement to us in the 
struggle upon which we are engaged.”  In a letter to Buckingham 
Palace, FDR wrote that the opposition to revision o f the neutrality 
legislation "was in many cases mere political partisanship but in many 
other cases was an honest belief that we could build a high wall around 
ourselves and forget the existence of the rest o f the world.” »

In the postmortem, isolationists were discouraged, but they 
thought their efforts had been worthwhile. Democratic Senator Walsh 
of Massachusetts said the long debate had "aroused the country to an 
active opposition to participation with our military forces in the 
European war.”  In his diary Senator Vandenberg wrote that he and 
his fellow noninterventionists had "w on a great moral victory.”  He 
believed that "because o f our battle it is going to be much more 
difficult for F.D.R. to lead the country into war. We have forced him 
and his Senate group to become vehement in their peace devotions— 
and we have aroused the country to a peace vigilance which is power
ful.”  And Senator Borah, writing less than three months before his 
death in January, 1940, expressed the view that despite their defeat on 
the embargo repeal, " i t  was well to have the fight made.”  He wrote: 
" I f  the war should run along for any great length o f time, I do not see 
how it is possible for us to stay out of it. The tremendous influences 
which will be exerted by the nations abroad to  draw us into the war 
and the influences at home to the same effect, will require every 
American citizen who wants to stay out to be vigilant every moment 
against any acts or deeds which are calculated to take us into the 
war.” ' 7
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Chapter 23

Negotiated Peace

Secretary o f Agriculture Henry A. Wallace was waiting in the White 
House to see the president. Seated near him was William Rhodes 
Davis. The two struck up a conversation, and the middle-aged Davis 
explained that he was an international oil entrepreneur involved in the 
marketing of Mexican oil abroad. His appointment with Roosevelt 
was before Wallace's, so the secretary of agriculture continued to wait 
while Davis conferred with the president and with Assistant Secretary 
of State Adolf A. Berle. When Wallace finally was ushered into the 
president's office, Roosevelt was excited. "T he man who has just been 
in here," he told Wallace, "brought me the most amazing story about 
the possibility for peace that you ever heard. Probably nothing will 
ever come o f it but I am going to follow it up just the same.’"

As FDR predicted, nothing positive came of it. Wallace did not 
learn any of the details until he read columnists' versions in the 
newspapers five months later. But that episode was a part of a succes
sion of futile efforts to prevent or end the war in Europe through 
mediation or negotiation. The Munich conference a year before, Con
gressman Hamilton Fish's abortive peace explorations a month 
before, the much-publicized diplomatic mission by Undersecretary of 
State Sumner Welles five months later in 1940, and the incredible 
flight and parachute jum p into Scotland by Hitler's Nazi associate 
Rudolf Hess on May 10, 1941, were all parts o f the long trail of 
fruitless quests for the phantom of a negotiated peace. Those efforts 
all failed. They affected evolving patterns in relations between 
Roosevelt and the isolationists, however, and were parts of the se
quence o f events that helped the president triumph over isolationists.

The possibility o f a presidential role in the prevention o f war 
abroad had been in Roosevelt’s mind from the beginning of his service 
in the White House, and when wars erupted, he searched for ways he
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might help restore peace. His early explorations on methods, however, 
stumbled because o f the timidity of British and French leadership, the 
intractable German and Italian leaders, and the inhibiting strength of 
isolationists at home. He feared rebuff abroad and insisted that the 
results of any peace initiative must show promise of enduring—not 
transient—beneficial results. In March, 1936, he wrote America's 
Ambassador William E. Dodd in Berlin: " I f  in the days to come the 
absolutely unpredictable events should by chance get to the point 
where a gesture, an offer or a formal statement by me would, in your 
judgment, make for peace, be sure to send me immediate word. But 
the peace must be not only peace with justice but the kind of peace 
which will endure without threat for more than a week or tw o." In 
December to James M. Cox he wrote that "until there is something 1 
can hang my hat on, I must keep away from anything that might result 
in a rebuff o f an offer of help ."2

Roosevelt's peace initiative early in 1938 foundered on precisely 
the sort of rebuff he had feared. Even as he readied that abortive 
initiative, he reminded a correspondent that he did "no t want the kind 
of peace which means definite danger to us at home in the days to 
come," and he argued against "peace at any price."1

In actively encouraging continued negotiations, Roosevelt was 
part o f the compound that produced the Munich settlement in the fall 
o f 1938. He was pleased to have a role and glad that hostilities had not 
erupted, but he had serious doubts about the durability of the peace 
that Chamberlain had claimed for that time. His skepticism about the 
possibilities for negotiating an enduring peace increased when Hitler 
dismembered the rest of Czechoslovakia in March, 1939, and when 
appeals later in that same year failed to check the Nazi dictator's 
ambitions in Poland.

Just exactly when Roosevelt gave up on the practical possibility of 
preserving or regaining enduring peace by means of diplomatic nego
tiations with Hitler and Mussolini cannot be determined with cer
tainty. Surely that possibility faded to almost nothing in Roosevelt's 
mind when war erupted in September, 1939. His momentary curiosity 
about the peace mission o f William Rhodes Davis and his decision to 
send Sumner Welles to explore the possibilities for negotiating peace 
early in 1940 were grasping at straws to assure himself, the American 
people, and the world that he had exhausted every honorable diplo
matic effort for peace. They may also have been designed to help edu
cate the American people on the futility of trying to deal with Hitler. 
When the Welles mission failed to produce grounds for enduring
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peace (as Roosevelt and Welles probably anticipated), the president 
put “ negotiated peace*' on the same shelf with “ appeasement”  and 
“ isolationism** as discredited shibboleths unworthy of further consid
eration. Axis aggression combined with the inspiring leadership of 
Winston S. Churchill in England and Franklin D. Roosevelt in the 
United States to make “ negotiated peace”  more and more unthink
able. Its increasingly unsavory connotations further disarmed and 
discredited appeasers in England and isolationists in the United States. 
At the same time, the president's jaundiced view of the possibilities 
for a negotiated settlement further confirmed pacifists and isola
tionists in their fears about his warlike and interventionist intentions.

A month before the Davis peace mission and two weeks before war 
erupted in Europe, isolationist Republican Congressman Hamilton 
Fish of New York became involved in an unsuccessful peace effort o f 
his own. Some seven years younger than the president, Fish repre
sented Roosevelt’s home district in the House of Representatives and 
had an even more distinguished background. The grandson of Presi
dent Ulysses S. Grant’s able secretary o f state, the tall, broad- 
shouldered Fish had been an All-American football player at Harvard 
and graduated cum laude in 1910 before studying law there. Elected to 
the New York State Assembly, he helped organize and lead a black 
infantry unit in combat in World War I, winning the Croix de Guerre 
and Silver Star in the process. He served in the House of Representa
tives for a quarter o f a century after the war. He spoke out for 
minority rights and was an early advocate for creation o f a homeland 
for Jews in Palestine. Fish was passionately anti-communist and 
highly critical of Roosevelt's increasingly internationalist policies. As 
ranking minority member, he played a role in the House Foreign 
Affairs Committee during the Roosevelt years roughly comparable to 
the roles of Borah and Johnson in the Senate Foreign Relations Com
mittee.4

In 1939, as the newly elected president o f the American delegation 
to the Interparliamentary Union, Fish anticipated a peace negotiation 
effort. Established in 1889 to promote democratic institutions and 
peace, the organization held annual conferences; delegations from the 
United States drawn from both houses o f Congress and from both 
parties participated prominently. En route to its 1939 conference in 
Oslo, Norway, Fish conferred with British Foreign Minister Lord 
Halifax in London, French Foreign Minister Georges Bonnet in Paris, 
and others. While in France he was invited to meet also with German 
Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop. On Monday afternoon,
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August 14, Fish spent an hour and one-half talking with Ribbentrop at 
the Nazi official’s mountain villa near Salzburg. Fish's conversations 
in the various European states underscored for him the alarming state 
of international affairs, the likelihood of war in the immediate future, 
the probable destructiveness and tragedy o f that war, and the pressing 
need for effective moves to preserve peace. Fish also explored possi
bilities for establishing a homeland for Jewish refugees in Africa.*

At the Oslo conference, Fish introduced a resolution calling for a 
thirty-day moratorium on war to give more time for peaceful settle
ment of the dispute over Danzig and the Polish Corridor. When the 
British and Norwegian delegations opposed the resolution, however, 
he felt it useless to press it. Then and later he suspected Roosevelt of 
playing a part in Britain's opposition to the proposed moratorium.*

Roosevelt later wrote to Bernard Baruch that he wished “ this great 
Pooh-bah would go back to Harvard and play tackle on the football 
team. He is qualified for that jo b . '"  Instead, Congressman Fish had 
departed Europe just as war erupted, and he continued with increased 
vigor to battle against what he saw as Roosevelt's warlike inter
ventionist policies. Fish grew ever more convinced that the president 
had been responsible for the Anglo-French hard-line policies that 
moved Poland to destruction by rejecting Hitler’s demands for Danzig 
and the Polish Corridor.*

Though Fish's initiative was unconventional and outside normal 
channels, the peace efforts of William Rhodes Davis were even more 
unorthodox. Davis had been doing business in Germany for some 
seven years and knew Goering and other top Germans. In the course 
of negotiating a credit arrangment with the Mexican government in 
the summer of 1939, the oil entrepreneur was concerned about the 
possible effects of war. Consultation with Germans in Mexico and 
communications with both private and official contacts in Germany 
encouraged Davis to explore the possibility of an initiative to deter
mine grounds for preserving or restoring peace in Europe. With en
couragement from Berlin, Davis sought an appointment with Presi
dent Roosevelt in Washington late in August before the European war 
began. Unable to get an appointment, Davis’s business took him on to 
New York, back to Mexico, and (after war began) once again to New 
York and Washington. This time he turned for help to John L. Lewis, 
the burly, beetle-browed labor leader who headed the Congress of 
Industrial Organizations. Both Davis and Lewis had contributed to 
FDR's campaign for reelection in 1936, but Lewis commanded far 
more political clout than Davis. When Lewis telephoned the White
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House on the afternoon o f September 14, his call was put through 
directly to Roosevelt, and he arranged an appointment for Davis for 
the next day. As a precaution Roosevelt asked Assistant Secretary 
Berle to be present.*

On September IS, Davis explained to Roosevelt and Berle the 
background and purpose of his visit. He believed Field Marshal 
Hermann Goering was increasing his power in the German govern
ment, displacing Goebbels and Ribbentrop in influence, and con
ceivably even taking over from Hitler. Goering, through Joachim 
Hertslet, had encouraged Davis to determine whether President 
Roosevelt might mediate an end to the European war.

President Roosevelt reminded Davis of the efforts he had made for 
peace in April and August of 1939 and said he could not deal with the 
matter unless it came through a government. According to Berle’s 
account, Roosevelt told Davis: “ The British and the French were not 
righting for Poland, primarily; they were righting in order to have 
some assurances for the future against continual interruptions of 
peace. Proposals on the basis of the status quo at present, or the like, 
did not contain any such assurance, nor could they." Davis asked 
whether he might explore the situation and inform the president of his 
findings. Roosevelt said he was interested in any information, but that 
he could not act until a proposal reached him through some govern- 
m ent.,#

President Roosevelt did not authorize Davis to speak for him, did 
not send him as a peace emissary, and really did not expect anything 
helpful to come from the effort. But neither did he entirely close the 
door on Davis at that time." Davis went on his way, however, as 
thrilled by his adventure in high diplomacy as Raymond Moley had 
been in 1933 and even more than Welles was to be a few months later.

The oil entrepreneur arrived in Rome on Tuesday afternoon, Sep
tember 26. There German officials arranged for him to meet with 
Goering in Berlin. He traveled by rail to Munich and then by air to 
Berlin.12

In Berlin, Davis had three meetings with Goering on successive 
days, the first beginning at noon on Sunday, October 1 (after Ger
many had completed its conquest of Poland). According to the ac
count in his letter to Roosevelt, Davis explained to Goering that he 
was “ not in position officially or unofficially to guarantee any results 
whatsoever in this m atter," that is, on Roosevelt’s possible role o f 
mediation. But Davis assumed greater authority than he actually had. 
His tone in the conversation was sympathetic with Germany and criti
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cal of the British and French. He overstated Roosevelt’s determina
tion to negotiate peace and made the president appear more amenable 
to Hitler’s terms than he actually was. Davis’s presentation was a 
mixture of Roosevelt and Davis, with much more o f the latter than the 
former. The only point at which Davis suggested possible departures 
from Germany’s every wish was when he indicated that Poland and a 
Czech state should be reconstituted.'1

Goering expressed surprise at Davis’s rendition, inasmuch as “ the 
impression in Germany is that Mr. Roosevelt’s feelings are now 
against Germany and that he is sympathetic to England and France.”  
Again at their second meeting Goering said that until then Germany 
had “ believed that Mr. Roosevelt is pro-English and pro-French and 
is an enemy of ours.”  Davis’s words had, in Goering’s view, produced 
“ a completely new situation.”  It would have been new to Roosevelt, 
too, had he been listening in on Davis’s performance.14

If Davis were reporting FDR correctly, Goering thought the presi
dent’s views corresponded “ substantially to  the views o f Mr. Hitler 
and his Government. A world conference appears under the circum
stances to be the only practical medium through which these mutual 
hopes for peace can be achieved. Germany will welcome the aid o f Mr. 
Roosevelt in bringing about such a conference.”  According to 
Goering, “ The fundamental and motivating purpose of such a con
ference must be to establish a new order in the world designed to 
assure an enduring peace. A pre-requisite to that aim is the complete 
liquidation of the ’Versailles System.' Naturally such parts of this 
Treaty as already have been liquidated by Germany cannot appear on 
the agenda for reconsideration.”  The “ colonial question must also be 
on the agenda of the world conference”  though they had “ no fixed or 
arbitrary views.”  As he explained it, “ We want not a single village 
from France and we have no desire to weaken the British Empire.”  At 
their third and final meeting on Tuesday, October 3, Goering said that 
when Hitler addressed the Reichstag on Friday of that week, he would 
make general suggestions for a peace and would “ embody some o f the 
points”  that Goering and Davis had discussed. If Roosevelt believed 
“ the suggestions of Mr. Hitler afforded a reasonable basis for a peace 
conference, he will then have the opportunity which we have provided 
to take the initiative in bringing about a settlement.”  Goering and 
Davis agreed that if a conference were held, it should meet in Wash
ington with President Roosevelt presiding. Goering would represent 
Germany.'1

Wednesday morning, October 4, Davis departed Berlin for Rome
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aboard a plane provided by Goering. He then took the Clipper to New 
York and went on to Washington. Unsuccessful in his efforts to get an 
appointment with Roosevelt, he was received at the State Department 
on Thursday, October 12, by Assistant Secretary Berle and J. Pierre- 
pont Moffat. Davis produced a long letter addressed to the president 
tracing his adventures from Mexico through Washington to Rome and 
Berlin and back again, including a detailed account of the meetings 
with Goering. During the session Davis's secretary brought in a sec
ond letter summarizing other views he wanted to report. Berle and 
Moffat quickly read the letter, noting certain inaccuracies and em
phasizing that the trip and meeting abroad were “ not at the Presi
dent’s suggestion or the suggestion of anyone in the Government.”  
Berle also corrected Davis's summation of the president’s views. Berle 
repeated that the president could consider mediation only if officially 
asked by governments involved. Davis thought the consequences of 
war in Europe could be disastrous and urged that the president medi
ate peace. Now that Roosevelt knew what Germany would and would 
not accept, he could, Davis insisted, “ write the ticket.”  An hour and 
one-half after he arrived, Davis departed Berle's office. The media
tion conference that he thought he had engineered never material
ized.“

Even before Davis got back to the United States, the F.B.I. pro
vided Roosevelt with a cable from Davis to the effect that the Presi
dent was the only person who could save civilization by making peace 
at that time. Roosevelt exploded. According to Berle, “ He said these 
Germans were probably plain fools. They were trying to soft-soap him 
with a little third-rate flattery to make him the agent in some kind of 
intrigue.”  In his report of his meeting with Davis, Berle wrote: “ The 
Germans have made an extremely clumsy use of this man in endeavor
ing to try to get the President committed to something which would 
serve their own desire. At the present this is a desire to end the West 
Front war, on their own terms. There is practically nothing in it.”  
When Berle later read to Roosevelt that part of Davis's letter that 
summarized FDR's views, “ the President squarely hit the roof.”  He 
advised “ stringing it along for a week or so.”  As Berle summarized it: 
“ Davis obviously had made himself a real part of a real intrigue; the 
question is whether we should accept our end o f it. We are not, of 
course.” '7

During the six-month interval, or so-called phoney war, in the 
West after the defeat o f Poland and before the German conquest of 
Denmark, Norway, the Low Countries, and France in the spring and
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early summer o f 1940, there were other unofficial appeals urging 
Roosevelt to mediate an end to the war. There were rumors about pos
sibilities for peace.1*

Pacifists and isolationists pressed the president to take steps to 
help restore peace. For example, on October 7, Senator Nye told 
newsmen he “ would very much like to see the President take that jo b "  
o f mediator. He thought “ now is the logical time to move." The next 
day Socialist pacifist Norman Thomas wrote a powerfully moving let
ter urging Roosevelt “ to explore every road o f mediation for peace." 
Circumstances at the time, according to Thomas, would give unique 
weight to FDR's “ efforts in mediating first a truce, and then a better 
peace than Hitler suggested, and infinitely better than the virtual dis
traction of Europe by a continuance of w ar." After spending time in 
England and the Netherlands early in the fall, pacifist noninterven
tionist Oswald Garrison Villard radioed the president pleading with 
him to try to bring the combatants together to avert the complete dis
aster that continued war would represent. John L. Lewis, through 
Berle, urged Roosevelt to act on the Davis mediation proposal. There 
were others with similar appeals. '*

In reality nothing constructive came o f Davis's efforts—or of any 
other peace initiatives, rumors, or suggestions. Roosevelt's failure to 
act further convinced noninterventionists o f his warlike and interven
tionist inclinations. In the 1940 presidential election year, Davis saw to 
it that copies o f his letters to the president reached key figures in the 
Republican party, including former President Hoover, GOP politico 
Samuel Pryor, Iowa newsman Verne Marshall (who later led the ill- 
fated No Foreign War Committee), and probably labor leader John L. 
Lewis. They urged using FDR’s failure to act on Davis’s peace plan as 
a political weapon against Roosevelt in Wendell Willkie's presidential 
campaign. Willkie decided not to use it, however, fearing it could 
backfire. Davis continued his antics until August 1, 1941, when he 
died suddenly and unexpectedly in his Houston, Texas, hotel. There 
were those who suspected foul play. Over the years that followed, 
Verne Marshall made repeated efforts to arouse public interest in the 
president’s alleged role in killing the chances for peace that Davis 
claimed to have brought back from Berlin in October, 1939. But Mar
shall accomplished nothing.20

Though President Roosevelt never acted on Davis's peace scheme, 
nor on any other peace initiative at that time, he made his own distinc
tive move when he sent Undersecretary o f State Sumner Welles on a 
special diplomatic mission to Rome, Berlin, Paris, and London late in
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February and early March, 1940. On February 2, 1940, the president 
called British Ambassador Lord Lothian to meet with him at the 
White House. He told the ambassador that “ to satisfy himself and 
public opinion here that every possibility of ending war had been 
m ade," he had decided to send Undersecretary Welles to visit leaders 
in the major European capitals to determine “ whether there was any 
possibility of ending the war in the near future.*’ Welles would be 
“ authorized to make no proposal or commitment in the name of 
United States and would report on his return solely to President and 
Secretary of State.’* He assured the ambassador “ that his ideas about 
peace were practically the same’’ as the British “ that any peace must 
include restoration of freedom to Czechoslovakia and Poles in some 
real form and guarantees that there would be no renewal of aggression 
during any of our life-times. It would have to include restoration in 
Europe of what he called the four freedoms.”  Roosevelt explained 
that he was “ not hopeful of Under-Secretary of State being able to 
find any basis of agreement which he or the Allies could accept but if 
that proved to be so he would be able to issue a statement on Under
secretary o f State’s return, making it clear that Germany was the ob
stacle to  peace and that the Germans were being made to fight not for 
security and integrity of their own country but for aggression.” 11

Prime Minister Chamberlain was pleased that Roosevelt believed 
any peace settlement must include “  ’guarantees that there would be 
no renewal o f aggression during any of our lifetimes.’ That is really 
the kernal of the difficulty.”  Chamberlain wrote that he could not 
“ imagine how such assurance could be attained so long as Germany 
remains organised on the present lines and is under the direction of her 
present rulers.”  That is, he believed an end to Hitler’s Nazi dictator
ship in Germany probably was a prerequisite to any acceptable peace 
settlement.12 Others in England, France, and the United States had 
serious doubts about the wisdom of the president’s course. Secretary 
Hull and Ambassador Bullitt in Paris were among those with misgiv
ings. Some speculated that the president was moved by considerations 
of domestic politics.11 If they had in mind the presidential election of 
1940, the question might be debated; if they meant that Roosevelt was 
acting partly to combat the political challenge o f isolationists to his 
foreign policies, there could be little doubt.

They need not have worried. Neither Roosevelt nor Welles had any 
intention of making matters more difficult or less secure for Britain, 
France, or the United States. The career diplomat and former ambas
sador to Nazi Germany, Hugh R. Wilson, summed up the situation
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well in his diary: " In  the first place, Sumner___ has a wise head and a
cool one on his shoulders. In the second place, he can keep his mouth 
shut, and in the third place—and to me this is the most important 
one—he won’t commit the United States one inch. I don’t think there 
is one chance in twenty that he will find sufficient ground for agree
ment or desire therefor on the part of the fighting states to do any
thing positive. The other nineteen chances are that he will satisfy him
self and the President that there is nothing that can be done usefully at 
the present moment.’’24 A British Foreign Office minute put it more 
bluntly when it reported private information from a 4‘very reliable 
American journalist’’ with "excellent sources of information”  that 
Welles’s mission was "based mainly on domestic considerations. Pres
ident Roosevelt knows an early peace to be impossible, but he has to 
demonstrate this to American opinion; he would never consent to any 
proposals which would allow Germany to preserve the status quo. It is 
part of the President’s campaign to wake up American opinion to the 
difficulties of ultimately keeping out of the war.” ”

Wealthy, brilliant, urbane, aloof, and superior in manner, Sumner 
Welles was some ten years younger than Roosevelt and had known 
him since childhood. They had attended the same schools and moved 
in similar social circles. Welles was an able career foreign service of
ficer. He was not awed by Roosevelt and moved in and out o f the pres
ident’s office more freely than Hull did. Welles’s easy access to the 
president and the contrast between his aristocratic background and 
that o f the Tennessee hill country politico who headed the State 
Department made friction between him and Secretary Hull almost in
evitable. It culminated in 1943 with Welles’s resignation. But Roose
velt's confidence in Welles’s professional competence was fully justi
fied.26

The president announced the mission in a statement to the press on 
February 9, explaining that Welles’s visit to Italy, Germany, France, 
and Great Britain was "solely for the purpose of advising the Presi
dent and the Secretary of State as to present conditions in Europe.”  
He emphasized that Welles had no authority to make "proposals or 
commitments in the name of the Government of the United States”  
and that his findings would "be  communicated by him solely to the 
President and the Secretary of State.” 27

Arriving in Rome on February 25, Welles’s journey took him on to 
Berlin, Paris, London, and back through Paris to Rome again with his 
final session on March 19, before returning to Washington on March 
29. In his travels he met with the king and queen of England, the king
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o f Italy, and Pope Pius XII; with Mussolini, Hitler, Daladier, and 
Chamberlain; with the foreign ministers in each of the states; and with 
many lower-ranking officials (including Winston Churchill and An
thony Eden, who were soon to become Britain's wartime prime min
ister and foreign minister, respectively). Out of it all Welles (and 
Roosevelt) found no real grounds for negotiating an enduring peace. 
The stumbling blocks, in Welles's view, were security and disarma
ment. Specific political and territorial differences conceivably might 
have been resolved through hard negotiations. Hitler insisted he had 
no desire to destroy Britain or the British Empire. The British and 
French insisted they did not want to destroy the German state and 
people. The Italians did not want war and sought peace. But German 
leaders were so persuaded of the hostility of the British and French 
that they insisted German security and interests could only be served 
by victory over the Allies. The British and French, having suffered 
Hitler’s broken promises and insatiable demands too often, could en
visage no security or enduring peace until Hitler and his Nazi regime 
were crushed and ousted. That added up to a general insecurity that 
each state thought could be resolved only through military triumph 
over the adversary. That meant more war (very soon) and no nego
tiated peace. That is probably what Roosevelt, Hull, and Welles had 
expected before the mission.2*

Harry L. Hopkins served as the president's secretary of commerce, 
personal adviser, and speech writer. In the middle o f 1940, Hopkins 
drew the talented playwright Robert E. Sherwood into the tiny group 
that shared in helping prepare the president's speeches. In that capac
ity Sherwood came to know Roosevelt intimately. In his later award
winning book, Roosevelt and H opkins, Sherwood wrote that after the 
European war began, Roosevelt’s "greatest fear then and subse
quently was a negotiated peace, another M unich."2* After the Welles 
mission, however, the president’s position on that issue was much 
stronger. He could act and speak on the subject with greater authori
ty; he was in a stronger position when confronted by demands that he 
mediate peace.

Even before Welles completed his mission, the president broadcast 
to a Christian Foreign Service Convocation, on March 16, an address 
designed to reassure those who feared disruptive consequences from 
the Welles mission. In his speech Roosevelt said; "Today we seek a 
moral basis for peace. It cannot be real peace if it fails to recognize 
brotherhood. It cannot be a lasting peace if the fruit of it is oppres
sion, or starvation, or cruelty, or human life dominated by armed
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camps. It cannot be a sound peace if small nations must live in fear of 
powerful neighbors. It cannot be a moral peace if freedom from inva
sion is sold for tribute. It cannot be an intelligent peace if it denies free 
passage to that knowledge of those ideals which permit men to find 
common ground. It cannot be a righteous peace if worship o f God is 
denied.” 10 That moral tone helped seize the high ground from paci
fists and noninterventionists. After Welles reported to him on March 
29, the president issued a brief and appreciative statement. It con
tained no encouragement that there was any more than “ scant imme
diate prospect for the establishment of any just, stable, and lasting 
peace in Europe.” 11

Less than two weeks later Adolf Hitler once again loosed his blitz
krieg and Luftwaffe, that time against Denmark, Norway, the Nether
lands, Luxembourg, Belgium, and France. With the British evacuation 
of Dunkirk, the Italian declaration of war on June 10, the French sur
render on June 22, and the beginning of the Battle of Britain in the 
skies and seas, the slight possibilities for negotiated peace essentially 
disappeared. On December 29,1940, after his election to  a third term. 
President Roosevelt delivered one of his more moving fireside chats. It 
was part of his groundwork for winning approval of lend-lease early 
in 1941. It was also a powerful attack on appeasement, isolationism, 
and any thought of negotiated peace. In that nationwide broadcast 
Roosevelt asserted; “ The Nazi masters of Germany have made it clear 
that they intend not only to dominate all life and thought in their own 
country, but also to enslave the whole o f Europe, and then to use the 
resources of Europe to dominate the rest o f the world.”  Conse
quently, according to Roosevelt, “ the United States had no right or 
reason to encourage talk of peace, until the day shall come when there 
is a dear intention on the part of the aggressor nations to abandon all 
thought of dominating or conquering the world.”  He called talk of a 
negotiated peace “ Nonsense!”  He asked, “ Is it a negotiated peace if a 
gang of outlaws surrounds your community and on a threat of exter
mination makes you pay tribute to save your own skins?” In his view: 
“ Such a dictated peace would be no peace at all. It would be only 
another armistice, leading to the most gigantic armament race and the 
most devasting trade wars in all history. And in these contests the 
Americans would offer the only real resistance to the Axis powers.” 11 
By the time Rudolf Hess parachuted into Scotland a few months later, 
that desperate effort on behalf of a negotiated peace was seen as 
almost ludicrous or pathetic madness that few were prepared to take 
seriously.
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Many pacifists and isolationists, however, continued to urge a ne
gotiated peace and blamed Roosevelt and his policies for prolonging 
the war in Europe. Among the more prominent of the noninterven
tionists who urged a negotiated peace were democratic Senator Burton
K. Wheeler of Montana, General Robert E. Wood of Chicago at the 
head of the America First Committee, and Colonel Charles A. Lind
bergh.

On December 30, 1940, Senator Wheeler broadcast a reply to 
Roosevelt's fireside chat. He underscored his dislike for "H itler and 
all that he symbolizes" and emphasized that his "sympathy for the 
British is both deep and genuine." He insisted, however, that Ger
many could not successfully invade the United States and that involve
ment in the wars abroad would destroy democracy in America. In 
Wheeler's opinion, "The offer of a just, reasonable and generous 
peace will more quickly and effectively crumble Hitlerism and break 
the morale of the German people than all the bombers that could be 
dispatched over Berlin." He proposed an American initiative to bring 
-peace and outlined an eight-point plan for such a peace. It included re
storing Germany to its 1914 boundaries, with Alsace-Lorraine going 
to France. It called for arms limitations with no indemnities or repara
tions. Early in January, 1941, Wheeler again called for a negotiated 
peace. He insisted that "before we lend or lease arms and before we 
lend or lease American boys to England, we should know whether it is 
possible to have a negotiated peace. We should know the terms of 
peace demanded by both sides. We should act as peacemakers, not 
war-mongers." On May 23, 1941, Wheeler told an audience at an 
American First Committee rally in Madison Square Garden in New 
York that Roosevelt "could bring about the peace of the world" if he 
would.*’

As late as September, 1943, after the United States had become a 
full belligerent in the war, Senator Wheeler continued to press his 
point. Citing statements from both Pope Piux XII and the Soviet 
Union, the Montana Democrat telegraphed President Roosevelt that 
"the  time has now come for you to define unconditional surrender 
and appeal to the people to abandon the false path of militarism, 
intolerance and brutality." He contended that Roosevelt "as a cham
pion of democracy, and opponent of totalitarism and tyrany can now 
bring about peace in Europe and establish democracy through out that 
war torn continent." The White House made no reply to Wheeler's 
telegram.14

In an address before the New York Board of Trade on December
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11, 1940, General Wood expressed his opinion that if the United 
States entered the European conflagration, the war might last two to 
five years; if the United States decided not to enter the war, there 
could be a negotiated peace “ in the spring." He suggested that the 
persons to work for a negotiated peace were the pope or the president 
of the United States. Addressing a meeting of the National Associa
tion of Manufacturers, General Wood again predicted that if the 
United States made it clear to Britain that it would not enter the war, 
peace would be negotiated. In a letter to Roy Howard of the Scripps- 
Howard newspapers at the same time, Wood encouraged press discus
sion of “ a hypothetical compromise peace." He speculated that “ if 
peace could be arranged today on the basis of Norway, Denmark, 
Holland and Belgium being restored, England keeping all her colonies 
with the exception of perhaps two o f the old German colonies (which 
would be submitted to neutral mediation for a decision), wouldn’t it 
be better to arrange peace on such terms than for England to continue 
the battle? And if she refused such terms, why should we go to her 
assistance?" He thought complete victory by either Britain or Ger
many would not result in a just or durable peace. In his opinion, “ A 
stalemate, with neither side completely victorious and with a nego
tiated peace, would probably offer the best chance of a just peace." In 
a major address on July 7, 1941, General Wood said: “ Either we 
should decide to go into the war as an active ally of England or we 
should decide to stay out. If we decide to stay out, we should advise 
England to make a negotiated peace.. . .  If England can retain her in
dependence, her fleet and most of her colonies she should make peace. 
Whether such a peace is practicable I do not know, but it ought to be 
ascertained whether it is possible within the next few m onths."”  

Colonel Charles A. Lindbergh repeatedly urged a negotiated 
peace. In testifying against lend-lease before the Foreign Relations 
Committee on February 6,1941, he told the senators that he thought a 
complete victory by either side in the war would leave Europe pros
trate and Western civilization shattered. “ That is why I say that I pre
fer a negotiated peace to a complete victory by either side." In an ad
dress before an America First rally in New York on April 23, Lind
bergh said: “ I have said before, and I will say again, that I believe it 
will be a tragedy to the entire world if the British Empire collapses. 
That is one of the main reasons why I opposed this war before it was 
declared, and why I have constantly advocated a negotiated peace. I 
did not feel that England and France had a reasonable chance of win
ning. . . .  I have been forced to the conclusion that we cannot win this
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war for England, regardless of how much assistance we extend." Late 
in 1941, as Soviet armies retreated in the face of advances by German 
forces in eastern Europe, Lindbergh wrote General Wood: "The col
lapse of the Russian armies may easily bring the demand in En
gland for negotiation. If so, I think we should be ready to support that 
demand over here." Though he ceased his noninterventionist activities 
and supported the war effort after Pearl Harbor, Lindbergh did not 
abandon his personal convictions on the disastrous consequences of 
prolonging the war.14 Senator Nye, Senator D. Worth Clark, John T. 
Flynn, Chester Bowles, most pacifists, and others also advocated a 
negotiated peace before Pearl Harbor.17

Nonetheless, the noninterventionist America First Committee 
never conducted a major drive on the issue. Negotiated peace in 
Europe was a matter for the belligerents; the committee’s concern was 
to serve American interests by opposing intervention in the war. One 
of the explanations for reticence on the issue was the fear by R. Doug
las Stuart, Jr., the committee’s founder and national director, that it 
would bring the damaging charge of appeasement down upon the anti- 
interventionist organization.1* Military analysts and so-called realists 
after the war were critical of Roosevelt’s unconditional surrender pol
icy: But Hitler’s duplicity and anti-Semitism, Nazi German aggression 
alfd atrocities, Churchill’s inspiring leadership, Britain’s courageous 
performance in the Battle of Britain, and President Roosevelt’s 
skillful leadership—all combined to discredit talk of a negotiated 
peace and to make isolationists who countenanced such a course seem 
sqspçct. A Gallup poll in January. 1941. showed that nearly four of 
every five American^ thought Engjandjhould kçep on fighting in the 
hope of defeating Germany. Only 15 percent thought England should 
try to make the best possible peace, with Germany., at that time.1* 
Roosevelt’s skillful handling of the issue was a significant part of the 
processes by which he gradually triumphed over his noninterventionist 
opponents!



Chapter 24

Scrap Iron and Japan

On August 10,1937, a month after the beginning o f the Sino-Japanese 
war, Gerald P. Nye took the Senate floor to complain about the in
crease in shipment of scrap iron and steel from the United States. 
*‘There is no secret about where this scrap iron is going. A great part 
of this raw material is going into the making o f war. It is being 
shipped very largely to Japan.’* The North Dakota Republican told 
the assembled senators that he thought “ the only return we may ex
pect from a continuation of this exportation, aside from the munifi
cent return in dollars to the several exporting companies, is the prob
ability that one day we may receive this scrap back home here in the 
form of shrapnel in the flesh and in the bodies o f our sons.”  Senator 
Nye repeated that statement in noninterventionist speeches and broad
casts throughout the country. Years later, long after the Japanese at
tack on Pearl Harbor and after Nye had been turned out of office by 
the voters, many Americans favorably recalled the North Dakota 
Senator’s warning.1

Senator George W. Norris of Nebraska urged Americans to ex
press their objections to Japanese aggression and atrocities by boycot
ting Japanese products, by refusing to buy products made in Japan. 
Since a boycott would be a voluntary action by individual Americans 
rather than official government policy, it would not, in Norris’s opin
ion, give Japan grounds for complaint. He thought such a boycott 
“ would result in Japan’s being compelled to cease her warlike acts.”  
If one accepted the old progressive’s reasoning, American women held 
Japan’s future in their hands—or on their legs. “ The principal prod
uct of export from Japan is silk. Without the money which she gets 
from this, she could not carry on this or any other war. The principal 
customers for this silk are the women of America. I understand that 
85 per cent of the silk exported from Japan is sent to the United
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States. Every cent of money going to Japan will probably be used in 
the killing and slaughtering of innocent people, including women and 
children and other non-combatants."2

On July 18, 1939, some two years after Nye first voiced concern 
about the consequences of sale of scrap iron to Japan, Republican Ar
thur H. Vandenberg of Michigan introduced Senate Resolution 166 
urging the Roosevelt administration to give formal six-month notice 
of its intention to abrogate the trade treaty of 1911 between the United 
States and Japan.1

Though Norris was gradually changing his views as he followed 
Roosevelt’s leadership in the face of Axis aggression, Nye, Norris, and 
Vandenberg were all noninterventionists. They wanted the United 
States to stay out of the Sino-Japanese war after it began in 1937 and 
out of the European war that erupted two years later. They opposed 
economic sanctions, and they objected to any participation in collec
tive actions against aggressor states, fearing such policies might in
volve the United States in war abroad. Nonetheless, both Senator 
Nye’s dramatic warning against sale of scrap iron abroad and Senator 
Vandenberg’s resolution calling for abrogation of the trade treaty 
played into the hands of internationalists who wanted the United 
States to throw its weight short-of-war against aggressor states. They 
unintentionally reinforced their interventionist adversaries and con
tributed to defeat o f their own noninterventionist cause.

Most Americans shared Nye's opposition to selling scrap iron to 
Japan. Sentiment overwhelmingly opposed Japan’s aggression in 
China. Specific reasoning underlying objections to sale of scrap iron 
varied widely, however. Americans objected on moral and human
itarian grounds to Japan’s aggression, bombings, and atrocities. 
Nye’s view was consistent with his criticisms of traffic in war goods, 
profiteering from those sales, and the danger that such sales might in
volve the United States in war abroad. Internationalists saw a ban on 
the sale of scrap iron as a way of bringing America’s weight to bear 
against Japanese aggression. Economic self-interest of independent 
iron and steel producers led them to favor stopping that drain on 
American resources (and on their profits). On the other side, cotton 
producers and exporters worried about the damaging effects of re
strictions on their profitable export trade with Japan. Many feared 
that any trade ban might increase the dangers of war between the 
United States and Japan. And an embargo could violate the trade 
treaty of 1911.4

Nye was by no means the first to object to sale of scrap iron and



steel. Even before the Sino-Japanese war began. Democratic Con
gressman Herman P. Kopplemann o f Connecticut and Democratic 
Senator Lewis B. Schwellenbach of Washington had introduced sepa
rate resolutions that would have restricted sale of scrap iron abroad. 
Both the War and Navy Departments endorsed the legislation, though 
they favored amendments to give the president greater flexibility and 
discretion. In 1937, however, the report of an interdepartmental com
mittee advised against an embargo.1 Opinion divided within the 
Roosevelt administration, the Department of State, and the Foreign 
Service. All objected to Japanese actions, but disagreed on the wis
dom and possible consequences of an embargo. Secretary Hull was 
cautious on the issue. With his Europe-first emphasis, President 
Roosevelt generally concurred in Hull's approach.

Some of the most vigorous and effective efforts on behalf o f hard
line policies toward Japan came from outside the administration, 
from a foreign policy pressure group and from the chairman of the 
Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Organized in 1938, the Amer
ican Committee for Non-Participation in Japanese Aggression drew 
heavily for its leadership and support from former missionaries, edu
cators, businessmen, and diplomats to China. Under the able leader
ship of Harry B. Price, the son of a missionary and himself a financial 
adviser and educator in China, the organization had its national head
quarters in New York City. Henry L. Stimson served as its honorary 
chairman, and among others prominent in its leadership were Roger
S. Green, Walter H. Judd, Willian Allen White, and Admiral Harry 
Yamell. A comparative handful of persons controlled its course and 
made it effective. Its most helpful contact in the Department of State 
was Stanley K. Hornbeck, adviser on political relations. Among its 
many legislative contacts, most important were Democratic Senators 
Key Pittman of Nevada and Lewis B. Schwellenbach of Washington. 
Both cooperated with the pressure group in its efforts to block the 
flow of war materials to Ja p an /

Pittman’s priority in public life was to serve American silver in
terests. Though not an isolationist, he was not a doctrinaire interna
tionalist either. He repeatedly advised caution for the Roosevelt ad
ministration in its dealings with isolationists in shaping policies 
toward Europe. He was vehemently anti-Japanese, however, and was 
impatient with Roosevelt and Hull for their failure to take stronger 
stands against Japanese aggression sooner and more boldly than they 
did.7
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As chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee, Senator Pitt
man led the administration's efforts to revise neutrality legislation in
1939. Both President Roosevelt and the American Committee for 
Non-Participation in Japanese Aggression pointed out to him that re
peal of the embargo and reenactment of cash-and-carry could help 
Britain and France against Germany in Europe but would benefit Ja
pan against China in East Asia. Pittman believed that difficulty could 
best be handled through adoption of separate legislation applying to 
the war in Asia.* In January, 1939, Congressman Hamilton Fish intro
duced a resolution " to  prohibit the exportation of pig iron, scrap iron, 
and scrap steel to China and Japan.”  Secretary Hull advised the chair
man of the House Foreign Affairs Committee to postpone considera
tion of Fish's resolution until Congress got around to considering 
"ou r neutrality policy in all its aspects.*'*

With detailed help from Harry Price of the American Committee 
for Non-Participation in Japanese Aggression, Pittman drafted and, 
on April 27, 1939, introduced Senate Joint Resolution 123 to autho
rize the president to restrict trade with any state, party to the Nine 
Power pact of 1922, that violated that treaty. The Nine Power pact 
had given the authority of a multilateral treaty to the earlier Open 
Door policy in China; both the United States and Japan were parties 
to the pact. On June 1, Senator Schwellenbach introduced a similar 
Senate Joint Resolution 143. On July 11, Pittman amended his resolu
tion to specify the materials the president might embargo—including 
arms, ammunition, implements of war, iron, steel, oil, gasoline, scrap 
iron, scrap steel, and scrap metal. In an effort to assuage concerns of 
southern producers and exporters, it did not mention cotton or cotton 
products.'•

At that juncture Senator Hiram Johnson moved that the Foreign 
Relations Committee ask the secretary of state whether enactment of 
the Pittman or Schwellenbach resolutions would violate any treaty. 
When the query reached Hull, the Foreign Relations Committee had 
already approved the Clark motion postponing further consideration 
o f neutrality legislation until the next session of Congress met in Jan
uary, 1940. The White House meeting of Senate leaders on the evening 
of July 18 had concluded that the administration could not get enough 
votes at that time to revise the neutrality legislation. Understandably 
discouraged, Secretary Hull wrote Pittman suggesting that State 
Department comment on the Pittman and Schwellenbach resolutions 
might "be  offered to a better advantage when Congress at its next ses-



sion is ready to give full consideration to these and related pro
posals.” 11 That was the context in which Senator Vandenberg, on July 
18, introduced his resolution calling on the administration to give six- 
month notice of its intention to terminate the trade treaty o f 1911 with 
Japan.

Arthur H. Vandenberg was one of the leading isolationists during 
most of the years that Roosevelt was president o f the United States. 
Born of Dutch lineage in Grand Rapids, Michigan, Vandenberg was 
two years younger than Roosevelt. He attended the University o f Mi
chigan for a time, but never graduated. Instead (like Nye) he turned to 
the newspaper business and edited the Grand Rapids Herald more that 
twenty years from 1906 until he went to the United States Senate. He 
became fascinated with the career o f Alexander Hamilton and in the 
1920s wrote books on his hero. Active in Republican party politics, he 
was appointed to the United States Senate in 1928.12

A big, hard-working, impressive man, Vandenberg was more 
handsome than most. Those who liked him said he looked like a presi
dent; others found him a bit pompous and posturing. He was not 
given to small talk. With limitless energy and self-confidence, he had 
hopes for winning the presidency. Unlike western progressive isola
tionists, he was a conservative on domestic issues and voted against 
most of Roosevelt’s New Deal measures.

Vandenberg was a member of the Foreign Relations Committee 
for nearly a quarter of a century. During his first fifteen years in the 
Senate he was a consistent and outspoken isolationist (though he pre
ferred the term “ insulationist” ) .11 With Nye he was cosponsor of the 
resolution calling for the Senate investigation of the munitions in
dustry in 1934 and was one of the more active members of that in
vestigating committee. He urged adoption of the neutrality laws. He 
opposed repeal of the arms embargo in 1939 and enactment of the 
lend-lease in 1941. Like most isolationists, he warned against excessive 
presidential power and discretion in foreign affairs. With others, he 
feared that steps to aid Britain short-of-war would become steps to 
war. Vandenberg never explicitly repudiated or apologized for his pre
war foreign policy views or actions.

Senate Resolution 166 that Vandenberg introduced on July 18, if 
adopted, would have had the Senate recommend giving Japan the six- 
month notice required for ending the trade treaty of 1911 “ so that the 
Government of the United States may be free to deal with Japan in the 
formulation of a new treaty and in the protection of American in
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terests as new necessities may require.”  The resolution also would 
have had the Senate suggest that the Brussels conference of 1937 be re
assembled.14

In response to Pittman’s inquiry, Secretary Hull promised to give 
careful consideration to the Senate’s advice if Vandenberg’s resolu
tion were passed. Though the resolution was never voted out of com
mittee and was never voted in the full Senate, Secretary Hull (with the 
president’s authority) acted without it. On July 26, eight days after 
Vandenberg had introduced his resolution, Hull gave formal notice to 
Japan that the United States would end the trade treaty in six months 
on January 26, 1940.”  By itself that action did not end or restrict 
trade between the two countries. It did, however, leave the United 
States free to apply trade restrictions when the treaty ended. It was, in 
effect, tacit warning that if Japan endangered American interests, the 
United States could retaliate with damaging economic restrictions.

Republican William R. Castle, former undersecretary of state dur
ing the Hoover administration, wrote Vandenberg criticizing the reso
lution. Castle feared that if the United States “ put an embargo on 
trade with Japan it would almost certainly have the effect of bringing 
about a defensive and offensive alliance with Germany and Italy—and 
this brings war closer.”  He was sure “ that these pin pricks are just 
what will bring war in the end.” 14 Other isolationists were similarly 
critical of Vandenberg’s resolution and feared its interventionist con
sequences.

The Michigan Republican defended his action in a reply to Castle. 
He agreed that it was “ none of our business to prod and prick the dic
tators every twenty minutes.”  Vandenberg wrote that the United 
States should “ keep out of other peoples' troubles and other peoples’ 
wars.”  But he thought there were “ inevitable American interests in 
the Far East (as distinguished from Europe) which can cause us trou
ble and that we had better write a new  treaty with Japan based on the 
realities of 1939.”  Vandenberg wrote that he had “ always opposed 
any one-sided embargo against Japan”  and did not think “ there are 
very many things we can safely do 'short of war’ in dealing with a 
country like Japan.”  He contended that the United States either had 
“ to get out of the Far East entirely one of these days or we have got to 
have a reasonable recognition of our rightful interests and I think we 
should abrogate the Treaty of 1911 so as to untie our hands to the end 
that we may be free to at least consider the appropriate subsequent 
course to pursue.”  He confessed, however, that he would “ be much



more comfortable about such a prospectus if it were in the hands of 
some other President”  than Roosevelt.17

As Vandenberg’s uneasiness about the administration’s course in
creased, on August 7 he wrote to Secretary Hull emphasizing that his 
“ own theory of abrogation is definitely predicated upon earnest ef
forts to agree upon a new engagement.”  He explained that he “ would 
not be interested in a mere arbitrary prelude to a subsequent one-sided 
embargo.”  When he received no reply, Vandenberg sent Hull a second 
letter ten days later."

On August 22, Acting Secretary of State Sumner Welles replied in 
a letter tracing the background and course of events. He complained 
of Japan’s disregard for American rights and interests and concluded, 
“ The question of moving toward conclusion of a new treaty must be 
considered and will be considered in the light of all known facts and 
circumstances and of future developments.”  Vandenberg considered 
the State Department’s response too vague and imprecise (which is 
what the department intended it to be). The Michigan Senator believed 
the administration could not justify ending the trade treaty if there 
were not “ a vigorous good faith effort on our part toward ‘the formu
lation of a new treaty.’ ”  In September, Vandenberg again nudged 
Hull to initiate efforts to negotiate a new treaty. But that was not to 
be ."

Early in 1940 the issue between what Vandenberg claimed to have 
intended in his resolution and the use made of the initiative by the 
Roosevelt-Hull administration was further highlighted in an exchange 
between Walter Lippmann, the syndicated newspaper columnist, and 
Vandenberg. Lippmann wrote that the United States was in an “ ex
tremely dangerous position”  as a result of ending the treaty with Ja
pan, and he traced the difficulty to Vandenberg’s resolution. Ac
cording to Lippmann everyone (except perhaps Vandenberg) saw the 
resolution as designed to clear the way for imposing an embargo 
against Japan. Lippmann thought it unwise for the United States to 
take such an active role in the Far East at a time when war smoldered 
in Europe; he feared the administration’s course could lead to a two- 
ocean war for the United States or other harmful consequences. Van
denberg denied responsibility for the State Department’s use of his 
resolution. He wrote that he had hoped his resolution would avoid an 
embargo through the negotiation of a new treaty.20

In March, 1940, Vandenberg got into a donnybrook on the issue 
with still another newspaper columnist, Drew Pearson. Pearson
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charged that Vandenberg had “ clamored for aggressive action against 
Japan ."  The senator flatly denied the charge. He pointed out that he 
had never favored one-sided embargoes against Japan and had repeat
edly urged the State Department to initiate efforts to negotiate a new 
and more satisfactory treaty.21

During the special session in the autumn of 1939 after the Euro
pean war began, Roosevelt wanted Congress to concentrate exclu
sively on revision of neutrality legislation and not be diverted to other 
matters. In accord with the president’s wishes, Senator Pittman ad
vised Harry Price of the American Committee for Non-Participation 
in Japanese Aggression not to press Far East concerns at that time. 
But Price and his organization moved into action even before the pres
ident affixed his signature to the Neutrality Act on November 4,1939. 
In letters dated November 1, Price reminded Pittman and other legis
lators that the European war “ greatly increased Japan’s dependence 
upon the United States for essential war supplies" and that revision of 
the neutrality law did not affect America’s “ role as Japan’s economic 
ally for the war against China." After the ending of the trade treaty 
with Japan in January, according to Price, “ the decks will be cleared 
for measures to end this unholy partnership." He cited a Gallup poll 
indicating that 82 percent of the American people favored government 
action to stop the flow of war materials from the United States to 
Japan.22

Under auspices of Price's organization, Stimson hosted a dinner in 
New York on November 9 to discuss and plan tactics. Illness pre
vented Pittman from attending, but by telephone and a telegram he 
endorsed and guided their efforts. In contrast to his earlier recommen
dations on neutrality laws, Pittman favored increasing the president's 
discretion and power in dealing with Japan. He advised postponing 
legislative action until the trade treaty expired on January 26. He op
posed any thought of “ appeasing" Japan. Price’s organization spon
sored another conference in January when the trade treaty ended. 
Again Pittman telegraphed guidance for the meeting. He thought en
actment of his resolution would “ indicate opposition on the part of 
Congress to the conduct of Japan and it psychologically would en
courage the Chinese and possibly the peace element in Japan ." He 
contended that “ even if Japan should declare war on the United States 
sound strategy would not require that we send a single soldier outside 
of the United States.” 22

Roosevelt and Hull shared Pittman’s objections to Japan’s ac
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tions, but were more cautious in dealing with them. In June, 1938, the 
State Department had initiated a moral embargo, asking American 
companies voluntarily not to sell or export airplanes and aeronautical 
equipment to countries engaged in bombing civilian populations. That 
moral embargo was expanded to include additional products late in
1939. The ending of the trade treaty and the failure to negotiate a new 
treaty left Japan uncertain about the future of its commercial relations 
with the United States.24 Contrary to the wishes of Pittman, Stimson, 
Price, and Hornbeck, however, Roosevelt and Hull did not recom
mend enactment of the Pittman or Schwellenbach resolutions. The 
Nevada senator believed Congress would pass his resolution if it won 
administration support, but not without that support.21

In the alarming weeks of May and June, 1940, when Hitler’s mili
tary forces were overrunning Western Europe, Congress and the 
Roosevelt administration settled on a formula that provided legal au
thority for the president to do what Pittman and Price wanted but 
without the frankly coercive rationale that the Pittman and Schwellen
bach resolutions had included. Rather than prohibit sale o f munitions 
and war materials to countries that violated the Nine Power pact, the 
draft prepared in the planning branch o f the War Department would 
authorize the president to “ prohibit or curtail”  the export o f any 
products or materials when he determined that it was “ necessary in 
the interest of national defense.”  The provision was included as a sec
tion in House Resolution 9850, “ To Expedite the Strengthening o f the 
National Defense.”  On May 24, it passed in the House of Represen
tatives 392 to 1. The lone negative vote was cast by Vito Marcantonio 
of the American Labor party in New York.24

In the Senate, at the suggestion of Schwellenbach, it was modified 
slightly to make certain that it authorized the president to prohibit the 
export of gasoline and oil. In response to a question from Senator 
Vandenberg, it was clear that the president was not required to treat 
all countries the same in the application of the law, that the president 
could “ apply a one-sided embargo rather than a general embargo”  
when he considered it necessary in the interest of national defense. 
Even with Schwellen bach’s modification and the clarification elicited 
by Vandenberg’s question, the roll call tally in the Senate recorded no 
opposition in the final vote on June 11. On that day, just after Musso
lini’s Italy entered the European war against the rapidly crumbling 
French military resistance and after British forces had been driven off 
the continent at Dunkirk, none of the isolationist senators voted 
against it.27
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The resolution then went to a Senate-House conference committee 
to reconcile differences in language. The conference report was ap
proved in the House on June 21, and in the Senate the following d a y -  
just as France was surrendering to Hitler in Europe. There was no 
record vote on the conference report in either house; no isolationist 
was recorded as voting against it.2* At that time, when Hitler and 
Mussolini were triumphant in Western Europe, when the British under 
Churchill were bracing for the expected Nazi assault on their home is
lands, and when Americans under President Roosevelt were increas
ingly alarmed at the threat posed by the Axis powers, isolationists 
were losing thrir majority r m ;tian in Amrrirnn irufrlir npininn 
Roosevelt and his aid-short-of-war approach had the upper ha

President Roosevelt signed the NatlonâTTîeTense AcFon July 2,
1940. That same day under the new law he signed the first proclama
tion prohibiting the export of some forty categories of war materials 
and products, except by license. He added to that list as the months 
passed. Scrap iron and oil were not on that first list.2* A heated contest 
raged in 1940 and 1941 between hard-liners headed by Morgenthau, 
Ickes, and Stimson, who wanted to clamp down severely on exports, 
and the more cautious, represented by Hull and Welles, who feared 
that drastic export restrictions would drive Japan to further expansion 
and to military retaliation and war against the United States.10

In the autumn of 1940, after Japanese troops had moved into 
northern French Indochina and after Japan had concluded its Tripar
tite Pact with Germany and Italy, President Roosevelt added all scrap 
iron and scrap steel to the prohibited list. Hard-liners were pleased, 
but not content. On November 12, two days after the ailing Key Pitt
man died, Eleanor Roosevelt sent her husband a pointed note: "Now 
we've stopped scrap iron, what about oil?" The president replied that 
if the United States stopped all oil shipments, Japan would increase its 
purchases of Mexican oil and "m ay be driven by actual necessity to a 
descent on the Dutch East Indies. At this writing, we all regard such 
action on our part as an encouragement to the spread of war in the Far 
E ast."11 But the ban on oil would come eight months later, and the 
Japanese attack on American forces at Pearl Harbor came less than 
five months after that.

The interventionist flood might have burst through inevitably 
sooner or later. But the roles of Senators Nye and Vandenberg in help
ing inadvertently to open a tiny crack in the noninterventionist dike 
and the failure (or inability) of isolationists to stop up that crack as it 
widened with the National Defense Act of 1940 were crucial mistakes
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or failures in their continuing battle against American intervention in 
World War II. The deluge that swept through that fissure was to  
drown the still struggling isolationists in a torrent that carried the 
United States into war in the Pacific and Asia, as well as in the Atlan
tic and Europe.



Chapter 25

Latin America—Side Door 
to Internationalism

The foreign policy contest between Roosevelt and the isolationists 
centered on Europe. To a lesser degree the Pacific and Far East were 
of concern in the contest, and ultimately developments there violently 
projected the United States into war in both Asia and Europe. Latin 
America in the Western Hemisphere was not central to the foreign 
policy debates between Roosevelt and the isolationists. In subtle but 
increasingly significant ways, however, Roosevelt’s policies toward 
Latin America helped educate the American people on the wisdom 
and practical benefits of a more active leadership and multilateral 
peace-keeping role by the United States. It accomplished that from a 
direction the isolationists were not well prepared to defend.

Many policies of the Roosevelt administration toward Latin 
America were so consistent with attitudes of isolationists that they 
either did not recognize or were in a weak position to meet his 
challenges. While isolationists were concentrating their main strength 
on the European front and while forces were building that would over
whelm them on their less well defended Asian front, those same isola
tionists were being outflanked by Roosevelt’s artfully camouflaged 
maneuvers by way of Latin America. Isolationists may have blun
dered or stumbled in coping with Roosevelt at the back door of Asia, 
but they scarcely realized that they were also being overrun through 
the side door of Latin America.1

For more than a century before Franklin D. Roosevelt became 
president, United States policies toward Latin America generally had 
been consistent with the Monroe Doctrine, as interpreted and applied 
in changing circumstances over the decades. President James 
Monroe’s original statement in 1823 warned against extending Euro
pean political systems to the Western Hemisphere. It promised that 
the United States would not intervene in European affairs. Though it



358 Latin America

warned against further European colonial expansion in America, it 
did not rule out the possibility of expansion by the United States. It 
was a unilateral United States policy and did not call for multilateral 
policies and actions. Early in the twentieth century under the 
Roosevelt Corollary the Monroe Doctrine was used to justify interven
tion by the United States in Latin American countries. Those tradi
tional policies—nonintervention in Europe, unilateralism, assumption 
of the moral and political superiority of the New World, emphasis on 
differences between European and American values and interests, and 
warning against further European expansion in America—were con
sistent with American isolationism. President Roosevelt did not 
repudiate the Monroe Doctrine; he used it as a foundation upon which 
he helped build an internationalist superstructure.1

Isolationists varied widely in their views on specific applications o f 
the Monroe Doctrine in Latin America. Western progressive isolation
ists, however, tended to be antiimperialists. Most of them opposed 
United States military intervention in Latin America, particularly 
intervention to defend the interests of businessmen and financiers. For 
example, in 1928 Gerald P. Nye introduced a Senate resolution urging 
that “ it shall never be the policy of the United States to guarantee nor 
protect by force the investments and properties of its citizens in 
foreign countries.“  At the same time, Senator George W. Norris 
wrote that “ our President [Coolidge] is carrying on an unauthorized 
and indefensible war against Nicaragua. We are establishing a prece
dent down there that will some day plunge thousands of our young 
boys into war and bring about untold bloodshed, for certainly, if the 
President of the United States can carry on war in Nicaragua, without 
the consent of Congress, he can do the same thing with many other 
countries.“  Early in FDR’s first term, Senator William E. Borah 
wrote to President Ramön Grau San Martin of Cuba that he 
believed “ Cuba can best solve her own problems and is entitled to live 
her own life in her own way. We shall always be deeply interested in 
the Cuban people, and certainly would always want to be a good and 
helpful neighbor, but the policy of exploitation upon the part of cer
tain private interests and the period of interference with your govern
mental affairs ought to have an end.“ 1

Isolationists were not united in their policy views, however, and 
even western progressives sometimes went in confusing directions. 
Early in 1935 Borah introduced a resolution calling for a Senate probe 
ofantîrellglöus dctivities under the government of Mexico. On behalf 
of his resolution he wrote that Mexico “ should not be permitted
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under the guise of religious reform to confiscate the property of 
American citizens, imperiling their lives and persecuting them.'* He 
based his resolution upon “ the effect of this religious persecution 
upon American citizens/’ Secretary Hull advised against approval of 
the Borah resolution. It was never voted out of committee and never 
passed the Senate.4

Senators Hiram Johnson, Bronson Cutting, Burton Wheeler, 
Gerald Nye, and other progressive isolationists also became active on 
behalf of bondholder committees working to protect Americans who 
had invested in Latin American securities. Cuba, Mexico, Brazil, and 
other Latin American countries won attention from committees serv
ing the interests of American bondholders. Those progressives saw 
themselves as trying to protect small lenders who were being ruined by 
Latin American irresponsibility, by big financiers who reaped gains 
marketing unsound bonds while transferring the losses to smaller 
lenders, and by the United States government that sanctioned transac
tions so damaging to the little guy/

The Roosevelt-Hull Good Neighbor policy toward Latin America 
evolved through two overlapping phases, one partly building upon the 
other. The first phase and much of the second were consistent with at
titudes p i  most western progressive isolationists. Beginning with 
Roosevelt’s first inaugural address and continuing through 1938 (really 
throughout Roosevelt’s presidency), the first phase turned away from 
America’s earlier “ big stick’’ interventionist policies toward Latin 
America. During Roosevelt’s first six years in office, priority went to 
emphasizing the sovereignty and right of self-determination for all 
states in the Western Hemisphere and to abandoning rights by the 
United States to intervene in the internal affairs of Latin American 
countries. At the Seventh International Conference of American 
States at Montevideo, Uruguay in December, 1933, Secretary Hull 
voted for a convention that asserted: “ No state has the right to in
tervene in the internal or external affairs of another.”  He reserved 
only such rights as the United States had “ in the law of nations as 
generally recognized and accepted.”  Three years later at the Inter- 
American Conference at Buenos Aires, the United States under the 
leadership of Roosevelt and Hull formally endorsed an even stronger 
noninterventionist protocol without attaching any reservations. In 
1934 the United States withdrew the last of its military forces from 
Haiti. It concluded agreements giving up its earlier treaty rights to in
tervene in Cuba (1934), Panama (1936), and Mexico (1937). It turned 
away from coercive de jure diplomatic recognition policies in Central



360 Latin America

America back to its earlier de facto recognition policies that passed no 
judgment on the morality or legality of the methods by which govern
ments came to power. Its commitment to nonintervention was severely 
tested by Mexico's expropriation of foreign oil holdings in 1938. The 
Roosevelt administration passed that test by resisting pressures from 
oil companies and nationalists to intervene on behalf-of property 
owners, insisting only that Americans be paid for their lost properties. 
Most western progressive isolationists approved the administration's 
noninterventionist policies toward Latin America.*

The second phase of the Roosevelt-Hull Good Neighbor policy 
began with the extraordinary Inter-American Conference for the 
Maintenance of Peace, at Buenos Aires, Argentina in December, 1936. 
That second phase converted the Monroe Doctrine from a unilateral 
United States policy into a multilateral policy in which all states 
shared in shaping and implementing actions to guard peace and securi
ty in the Western Hemisphere. Under Roosevelt's leadership that 
multilateral approach in the Western Hemisphere was placed in a 
world setting.

In proposing the Buenos Aires conference, the president wrote that 
it "would advance the cause of world peace, inasmuch as the 
agreements which might be reached would supplement and reinforce 
the efforts of the League of Nations and of all other existing or future 
peace agencies in seeking to prevent w ar." On December 1, 1936, he 
personally addressed the delegates at the conference. He told them, 
"The madness of a great war in other parts of the world would affect 
us and threaten our good in a hundred ways." He urged that "the 
Americas make i t . . .  clear that we stand shoulder to shoulder in our 
final determination that others who, driven by war madness or land 
hunger might seek to commit acts of aggression against us, will find a 
hemisphere wholly prepared to consult together for our mutual safety 
and our mutual good." In the deliberations that followed, the 
delegates to the Buenos Aires conference unanimously approved a 
convention agreeing to consult " to  preserve the peace of the American 
Continent" in the event it were threatened by war either inside or out
side the Western Hemisphere.7

The Eighth International Conference of American States meeting 
in Peru in December, 1938, adopted the Declaration of Lima, which 
provided machinery for that consultation. Secretary of State Cordell 
Hull headed the United States delegation. It also included, among 
others, Alf M. Landon, the Republican presidential nominee two 
years earlier. The appointment of Landon was part of the ad
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ministration’s efforts to draw Republican leaders into foreign policy 
roles to build bipartisan unity and to discredit dissenters. Landon ac
cepted the appointment as " a  patriotic duty to present a united 
front.”  Assistant Secretary of State Berle later wrote that Landon 
had “ successfully conveyed the impression that political differences at 
home do not mean a divided house when we deal with foreign affairs. 
This was just what he was there for; he did it admirably.”  That use of 
cooperative leaders of the opposition party to build bipartisan unity 
and undercut opposition was a tactic that President Woodrow Wilson 
had neglected a generation earlier; Roosevelt (and later Truman) used 
that method with impressive effectiveness against isolationist opposi
tion. All agreements concluded at the Lima conference were in the 
form of resolutions, declarations, or recommendations; they were not 
treaties or conventions that would have required Senate approval in 
the United States. That procedure reduced opportunities for op
ponents to question, challenge, or defeat the administration’s policies. 
Under the Declaration of Lima, any American government could call 
a meeting of ministers of foreign affairs when it believed “ the peace, 
security or territorial integrity of any American Republic is threatened 
by acts of any nature that may impair them.”  That consultative 
machinery was soon put into operation.'

The very day that Britain and France declared war in Europe, the 
Roosevelt administration initiated actions that culminated in the First 
Meeting of Ministers of Foreign Affairs held in Panama from 
September 23 to October 3, 1939. Summer Welles headed the United 
States delegation. In an impressively cooperative spirit, the meeting 
approved a General Declaration of Neutrality. It also adopted the 
Declaration of Panama, proposed by the United States, that estab
lished a neutral zone extending some three hundred nautical miles into 
the oceans surrounding the Western Hemisphere. The declaration 
directed that the zone should be “ free from the commission of any 
hostile act by any non-American belligerent nation, whether such 
hostile act be attempted or made from land, sea, or air.”  It provided 
for consultation among American states and for sharing respon
sibilities for patrolling the zone. In the emphasis on neutrality and on 
efforts to keep hostilities away from America, those declarations were 
consistent with isolationism. But in their multilateral character, in in
itiating Atlantic patrols, and in supplementary agreements, they were 
consistent with internationalism and opposition to Axis activities. The 
General Declaration of Neutrality rejected “ any selfish purpose of 
isolation.” *
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The Second Meeting of Ministers of Foreign Affairs gathered in 
Havana, Cuba in July, 1940, just after the Axis powers in Europe had 
conquered Denmark, Norway, the Low Countries, and France. The 
Battle of Britain was getting under way. The immediate concern was 
that Germany and Italy might seize colonies of the Netherlands and 
France in the Western Hemisphere. With Secretary Hull heading the 
United States delegation, the meeting adopted the Act of Havana, 
authorizing any American country to take over and administer any 
European colony in the Western Hemisphere if it were threatened by a 
change of sovereignty. Except for the multilateral procedure, isola
tionists could easily approve that effort to guard American security. It - 
never became necessary to invoke the Act of Havana, but it 
underscored the hardening United States and Latin America line 
against the Axis. Furthermore, the meeting approved a less-noted but 
more fundamental resolution that “ any attempt on the part of a non- 
American state against the integrity or inviolability of the territory, 
the sovereignty, or the political independence of an American state 
shall be considered as an act of aggression against the states which sign 
this declaration." Isolationists would have fought vigorously against 
such a commitment for the United States in Europe or Asia; they 
probably would have objected to it even in the Western Hemisphere if 
it had been brought to a vote in the Senate. That general formula, ap
proved so quietly at Havana in 1940, was to be used repeatedly in col
lective security accords during the years and decades that followed. It 
was the antithesis of isolationism. Through executive agreement the 
United States was party to the formula in the Western Hemisphere 
long before isolationist strength had waned sufficiently to permit its 
use for American policies in other parts of the world. '•

President Roosevelt rarely gave a foreign policy speech without 
alluding to the successes o f the Good Neighbor policy in building 
friendship and in maintaining peace and security in the Western 
Hemisphere. His policies toward Latin America provided an appeal
ing bridge over which he led the American people from their tradi
tional isolationism toward a more positive and active multilateral role 
for the United States in world affairs.



Chapter 26

The Turning Point— 
at Home and Abroad

The middle half of 1940 was one of the most dramatic, terrifying, 
tragic, heroic, and crucially important times in the modern history of 
Western civilization. It was also the time when isolationism lost its 
■majority position in American public opinion.

On April 9, 1940, Adolf Hitler loosed his blitzkrieg against Den
mark and Norway; Denmark offered no military resistance, and Nor
way fell after a few weeks of righting. On May 10, Hitler sent German 
panzer divisions and the Luftwaffe into the Low Countries; the next 
day they roared into France. That same day, May 10, Winston Chur
chill replaced Neville Chamberlain as Britain's wartime prime 
minister, offering the British nothing but "blood, toil, tears and 
sweat." He called for victory, for "without victory there is no sur
vival." By the end of May, British forces were being evacuated from 
the continent at Dunkirk, leaving their equipment behind. Mussolini's 
Italy declared war on June 10. On June 16, Marshal Henri Pétain 
replaced Paul Reynaud as French premier. Less than a week later he 
took France out of the war when he accepted the armistice imposed by 
Hitler.

By the middle of August, the Battle of Britain was raging in the 
skies over England, and German U-boats were taking a heavy toll of 
British shipping. The British people and their military forces braced 
for the Nazi invasion that Hitler was preparing. In powerfully moving 
words Churchill promised that Britain would right on "until, in God’s 
good time, the New World, with all its power and might, steps forth to 
the rescue and the liberation of the O ld ."1

Temporarily secure behind its Russo-German nonaggression pact, 
Stalin's Soviet Union built its strength in Eastern Europe. Japan con
tinued its expansion in Asia. And the giant United States, officially 
neutral, pondered its course in the war-torn world. If the Axis tri
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umphed and Britain fell, the United States and Latin America could 
look across the oceans at a world controlled by menancing totalitarian 
states emboldened aggressively by their victories. The American peo
ple and their leaders faced a critical situation that could determine the 
future and survival of their country, their values, their lives, and those 
of their children.

When German bombers hit London late in August, Churchill 
ordered the Royal Air Force to retaliate with raids on Berlin. Reich 
Marshal Goering then blundered when he redirected the Luftwaffe 
away from its assaults on air installations and factories to major bomb
ing raids on London and other cities. That gave the RAF’s dwindling 
band of fighter pilots a slight respite. By the end of September it was 
clear that the German Luftwaffe could not successfully win control o f 
the skies over England. Hitler postponed and then called off his inva
sion plans. The danger of imminent defeat for Britain had passed. 
There was no assurance, however, that Britain could hold out in
definitely. And the possibility of a military triumph over Axis forces 
on the European continent seemed remote—even unlikely—at that 
moment. From a British—and a worldwide—perspective, the future 
could be determined by the course of the United States under the 
leadership of President Franklin D. Roosevelt. And America's course 
could be determined by the outcome of the contest between Roosevelt 
and the isolationists.

At no time before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on 
December 7, 1941, dit^a^majority of th<* A m erican p eop le  favor j * 

declaration of war by theDnïïëcT States on the Axis states. Before Ger- 
many"tnvaded the SCandmavTan and LowXountries in the. spring of 
1940, more than 90 percent of Americans opposed, a declaration of 
war by the United States. During most of .1940 and 1941 about $0per
cent of the American people opposed a  declaraton of war.2 A tjthe 
same time, however, the majority favored extending aid-short:pf;war 
to victims of Axis aggression. Specific percentages in the polls, varied, 
but generally about two-thirds favored aid-short-of-war.

A fundamental shift occurred in 1940 on the relative weight 
Americans gave to staying out of war on the one hand, and to helping 
the Allies on the other. As late as May and June, 1940, the high tide of 
German military triumphs in Western Europe, nearly two-thirds of 
Americans thought it more important for the United States to stay out 
of war than to aid Britain at the risk of war. But the proportions 
changed. In August, September, and October, Americans divided 
almost evenly on the question. From then on, however, the majority
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held that it was more important for the United States to aid Britain at 
the risk of war than it was to stay out of war. And in 1941 polls in
dicated that a majority would favor American entry into World War 
II if it were necessary to prevent the defeat of Britain and to ac
complish the defeat of the Axis. Though isolationists were strongest in 
the Middle West and Great Plains and weakest in the South, those 
were only differences in degree; the general patterns prevailed in all 
sections of the country. Except on the specific question of whether the 
United States should declare war, the isolationists and noninterven
tionists had fallen to a minority position in American public opinion.1

The immediate cause of the decline of isolationism lay in the 
alarming military developments abroad, particularly in Europe and 
England. Churchill’s inspiring leadership and the magnificent perfor
mance of the English people had their impact. Long range socioeco
nomic developments in the United States, including urbanization and 
industrialization, laid fundamental groundwork for those changes. 
Educational, informational, and propagandiste facilities moved the 
thoughts and emotions of Americans. But central to the develop
ments, bringing it all together and guiding the patterns, was the 
leadership of Roosevelt and his administration.

None save Churchill was more effective than Roosevelt in using the 
spoken word to inspire and move those opposed to Axis aggression. 
The president’s fireside chats, broadcasts, and messages to Congress 
were sources of information, inspiration, guidance, and leadership for 
Congress and the American people—and irritants and targets for his 
noninterventionist opponents. In an almost endless stream of personal 
conversations and conferences he left his imprint. He pressed his 
perspective in countless personal and official letters. And in the elec
tion year of 1940 Roosevelt drew prominent Republicans into the task 
of guiding the American people away from isolationism toward sup
port for a larger and more active role for the United States in world af
fairs.

Some would have had the president create powerful government 
propaganda organs to shape American thought; Roosevelt preferred 
to encourage and assist the efforts of private individuals and groups 
that shared his perspectives on foreign affairs. If those individuals 
were Republicans, and if they were from the Middle West or Great 
Plains, so much the better in terms of their potential effectiveness in 
isolationist circles.

One such person was the Kansas newspaper editor, William Allen 
White. Born less than three years after the Civil War, White had
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edited the Emporia Gazette since 1895 and had followed his region and 
Theodore Roosevelt in the paths of progressivism. He earned and en
joyed the friendship and confidence of many in all sections and strata 
of society. Most of America's presidents since Cleveland had listened 
to his counsel. An active Republican, he was neither so progressive as 
leading agrarian radicals on the Great Plains nor so conservative as 
leaders of his party. The veteran newsman had supported Roosevelt's 
Republican opponent in each of his elections.4

White never lost his ties with the people of Kansas or America's 
heartland, but his experiences and concerns also extended to Europe 
and beyond. He was a long-time member of the League of Nations 
Association. That organization brought him into contacts with Clark 
M. Eichelberger, James T. Shotwell, Hamilton Fish Armstrong, 
Frederic Coudert, and other internationalists. In the fall of 1939 they 
persuaded him to head a Non-Partisan Committee for Peace through 
the Revision of the Neutrality Law. He worked effectively to marshal 
public and legislative support for repeal of the arms embargo. The 
committee disbanded after the Neutrality Act of 1939 became law, 
and Roosevelt wrote the old Kansan thanking him for the "grand 
job"  he had done.1

A month later in mid-December, FDR wrote a long and thoughtful 
personal letter inviting White to spend a night at the White House on 
his next trip east: "Let me sit you on the sofa after supper and talk 
over small matters like world problems." The president recognized 
that the world situation was "getting rather progressively worse." He 
worried "that public opinion over here is patting itself on the back 
every morning and thanking God for the Atlantic Ocean (and the 
Pacific Ocean).’.' He wrote that he and Hull " f ully expect tV> keep its 
out of war—but, on the other hand, we are not going aroimdlhanking 
God for allowing us physical safety within our continental limits." 
Roosevelt explained to White that his problem was " to  jget the 
American people to think of conceivable consequences without scar
ing the people into thinking that they are going to be dragged into this 
w ar."4
~ White was pleased by the president's letter. He had no immediate 
plans to go to Washington and did not make a special trip in response 
to the president’s invitation. But he did write back in a similar tone. " I  
fear our involvement before the peace, and yet I fear to remain 
uninvolved letting the danger of a peace of tyranny approach too 
near." Those divided feelings were shared in one form or another by
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most Americans—and probably by Roosevelt as well. White supposed 
that “ if we can help the Allies surreptitiously,llfiatTy‘and down the 
alley by night, we ought to do it."  Late in January, 1940, Roosevelt 
again wrote commending White for an editorial on the reciprocal 
trade agreements program. FDR expressed satisfaction that there were 
“ strong voices like yours which are willing and ready, irrespective o f 
any partisan consideration, to speak out courageously in defense of 
constructive and far-sighted policies."7 The president explored the 
public opinion problem with others as well. Early in February he 
asked Rexford Tugwell how “ the country could be brought to the 
realization that the Allies may well lose this w ar." Tugwell thought 
FDR was “ puzzling a good deal over ways to wake the country up to 
its world position."' Many were independently puzzling over that 
problem, but the president’s attitude undoubtedly encouraged them in 
their concerns.

By mid-May, 1940, Clark Eichelberger and others from the earlier 
temporary committee had successfully persuaded William Allen White 
to serve as national chairman of a new and more powerful Committee 
to Defend America by Aiding the Allies. Eichelberger was executive 
director. It won a distinguished list of prominent Americans to its 
banner. Local chapters were organized throughout the country, and it 
won hundreds of thousands of members. The organization’s name 
was so cumbersome and White's role so prominent that it was com
monly called the White Committee. It was the leading so-called in
terventionist mass pressure group before Pearl Harbor. It adhered 
closely to Roosevelt’s official position on foreign affairs, generally 
staying a step ahead of the president’s public proposals. White, 
Eichelberger, and others in the committee often conferred with ad
ministration leaders. It served, in effect, as an unofficial public rela
tions organ for the Roosevelt administration’s foreign policies.'

On June 20, 1940, as French military resistance crumbled in 
Europe and as political parties prepared for their national conventions 
in the United States, the White House announced the appointment of 
two leading Republicans to the president’s cabinet. Roosevelt named 
seventy-two-year-old Henry L. Stimson of New York to replace isola
tionist Harry H. Woodring as secretary of war, and sixty-six-year-old 
Frank Knox of Chicago to succeed Charles Edison as secretary of 
navy. Both were prominent in the Republican party and had been 
devotees of Theodore Roosevelt. An aristocratic member of the law 
firm that Elihu Root had headed before his death, Stimson moved
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easily from his distinguished law practice in New York to top appoint
ive government positions in Washington and back again. He had 
served as secretary of war under President William Howard Taft from 
1911 to 1913, and as President Herbert Hoover's secretary of state 
from 1929 to 1933. Knox, the publisher and editor of the Chicago Dai
ly News, had been the GOP vice-presidential nominee on the same 
ticket with Alf M. Landon in 1936. Both Stimson and Knox had voted 
against FDR in 1932 and again in 1936. Though both were conser
vatives on domestic issues and opposed much of the New Deal, both 
applauded Roosevelt’s foreign policies from 1937 onward. Neither 
was an isolationist, both believed peace and security required the 
defeat of the Axis powers, both favored American aid-short-of-war, 
and both were more boldly interventionist than Secretary of State 
Hull, William Allen White, or President Roosevelt (at least more than 
the president’s public stance).10

The appointments of Stimson and Knox were designed to 
strengthen the administration’s military preparedness programs. Like 
FDR’s actions to help draw the Republican White into efforts to 
arouse support for the administration’s policies, the naming of 
Republicans Stimson and Knox was designed to give bipartisan image 
to the administration's policies. The appointments could underscore 
the administration’s appeal for national unity in those critical times 
and discredit noninterventionists who attacked Roosevelt’s policies.

Stimson had conferred with FDR in 1933 and 1934, both before 
and after Roosevelt was inaugurated. The two shared common foreign 
policy attitudes. They did not confer at any length again until 1940, 
but they corresponded, and Stimson was consulted by Hull and others 
in the State Department. His name had not been among those that 
Roosevelt had mentioned in discussing cabinet posts. On May 3,1940, 
however, Justice Felix Frankfurter arranged for Stimson to join him 
for lunch with Roosevelt at the White House. Conversation focused 
on foreign affairs. On June 1, Stimson wrote the president commend
ing to his attention an editorial from Knox’s Chicago Daily News that 
urged strong presidential leadership in the current international crisis. 
Roosevelt was still considering various persons, but Frankfurter 
strongly recommended Stimson for the position. On June 18, Stimson 
delivered a radio address advancing his foreign policy views. He was, 
as he wrote later, “ well out in front of the President and most other 
leaders in the debate—at least ahead of their published opinions.’’ On 
June 19, Frankfurter telegraphed FDR urging him to read Stimson’s
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address—which he did. That afternoon Stimson received a telephone 
call from the president offering him the position of secretary of war. 
That evening he accepted.11

While Stimson moved into the War Department with the noblesse 
oblige tone of an old statesman being called back to duty in time of 
national crisis, Knox’s move into the Navy Department savored a bit 
more of climbing ambition, albeit ambition combined with a high 
sense o f public service. At Roosevelt’s invitation, Knox had conferred 
at the White House after his trip to Europe in 1934. From time to time 
from 1937 onward Knox had written to Hull commending his conduct 
o f foreign affairs and had met with Hull, Ickes, and others in the ad
ministration. He applauded the administration’s foreign policies in 
editorials he published in his newspaper, and he saw to it that ap
propriate editorials were brought to the attention of Roosevelt and 
Hull. The president had included both Landon and Knox at the 
meetings of leaders who gathered at the White House on September 
20, 1939, and had considered adding both of them to his cabinet. But 
neither Roosevelt nor Landon was pleased by the performance of the 
other at that White House gathering or after; the president made no 
appointments.11

Three months later, on December 10, Roosevelt asked Knox to ac
cept appointment as secretary of the navy. Knox advised delay, 
however, until international crises might make it seem more critically 
essential for the national interest. FDR let the matter stand for a 
while.11 Knox kept in touch with Roosevelt, Hull, and others in the ad
ministration. And on June 20, Roosevelt nominated him as secretary 
of the navy.'4

Isolationists saw the appointments as further efforts by FDR to 
turn the United States away from its traditional noninterventionist 
policies toward involvement in war abroad. With isolationists still 
vocal and with Roosevelt still talking in terms of aid-short-of-war, 
Stimson and Knox had to demonstrate restraint in testifying before 
the Senate committees on their appointments. They rejected isola
tionism, embraced military preparedness, favored aid-short-of-war, 
and denied any desire to have the United States enter war abroad. 
Isolationist senators were highly skeptical, but they were unable to 
draw either Knox or Stimson into statements that might have blocked 
approval of their appointments. On July 9, the Senate confirmed the 
Stimson appointment fifty-six to twenty-eight; the next day it acted 
favorably on Knox by a vote of sixty-six to sixteen.15
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From 1940 onward, Stimson and Knox provided skilled ad
ministrative leadership for their departments in building America’s 
military strength. They also added to interventionist muscle within the 
administration. The two of them joined Secretary of Treasury 
Morgenthau and Secretary of Interior Ickes as the boldest interven
tionists in the president's cabinet. Three of those four were 
Republicans; three of the four were born and reared east of the Hud
son River. Unlike Secretary of State Hull in the cabinet and William 
Allen White at the head of the Committee to Defend America by 
Aiding the Allies, they pressed the president to move aggressively and 
unequivocally against the Axis. That was precisely what leading isola
tionists and pacifists feared—and what Roosevelt had reason to ex
pect. The appointments did not silence isolationists, but they added 
strong interventionist voices within President Roosevelt's administra
tion.

The destroyers-for-bases deal between the United States and Great 
Britain announced on September 3, 1940, brought together many of 
the influences and patterns in the contest between Roosevelt and the 
isolationists. The destroyer deal was a reaction to the alarming aggres
sion by Hitler's Nazi Germany. It was a response to persuasive in
itiatives of Winston Churchill. It had importance both in helping meet 
immediate needs in combating submarine attacks that endangered 
Britain's lifelines and Britain’s larger need to draw the United States 
more fully into the struggle against the Axis. It was an expression of 
sympathy for the British and of awareness of Britain’s significance for 
American interests and security. It provided a classic demonstration 
of Roosevelt's views and tactics at home and abroad. It was a major 
action to aid Britain short-of-war. It used the bipartisan tactics 
through active roles by Republicans William Allen White and Frank 
Knox and through the tacit cooperation of the Republican presidential 
candidate, Wendell Willkie. Sophisticated legal interpretations max
imized presidential authority and avoided the necessity for seeking 
legislation from Congress where isolationists would have had their 
say. Arranging the deal by executive agreement avoided the necessity 
for winning the Senate approval that a formal treaty would have re
quired. In the House or the Senate isolationist voices would have 
delayed and might have blocked action. Legislative debates also might 
have divided the American people more sharply. Like other aid-short- 
of-war initiatives, the destroyer deal was not nearly enough to ac
complish the defeat of the Axis. But it was the most that Roosevelt
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thought he could do in that election year without risking defeat and 
without further dividing the American people. The destroyer-for- 
hases deal won widespread approval. The potential vaTTfe oTTFieUaSes 
for defense of the Western Hemisphere even muted isolationist objec
tions a bit, leaving them to complain of the methods Roosevelt used, 
the loss of destroyers to America's own use, and the danger that it 
moved the United States one step closer to war. '*

On May 14, 1940, French Premier Paul Reynaud had urged the 
sale Sriunror American destroyers. The next day, in his very first 
communication to Roosevelt after becoming prime minister, Churchill 
wrote o f Britain's immediate need for "the loan of forty or fifty of 
your older destroyers." He repeatedly emphasized Britain's acute 
need for the destroyers from that time on until the deal was consum
mated nearly four months later. FDR's initial response was negative; 
he thought it would require "the specific authorization of the Con
gress" and he was "no t certain that it would be wise for that sugges
tion to be made to the Congress at this moment." Furthermore, he 
doubted whether American defense requirements in the Western 
Hemisphere would permit even temporary disposal of the de
stroyers."

Churchill understood FDR's difficulties with public opinion; 
within limns settjy Britain's requirements, Tie tried to be; Kelpful.Th.a 
circular telegram on '7iine'T, hTTnFormed British Commonwealth 
governments that he was considering "launching a judicious cam
paign designed to show that it is neither to our interests nor our wish 
that U.S.A. should become involved in totalitarian warfare. By 
depriving Isolationists of their main argument, it is hoped that Con
gress would thus be able to move faster over measures designed to help 
us." In a communication to FDR on June 13, Churchill wrote: “ When 
I speak of the United States entering the war I am, of course, not 
thinking in terms of an expeditionary force, which I know is out of the 
question." Even Britain’s King George VI added his voice to the 
urgent appeals for "some of your older destroyers." In the negotia
tions Roosevelt and Churchill largely bypassed America's isolationist 
Ambassador Joseph P. Kennedy in London. William Allen White's 
Committee to Defend America by Aiding the Allies became active on 
the issue, as did the more militant Century Group in New York under 
Francis Miller and others. "

At a cabinet meeting on Friday afternoon, August 2, the president 
earnestly sought a way to get action. The cabinet members agreed
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"that the survival of the British Isles under German attack might very 
possibly depend on their getting these destroyers." They believed 
legislation was necessary to authorize transferring the destroyers to 
Britain and that such legislation faced defeat or delay unless handled 
well. They also agreed that Roosevelt should seek the help of William 
Allen White to win approval for the plan from Republicans Wendell 
Willkie, Charles McNary, and Joe Martin. Roosevelt thought the 
legislation "would fail if it had substantially unanimous Republican 
opposition."'*

Soon thereafter the idea of authorizing the United States to lease 
bases in British possessions in the Western Hemisphere was intro
duced into the deliberations. That innovation made the transaction 
more palatable to Americans (including isolationists) by strengthening 
American defense in the Western Hemisphere. Initially it was not seen 
as eliminating the need for legislative actions. Isolationists earlier had 
initiated an "island-for-war debts" campaign, calling on European 
governments to pay their war debts by transferring their island col
onies in the Western Hemisphere to the United States. The scheme 
proposed in the destroyer deal was different, but it fell within that 
general spectrum.20

Though both British and American leaders determined to get the 
destroyers to Britain, there were difficulties rooted largely in domestic 
public opinion considerations in both countries. To reassure Amer
icans, Roosevelt wanted public assurances from Churchill that in 
the event of a British defeat the Royal Navy would not be destroyed or 
permitted to fall into the hands of the Axis. Churchill would go as far 
as he had in his "we shall fight on the beaches" speech—but no 
further. He could not guarantee what a later British government might 
do if Britain were defeated. The kind of public statement FDR wanted 
could undermine British morale and raise doubts about Churchill's 
confidence in their ability to throw back the Nazis. Churchill also 
preferred to make the bases a gift to the United States as an expression 
of friendship, rather than as an exchange for the destroyers. If it were 
not done as an exchange, however, it seemed unlikely that Roosevelt 
or the navy could legally justify disposing of the destroyers. Within 
the United States, at Roosevelt’s request, William Allen White con
ferred with the Republican presidential candidate, Wendell Willkie. 
White found no significant differences between Roosevelt and Willkie 
on the issue, but he was not able to get from Willkie the firm commit
ment on the matter that Roosevelt wanted.2'
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Late in August, however, most of the difficulties were resolved or 
bypassed. In a letter to Secretary of Navy Knox on August 17, At
torney General Robert H. Jackson gave his opinion that the chief of 
naval operations could certify that the destroyers were “ not essential 
to the defense of the United States if in his judgment the exchange of 
such destroyers for strategic naval and air bases will strengthen rather 
than impair the total defense of the United States." That is, though 
the chief of naval operations could not declare the destroyers of no 
defensive value by themselves, he could declare that America's 
strength would be increased if the destroyers were traded to England 
for bases. Consequently on August 21 and in different form on 
September 3, Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Harold R. Stark 
sent the necessary opinion to the president that “ an exchange of fifty 
overage destroyers for suitable naval and air bases on ninety-nine year 
leases in Newfoundland, Bermuda, the Bahamas, Jamaica, St. Lucia, 
Trinidad, Antigua, and in British Guiana, will strengthen rather than 
impair the total defense of the United States," and on those grounds 
he certified that the destroyers were “ not essential to the defense of 
the United States."”  The difficulty over whether the bases should be 
gifts from Britain or exchanges for the destroyers was resolved by 
dividing them into two packages. Land for bases in Newfoundland 
and Bermuda would be British gifts to the United States; the others 
would be leased in exchange for the destroyers. Secretary of War 
Stimson and Ben V. Cohen brought to Roosevelt's attention the 
opinion of four lawyers (including Dean Acheson and George Rublee) 
that he did not require authority from Congress. On August 27, at the 
president’s request, Attorney General Jackson provided his legal 
opinion that Roosevelt had the necessary constitutional and statutory 
authority to conclude the arrangement by executive agreement 
“ without awaiting the inevitable delays which would accompany the 
conclusion of a formal treaty." Secretary of State Hull, Secretary of 
Navy Knox, and Ambassador Lothian worked out the final details of 
the exchange of notes that constituted the executive agreement 
between the governments headed by Roosevelt and Churchill. It 
required no legislation or appropriation by Congress, and no Senate 
approval. The agreement was concluded and made public on 
September 3,1940.”

Just exactly how valuable the old destroyers were for Britain's sea 
war against German submarines may be debated. But in his memoirs, 
published after the war, Winston Churchill wrote that more important



than the destroyers and bases was the fact that the deal “ brought the 
United States definitely nearer to us and to the w ar." In his words, “ It 
marked the passage o f the United States from being neutral to being 
non-belligerent.“ 14 That was precisely why American isolationists ob
jected. They also objected to the methods the administration used that 
gave neither Congress nor the American people direct voices in the 
matter.

Two weeks before the agreement was announced, Senator Van- 
denberg criticized 4‘the hypocrisy which tries to cover up all of these 
things as being purely ‘peaceful* and always ‘short of war.*** He 
favored aid that was truly short-of-war, but he opposed “ any o f the 
things which would logically take us into the present conflict.** And he 
opposed “ entering the war unless and until the war comes to the 
Western Hemisphere.’’1*

Opposition from Senator David I. Walsh was of greater concern; 
he was chairman o f the Senate Naval Affairs Committee. Roosevelt 
had included the Massachusetts Democrat on a refreshing three-day 
Potomac cruise, but that did not soften the senator’s objections. He 
wrote FDR that the transfer of the destroyers would “ be politically 
harmful.'* He thought the Democratic party would “ lose many votes 
because of the belief that we are either excessively war-minded, or, at 
least, pursuing policies that will tend to involve us in the present Euro
pean war.'* Roosevelt wrote back explaining that “ as President and as 
Commander-in-Chief I have no right to think of politics in the sense 
of being a candidate or desiring votes." He insisted that the islands 
were “ of the utmost importance to our national defense as naval and 
air operating bases." He discounted the danger of German retaliation. 
Roosevelt hoped Walsh would not oppose the destroyer deal, contend
ing that it was “ the finest thing for the nation that has been done in 
your lifetime or mine." The president wrote that he was “ absolutely 
certain that this particular deal will not get us into war and, inciden
tally, that we are not going into war anyway unless Germany wishes to 
attack us."  FDR’s letter did not change Walsh’s views.1*

Senator Nye charged that transferring the destroyers would 
“ plant" the United States “ in the middle of war as an actual 
belligerent" and would “ seriously weaken our own defenses." As he 
said many times before and later, Nye contended that the steps short- 
of-war were “ marching us straight into a war of European power 
politics.’’1*

On September 23, the noninterventionist America First Committee 
sponsored a network broadcast by Republican Senator Henry Cabot
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Lodge, Jr., of Massachusetts that later was printed and distributed as 
a pamphlet by the committee. In his address Lodge boasted that he 
and Senator McNary had been the first to introduce legislation calling 
for the acquisition of naval bases in the Western Hemisphere. But he 
strongly criticized the administration’s destroyers-for-bases deal. He 
objected to  depleting the American navy to get the bases and denied 
that the ships were obsolete for training purposes. Furthermore, 
Lodge insisted 4’that if weapons are to be sent abroad, it should be 
done in the open, after debate, with public participation by consent of 
Congress.”  He worried that “ if the Executive can do these things 
without action by Congress, can he not also declare war without Con
gress?”  He insisted that the United States should concentrate on 
building its own military preparedness and providing “ a leadership 
which thinks first of America always.”  He feared involvement in the 
war could destroy “ everything we prize.” “

Other noninterventionists spoke out in similar terms. But the 
alarming Axis aggression, Britain’s precarious situation, Churchill’s 
magnificent leadership, and the courageous performance of RAF 
fighter pilots and the British people all combined to persuade most 
Americans that the destroyer-for-bases deal was the right thing to do 
at that time. By drawing key Republicans into the process, by keeping 
the matter out of the hands of Congress and the Senate, and by tying 
the transfer of destroyers to the lease of bases designed to strengthen 
America’s defenses in the Western Hemisphere, President Roosevelt 
muffled the opposition. According to opinion poils the overwhelming 
majority in the United States approved the deal. İn his memoirs 
■Roosevelt's 'new Secretary of War Stimson wrote that it “ was the 
President at his best.” “ '

On September 16, 1940, two weeks after the destroyer deal, the 
president signed the first peacetime selective service, or conscription, 
bill into law. Coming in the midst of Roosevelt’s campaign for elec
tion to an unprecedented third term, the action could have seemed 
politically bold or even foolhardy. In the context of world events, 
however, and with bipartisan support both inside and outside the ad- 
minstration, it may have won as many votes as it lost. As with many 
of FDR’s accomplishments, the initiative for selective sevice did not 
originate with him or the White House. He responded helpfully to 
those who did initiate the move, however, and when the time and cir
cumstances were right, he went public on the issue. His presidential in
fluence made the difference.

The prime mover behind compulsory military service legislation



was Grenville Clark of the New York law firm of Root, Clark, Buck
ner and Ballantine. A Republican and “ an old-fashioned liberal,“  he 
was not attuned to the New Deal. But he and FDR had been friends 
for many years; Clark had graduated from Harvard just a year ahead 
of Roosevelt. They shared common preparedness views. Clark had 
been an army officer in World War I and was active in the Military 
Training Camps Association that pushed the so-called Plattsburg idea 
based on the voluntary military training camps before the United 
States had entered the First World War. Though a private civilian 
association, the Plattsburg camp group worked closely with the W ar 
Department. It had a national membership, but its leadership centered 
in New York.*®

Clark arranged a dinner meeting at the Harvard Club for some one 
hundred members of the old Plattsburg group on May 22,1940, at the 
time the German blitzkrieg was smashing resistance in Western 
Europe. Clark wrote to the president before the meeting explaining 
that its purpose was to consider “ recommending and supporting com
pulsory military training“  and to “ discuss the public support of a con
crete set of measures 'short of war* to aid the Allies.“  He invited 
FDR's comments. Roosevelt responded promptly in a letter marked 
“ private and confidential" to “ Dear Grennie." He had no objections, 
but thought that if it was to be called “ compulsory" there was “ a very 
strong public opinion for universal service of some kind so that every 
able bodied man and woman would fit into his or her place." Roose
velt wrote, “ The difficulty of proposing a concrete set of measures 
'short of war’ is largely a political one—what one can get from the 
Cong êss.“,,

Clark and his group required no further encouragement. The 
meeting was a huge success. Among those attending was Henry L. 
Stimson. It created an emergency committee under Clark to raise 
funds (they hoped for $273,000) for a national campaign for enact
ment of conscription. In June, Clark and his associates drafted legisla
tion that was introduced in the Senate by Democrat Edward R. Burke 
o f Nebraska and in the House of Representatives by conservative 
Republican James W. Wadsworth, Jr., of New York.“

Roosevelt moved more slowly in giving his support than Stimson 
and Clark wished. But he gave his go-ahead early in July, and the 
Senate and House Military Affairs committees began hearings on the 
Burke-Wadsworth bill. On July 19, in his address accepting the 
Democratic presidential nomination, Roosevelt said that “ most right 
thinking persons are agreed that some form of selection by draft is as
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necessary and fair today as it was in 1917 and 1918.”  At his press con
ference on August 2 (the same day that he and his cabinet considered 
the destroyer deal so carefully), the president endorsed ‘‘a selective 
training bill”  and hoped Congress would ‘‘do something about it, 
because it is very important for our national defense.”  On August 23, 
Roosevelt told newsmen that he “ absolutely opposed” postponing 
conscription to give the volunteer system more time to work; volun
teers would not provide enough men as soon as they were needed. The 
administration was uneasy about Wendell Willkie’s possible tack on 
the matter, but on August 17 Willkie endorsed selective service in his 
address accepting the Republican presidential nomination. With sup
port from both Republican and Democratic leaders, wijh public opin
ion polls indicating that nearly two-thirds of Americans favored some 
sort of selective service program, and with warräglng In Europe and 
Asia, approval of the ÜurKe-wadsworth bill seemed probable.”

It faced vigorous opposition, however. Opposition came from 
pacifists such as Norman Thomas, Oswald Garrison Villard, 
Frederick J. Libby, and the peace organizations they led. Equally 
outspoken were isolationists who were not pacifists. Among leading 
isolationists who battled against selective service were Senators Norris, 
Wheeler, Vandenberg, La Follette, Taft, and Nye, and Congressman 
Fish. Noninterventionist legislators conferred in planning their tactics; 
peace groups worked to arouse public opposition to conscription. 
They tried earnestly but unsuccessfully to persuade Willkie to oppose 
selective service. They argued that the necessary manpower for 
America’s armed forces could be obtained through volunteers; at least 
they believed more efforts to recruit volunteers should be attempted 
before resorting to the draft. Noninterventionists feared conscription 
as a militaristic threat to American freedom and democracy at home 
and as a step toward involvement in war abroad.14

Despite his continued friendship with Roosevelt and his growing 
concern about the Axis menace, George Norris battled against con
scription. On August 12, he delivered a major address in the Senate 
opposing the Burke-Wadsworth bill, and his office franked thousands 
o f copies of the speech to people in Nebraska and elsewhere. He wrote 
to a constituent that the United States was not confronted by “ such 
imminent danger as to justify”  peacetime draft. He feared the growth 
o f militarism in the United States. In time selective service “ would 
change the very nature of most of our citizens. We would become 
warlike, and when we had become warlike, there would be no doubt 
that we would soon be fighting with somebody.” ”
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Norman Thomas expressed his concerns in an exchange o f letters 
with President Roosevelt that failed to change the opinions of either 
o f them. On August 5, Thomas wrote FDR that he did “ not think the 
case is adequately made that conscription is necessary for defense and 
I do think that its actual, and still more, its potential dangers to 
democracy are enormous. ” J‘

Democratic Senator Vic Donahey wrote the president that the 
Burke-Wadsworth bill was “ fraught with political disaster in Ohio“  
and that letters were pouring in from Ohio at a rate of one hundred to 
one against conscription. Roosevelt wrote back that he would be 
derelict in his duty if he “ did not tell the American people of the real 
danger which confronts them at the present time.”  He urged Donahey 
“ to banish political considerations“  from his mind. Roosevelt sent 
copies of that exchange of letters to Senate Majority Leader Alben 
Barkley and to Senator James F. Byrnes of South Carolina.17

Senators La Follette, Taft, Walsh, and others all believed that at
tractive inducements could win enough volunteers without conscrip
tion. La Follette complained in a letter to his family, “ They will draft 
the boys but let profits off with a slap on the wrist.“ 1*

In a similar vein Senator Nye told a public meeting that there 
would “ be a much better taste in the American mouth if, at the same 
time the man draft is undertaken, a far-reaching draft of profits is for
warded at the same time.“  He told the Senate that peacetime conscrip
tion could fasten “ a yoke of militarism upon us that will not be easily, 
if ever, cast off.“ 1*

On August 13, in a network broadcast sponsored by the Keep 
America Out of War Congress, Senator Wheeler charged that 
peacetime conscription was not only another step in the direction of 
war, it was also “ the greatest step toward regimentation and mili
tarism ever undertaken by the Congress of the United States.“  He 
feared it would “ slit the throat of the last Democracy still living.“  
California’s Hiram Johnson wrote his son that it was “ the most insidi
ous act that has been passed in my long service here.“ 40

Noninterventionists in both houses of Congress proposed various 
amendments; most were defeated easily.41 On August 28, the Senate 
approved the Burke-Wadsworth bill by a vote of 38 to 31. The nega
tive votes included nearly all of the familiar isolationist names, in
cluding western progressives. Their followers gradually were falling 
away, however, and their images were changing. The same persons 
who had been seen as noble spokesmen for peace in the middle of the 
1930*s were, by 1940, seen as partisan, unsavory, and possibly as Nazi
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sympathizers. The changing images, along with shrinking numbers, 
were part o f the erosion of isolationist strength. The House approved 
the bill as amended on September 7 by a vote of 263 to 149, with Con
gressman Fish voting with the majority. On September 14 the Senate 
approved the conference report 47 to 23, and the House approved it 
233 to 124. The president signed it into law on September 16, 1940.42

In its final form the Selective Service Act required the registration 
o f all male citizens and aliens residing in the United States who were 
between the ages o f 21 and 36. Those inducted would serve in the 
armed forces for twelve months. The law provided that draftees would 
not serve outside the Western Hemisphere except in territories and 
possessions of the United States.41 It was a far cry from a new Amer
ican Expeditionary Force to Europe, but noninterventionists feared 
that it pointed in that direction.

On September 4, 1940, the day after announcement of the 
destroyer deal, twelve days before the president signed the Selective 
Service Act, and nearly four months after creation of the White Com
mittee, isn la rinnku  annm inred fhe form ation nf the American Firet
Committee. During the fifteen months preceding the Japanese attack 
on Pearl Harbor the American First Committee was the leading isola
tionist^  noninterventionist, mass pressure group battling against the 
foreign.policies.jo£ the Roosevelt administration. Though there were 
many local, regional, and other national groups on all sides of the 
foreign policy debate, the America First Committee was to the isola
tionist or noninterventionist cause what William Allen White’s Com
mittee to Defend America by Aiding the Allies and later the Fight for 
Freedom Committee were to the internationalist, or interventionist, 
cause.44

With its national headquarters in Chicago, the America First Com
mittee grew out of an earlier student organization at Yale University 
led by R. Douglas Stuart, Jr., a twenty-four-year-old law student and 
son of the first vice-president of Quaker Oats Company. During the 
summer of 1940, young Stuart won the support of prominent Middle 
West business and political leaders for a national organization. 
General Robert E. Wood, chairman of the board of Sears, Roebuck 
and Company, served as national chairman of America First, and 
Stuart was national director.41

Born in Kansas in 1879, Wood graduated from West Point in 1900. 
He served in the Philippines during the insurrection and in Panama 
while the canal was being built. During World War I he was acting 
quartermaster general. After the war he retired from the army and
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became vice-president of Montgomery Ward and Company before 
moving to Sears, Roebuck as vice-president in 1924. He became presi
dent of Sears in 1928 and chairman of the board in 1939. Though a  
Republican and a businessman, Wood considered himself a liberal. 
He voted for Roosevelt in 1932, supported much of the early New 
Deal, and with growing misgivings voted for Roosevelt again in 1936. 
He had no love for the House of Morgan and other Wall Street finan
ciers, and he had much sympathy for farmers in the Middle West and 
Great Plains. Though dedicated to American capitalism, he did not 
believe that “ the charge of socialism, communism, or regimentation 
should be hurled at every new proposal or reform.“  He was a skilled 
administrator, and despite his duties at Sears, Roebuck he kept in 
close personal touch with the operation of the America First Commit
tee. He commanded the respect of other leaders of the committee and 
tempered differences among them that might have reduced its effec
tiveness.44

R. Douglas Stuart, Jr., had studied government and international 
relations at Princeton University, where he graduated in 1937. He 
spent several months traveling in Europe before entering the Yale 
University Law School in 1938. He held an Army Reserve Officers 
Training Corps commission. Handsome, personable, and idealistic, 
Stuart gave the limit of his capacities in the committee’s battle against 
intervention in World War II. Some criticized his youth and his lack 
of administrative experience, but his judgment on matters of policy 
generally was sound. And he had a capacity to learn.47

General Wood, Stuart, and five others from the Middle West 
(mostly businessmen) formed the executive committee that shaped and 
supervised America First policies. A total of more than fifty promi
nent individuals served at one time or another on a larger national 
committee. Among the more prominent members of the national com
mittee were George N. Peek, General Hugh S. Johnson, Alice 
Roosevelt Longworth, Mrs. Burton K. Wheeler, Mrs. Bennett Champ 
Clark, Chester Bowles, Edward Rickenbacker, John T. Flynn, Han
ford MacNider, Kathleen Norris, and Lillian Gish. Henry Ford was a 
member for a time in the fall of 1940, but the committee dropped him 
in an effort to reduce its vulnerability to the charge of anti-Semitism. 
Colonel Charles A. Lindbergh initially was not a member, but he 
joined the national committee in April, 1941. Others also advised 
committee leaders on policies. Stuart relied heavily on the advice of 
Chester Bowles, then an advertising executive, and William Benton, 
vice-president of the University of Chicago. Philip La Follette, former 
Governor of Wisconsin, and Samuel B. Pettengill, former Democratic
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congressman from Indiana, were particularly influential. Among the 
more prominent and active speakers at major America First rallies 
were Democratic Senator Burton K. Wheeler of Montana, Republican 
Senator Gerald P. Nye of North Dakota, and Colonel Charles A. 
Lindbergh.4'

The committee financed its battle against intervention through vol
untary contributions both to national headquarters and to local chap
ters. William H. Regnery, president of the Western Shade Cloth Com
pany and a member of the America First executive committee, was the 
largest financial backer. H. Smith Richardson of the Vick Chemical 
Company in New York contributed large sums, and General Wood 
contributed more than $10,000. J. M. Patterson, president of the New 
York News, and Colonel Robert R. McCormick, publisher of the 
Chicago Tribune, each contributed $4,000. Altogether the America 
First national headquarters received around $370,000 from approxi
mately twenty-five thousand contributors. Local chapters were largely 
self-supporting through voluntary contributions and were more de
pendent on small contributions than was the national headquarters.4'

In the fall of 1940 the committee placed full-page advertisements 
in major newspapers and sponsored radio broadcasts. By November it 
began to organize local chapters in cities and towns all over the United 
States. The committee's greatest growth occurred between December, 
1940, and May, 1941. By December 7, 1941, the America First Com
mittee had approximately 450 chapters and subchapters. Its total na
tional membership was around 800,000 to 850,000. The committee 
had members in every state and organized chapters in most of them, 
but it won its greatest strength in the Middle West. It was least suc
cessful in the interventionist South.10

Its original public announcement in September, 1940, included the 
following statement of the America First Committee's principles:

1. The United States must build an impregnable defense for 
America.
2. No foreign power, nor group powers, can successfully attack a 
prepared America.
3. American democracy can be preserved only by keeping out of 
the European war.
4. "A id short of war" weakens national defense at home and 
threatens to involve America in war abroad."

The newly formed committee did not take a stand on either the 
destroyeTcTeaT or'selective service. It appealed for support from both 
Republicans and Democrats and tried to be nonpartisan in the
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presidential campaign of 1940. General Wood and Stuart, however, 
hoped that the committee's full-page newspaper advertisements in Oc
tober would help inject the foreign policy issue into the campaign.12 
Given the alarming wars raging abroad and the heated foreign policy 
debates within the United States, foreign affairs were certain to have 
prominence and importance both for and against Roosevelt's cam
paign for election to an unprecedented third term as president of the 
United States.



Chapter 27

Third Term

In 1940 the military triumphs by Nazi Germany under the dictatorship 
of Adolf Hitler inadvertently led to Franklin D. Roosevelt's election 
to an unprecedented third term as president of the United States. 
Without Hitler there would have been no third term. Without Hitler. 
Roosevelt and the internationalists w ouldnot have triumphed over 
isolationists in the United States so quickly or completely as they did. 
Furthermore^ without Hitler and World War ll the urban bases for 
that larger and more active role for the United States in world affairs 
might not have grown so rapidly, and rural and small town bases for 
isolationism might not have eroded as fast as they did .1

The defeat of Roosevelt’s court-packing proposal in 1937, the 
economic recession and unemployment in 1937-38, the growing criti
cism of the New Deal, the failure of FDR’s attempted purge of conser
vative Democrats, and Democratic reverses in the elections of 1938 
combined to leave both Roosevelt and the Democratic party weakened 
politically as they faced the elections of 1940. Viewed from the 
perspective of domestic issues, a Republican victory in 1940 was not 
outside the realm of possibility. More conservative patterns seemed 
likely, whichever party won the election. In those circumstances 
Roosevelt’s personal preference for retirement from the presidency 
when his second term ended probably would have been honored.

Speculation about possible successors to Roosevelt, and about the 
possibility of a third term, began almost as soon as the results of his 
overwhelming election to a second term were apparent. As usual, the 
concerns involved both domestic and foreign policies. Conservative 
isolationists such as Senator Vandenberg of Michigan wanted a coali
tion of Republicans and conservative Democrats to block any more of 
the hated New Deal. Progressives such as Senators Norris of 
Nebraska, Borah of Idaho, Nye of North Dakota, and La Follette of
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Wisconsin deliberated on how to continue America on progressive 
paths. So long as domestic issues were in the forefront, conservatives 
tended to be hopeful, while progressives and liberals were more 
pessimistic about the political future. For example, early in 1940 Nor
ris asked Roosevelt what liberals would do if he did not run again. 
FDR responded, “ Did you ever stop to think that if I should run and 
be elected I would have much more trouble with Congress in my third 
term and much more bitterness to contend with as a result of my run
ning for a third term than I have ever had before?*’2 Most of those 
seriously considered for the Democratic presidential nomination if 
Roosevelt did not run (including Cordell Hull, James A. Farley, and 
John Nance Gardner) were not really New Dealers and would not be 
likely to continue domestic reform with the ardor and boldness that 
urban liberals and western progressives wanted.

By 1940 war in Asia and Europe overshadowed those domestic 
concerns. Internationalists (both conservative and liberal) worried 
about isolationist strength and increasingly looked to Roosevelt for 
continuing leadership in foreign affairs. Conservative internationalists 
who opposed both the New Deal and isolationism could have prob
lems, however, if FDR ran again. One Democatic New York attorney 
phrased the difficulty clearly in a letter to a leading interventionist: 
“ What shall we do if we have to choose between a third term for the 
New Deal and a Republican Party espousing the Isolationism of Borah 
et al?*’1

Western progressives faced a comparable dilemma. A third term 
could help the progressive cause, but they feared it could also mean 
danger of American involvement in war abroad. If Roosevelt did not 
run again, the Democratic party could join the Republican party in 
conservative patterns with progressives blocked whichever way they 
turned. That concern helped produce Philip La Follette’s National 
Progressive party, but it foundered in the elections of 1938 and faded 
to national insignificance by 1940. New Republican leadership might 
have eased progressive concerns, but that seemed unlikely. And as war 
abroad threatened to engulf the United States, foreign affairs grew in
creasingly important—both to isolationists and to internationalists.

In that context both conservative and progressive isolationists wor
ried more and more about increased presidential power in general and 
President Roosevelt’s power in particular. In his domestic policies and 
in his conduct of foreign affairs, Roosevelt personified a larger role 
for the the president and weaker role for Congress than either pro
gressive isolationists or conservative isolationists wanted. They feared
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the danger o f Roosevelt for democracy within the United States on 
both domestic and foreign policy issues. None of the leading isola
tionists approved dictatorship by Hitler in Germany or by Mussolini 
in Italy, but by 1940 many of them believed that Roosevelt was more 
of a danger to democracy within the United States than either Hitler 
or Mussolini was. For leading isolationists the dangers posed by the 
growing power of the presidency in the hands of Roosevelt—dangers 
to democracy at home and dangers of involvement in war a b ro a d -  
overshadowed other considerations as they faced the third term issue 
in the election year of 1940.

Roosevelt discussed his possible successors during conversations 
with close friends and confidants. But he never completely revealed 
his personal thoughts, did not lock his plans into rigid forms, and he 
kept his options open throughout. Newsmen tried to draw him out on 
the subject at his press conferences, but they were no match for 
Roosevelt in that cat-and-mouse game. As he told Morgenthau early 
in 1940: “ It is a game with me. They ask me a lot of questions, and I 
really enjoy trying to avoid them.’’4

As a possible successor Roosevelt may have favored Secretary of 
Commerce Harry L. Hopkins for the Democratic nomination, but his 
poor health and political unpopularity made that impracticable. 
Among others considered for the nomination, Roosevelt probably 
preferred Cordell Hull despite the Tennesseean's conservatism on 
domestic issues. He did not consider Farley qualified for presidential 
responsibilities, and he opposed both Garner and Wheeler. In con
sidering imperfect alternatives FDR preferred a relatively conservative 
internationalist (Hull) over a progressive isolationist (Wheeler), 
though considerations other than foreign affairs and the New Deal 
helped determine that preference.1

Senator Burton K. Wheeler of Montana won considerable atten
tion as a possible Democratic presidential candidate if Roosevelt did 
not run again, and as a possible vice-presidential running mate if 
Roosevelt ran for a third term. As early as November, 1937, not long 
after the court-packing fight, Wheeler and Frank Knox conferred 
about cooperation between Republicans and anti-Roosevelt Demo
crats in 1940. In January, 1938, isolationist Amos R. E. Pinchot wrote 
Wheeler that he was “ the logical candidate for the presidency, and the 
only man that can deal with Roosevelt on equal terms over the radio." 
In May, 1938, Alf Landon had a confidential talk with Wheeler on co
operation between Republicans and Democrats for senatorial candi
dates “ who stood up to the President." In June, 1939, George Norris
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unofficially asked Wheeler whether he would consent to run as vice- 
president if FDR ran for a third term. Others raised that question in 
conversations with the Montana progressive.6

In November, 1939, Wheeler approved formation of a Wheeler- 
for-President organization, but said he would support Roosevelt if he 
ran again. Among others, John L. Lewis of the CIO and Senator 
Hiram Johnson (both isolationists and both increasingly critical of 
FDR) commended consideration of Wheeler for the presidency. 
Though running for another Senate term in 1940, Wheeler savored 
the speculation about his possible candidacy and in speeches and inter
views helped keep the idea alive.7

In June, 1940, before the national conventions, Senator and Mrs. 
Wheeler attended a dinner in the home of columnist Robert E. Kint- 
ner. Among the guests were Leon Henderson o f the Securities and Ex
change Commission, Edward Foley of the Department of Treasury, 
and Benjamin V. Cohen, New Dealers all. As Wheeler recalled the 
evening many years later, the four agreed that Wheeler would be 
nominated for vice-president and that he would have to accept the 
nomination. He got the impression that they were speaking for the 
White House. They posed the possibility that after the international 
emergency had ended Roosevelt would resign and Wheeler would 
become President. He responded by asking whether they thought FDR 
would let Wheeler decide when the emergency was over. Ben Cohen’s 
account of the dinner conversation was slightly different, and made 
clear that they had not been speaking for the White House.*

Wheeler had good credentials as a Democrat, a progressive, and 
an isolationist. At the same time, his battle against court packing had 
won approval from conservatives. Both then and later Wheeler in
sisted that his battle against court packing had not irreparably dam
aged his relations with the president. The two continued to confer on 
legislative matters. Roosevelt turned to Wheeler to lead the fight for 
railroad legislation that culminated in the Transportation Act of
1940.*

But the president and the western senator had been getting out o f 
phase with each other even before the court-packing fight; in private 
conversations with others each gave evidence of increasing irritation 
with the other. Despite surface affability, Roosevelt never entirely 
forgave or forgot after the court-packing fight, and Wheeler’s distrust 
of the president grew sharper. From time to time in private conversa
tions friends would try out Wheeler’s name with Roosevelt as a possi
ble presidental nominee if FDR did not run, or as a possible vice
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presidential nominee if he ran for a third term. Roosevelt did not 
favor the Montana Democrat either as a presidential nominee or as a 
vice-presidential running mate. Until after the Democratic party had 
approved a platform acceptable to him in 1940, Wheeler was equally 
adamant in rejecting the possibility of running for the vice-presidency 
with Roosevelt.10

During the 1930$ Wheeler had not been so prominent in Senate 
leadership on foreign policy matters as other isolationists such as 
Borah, Johnson, Nye, or Vandenberg. He was not a member of the 
Foreign Relations Committee. When he voted on foreign policy mat
ters, however, he usually joined with other western progressives on the 
isolationist side. As talk about him for the Democratic presidential 
nomination increased in 1939 and early 1940, isolationists turned to 
him in opposition to the president’s foreign policies. And in 1940 
Wheeler was fully persuaded, if he had not been before, that 
Roosevelt would lead the United States to war.

As Wheeler recalled many years later, two particular episodes in 
1940 helped arouse his alarm about the president’s policies. Late in 
May, Rear Admiral Stanford C. Hooper, a senior communications of
ficer in the navy, called on Wheeler. He told the senator that 
Roosevelt was *’going to get us into the war.”  When Wheeler asked 
about the Axis threat to American security, the admiral told him that 
the Germans did not have a bomber that could fly more than a thou
sand miles—far short of the range needed to attack the United States. 
I f  German forces moved by way of Dakar in Africa to Brazil in South 
America, they would still be further from New York than they had 
been in Berlin. He contended that Roosevelt was using the fear of a 
Nazi invasion of the United States as a tactic to get the United States 
to  join the Allies in the European war. Hooper said Wheeler could 
block the president’s road to war by speaking out on the issue. “ You 
licked him on the Court issue and you can lick him again.”  At 
Wheeler’s request the admiral provided the senator with a handwritten 
memorandum of data supporting his allegations on Nazi air power.11

A few days later, on June 7, while Nazi forces were smashing 
toward Paris, Senator Wheeler broadcast a major address attacking 
the president’s policies toward the European war. He berated the 
“ mad hysteria”  that was being “ produced in New York and 
Washington.”  He urged his audience not to be panicked by “ bogey 
stories”  about swarms of Nazi planes bombing American cities. His 
address brought a flood of letters and telegrams—and a visit from 
another military officer.11
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On June 8, an Army Air Corps captain called on Wheeler. He urged 
the senator to continue his battle against intervention in the European 
war and provided data that reinforced the admiral’s earlier analysis. 
The captain told Wheeler, “ We haven’t got a single, solitary plane 
that’s fit for overseas service. You’ve got to have three things—armor 
plate, self-sealing fuel tanks, and fire power. We haven’t got a single, 
solitary plane that has all three.’’ He provided the senator with 
specific data on American military aircraft—and provided more in
formation later. The admiral and the captain convinced Wheeler that 
not only was Germany not capable of invading the United States, but 
that the United States was not prepared at that time to war success
fully against the Axis in Europe. That was essentially the same theme 
that Colonel Charles A. Lindbergh had pressed in a nationwide radio 
broadcast on May 19. The Senator continued his speechmaking 
against intervention in the European war, addressing a Keep America 
out of War Congress rally in Chicago on July 1.11

The Montana progressive may not have needed much persuading, 
but years later Wheeler recalled his separate conversations with the ad
miral and the captain as he recounted his decision to lead noninterven
tionist opposition to President Roosevelt’s policies. By June, 1940, 
there was little chance that Wheeler could win the Democratic 
presidential nomination, and neither he nor Roosevelt favored his 
candidacy for the vice-presidency. He could not block the renomina
tion if Roosevelt chose to run for a third term, but Wheeler deter
mined to make certain that the Democratic platform clearly opposed 
American involvement in war abroad.

Even Roosevelt’s closest friends were not certain just when he 
decided to run for a third term. It seems likely that he reached that 
decision in June, 1940, after Hitler's forces struck west in Europe, 
after Churchill took the reins in England, after the British had 
evacuated their forces from Dunkirk, after Mussolini’s Italy entered 
the war, after France surrendered late in June, and just as the Battle of 
Britain was about to begin.

On June 19 Farley wrote: “ It looks as if the President will accept 
the nomination. Everything points in that direction, although insofar 
as I know, he hasn’t said a thing of a definite nature to anyone.”  As 
late as June 20 Roosevelt told Hull that he wanted him as his successor 
and gave no indication that he intended to run again. On June 28 
Secretary of Treasury Morgenthau, one of FDR’s closest friends and 
confidants, concluded that sometime during the preceding thirty days 
Roosevelt “ had made up his mind to run.”  Even at that late date
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neither Morgenthau nor Roosevelt’s personal secretary, Missy Le 
Hand, really knew for certain whether he would run or not. At lunch 
with the president on July 3, however, Hull for the first time noted a 
change in Roosevelt’s tone and concluded that he had decided to run. 
According to Hull’s memorandum written after the conversation, 
Roosevelt thought th a t4'he could win unless the war should stop, but 
in that event Willkie might defeat him.” 14

Senator Norris of Nebraska was alone among leading isolationists 
in favoring a third term for Roosevelt even before the national con
ventions, and one of very few among them who supported him after 
the conventions. In July, 1939, before the European war began, the 
seventy-eight-year-old progressive told newsmen that though there 
were others he would prefer, he hoped Roosevelt would be reelected in
1940. At that time he thought FDR did not want to run. In a letter to 
Democratic Senator Claude Pepper of Florida on August 28, Norris 
wrote: " I  am a firm believer in the principles of government for which 
President Roosevelt has stood and for which he has fought, and, ad
mitting that he has made mistakes, something which is common to all 
humanity, I have nevertheless never doubted his sincerity, his wisdom, 
or his courage. The cry that is being made by his enemies that he is try
ing to set himself up as a ‘dictator* to my mind is entirely without 
foundation and under all the circumstances seems to me to be utterly 
foolish.”  After the European war began in September, he wrote Ickes 
that anyone who charged that Roosevelt wanted to get the United 
States into the war “ was either malicious or crazy, or too ignorant to 
have his opinions respected.”  He thought that “ those who want a 
liberal are driven, logically, forcibly, into a realization of the fact that 
to  get a liberal who will win, we must come to Roosevelt.” 11

Most leading isolationists sharply disagreed with Norris on 
Roosevelt and a third term. In April, 1940, Hiram Johnson was con
vinced that “ the nomination of Roosevelt was settled by the activities 
o f Hitler in the Scandinavian countries.”  He predicted that the United 
States would “ be in the war either just before or just after the elec
tion.”  He wrote his son that Roosevelt was “ bending every effort 
now, and by every trick and device known, to get us into it.” 14

Speaking at a dinner meeting of the Federation of Young Re
publican Clubs of Greater New York in February 1940, Senator Nye 
quoted George Washington in warning against both a third term and 
American involvement in European disputes. On June 21, as news of 
the French armistice reached the world and as the Republican Na
tional Convention was about to begin, the North Dakota progressive
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Republican delivered a major address in the Senate urging Roosevelt 
to resign and turn over the presidential responsibilities to Vice- 
President Garner. In his speech Nye denied any sympathy for Hitler or 
Mussolini and insisted that he was only interested in the United States. 
He charged that Roosevelt's foreign policies had "brought disaster 
upon France" by promising military support from America that the 
president could not deliver. He feared Roosevelt was then encouraging 
Britain to fight on in anticipation of American aid. With the defeat o f 
France, Nye said, Roosevelt could demonstrate his patriotism by turn
ing over his duties to Garner to "restore the national unity and na
tional confidence in governmental leadership." Nye concluded his ad
dress by saying that he had "but one wish, one cause to serve, that is, 
the cause of keeping my country out of this war, on this lone theory 
that when the war shall have ended there will be nothing of 
democracy, there will be nothing of stability, left for any country 
which permits itself to participate in the w ar." He predicted that com
munism would be the only ideology to triumph from the ashes of 
war.17 Roosevelt had no intention of being guided by Nye’s advice on 
that or any other matter at that time. But the president continued to 
play his sphinx-like role on the third term issue a bit longer.

Criminal prosecutor Thomas E. Dewey of New York was the front 
runner for the Republican presidential nomination before the conven
tion. He had strength in the West, but his largest following was in the 
Northeast. He was not an isolationist, but his positions on foreign 
policy issues were not drawn sharply enough to inspire either much 
hostility or enthusiasm from isolationists (or internationalists). 
Nonetheless, the Republican party had plenty of prominent isola
tionists available for the nomination. Until his death early in 1940 
Borah had his supporters. In 1939 there were those who worked to win 
the nomination for Gerald P. Nye, but he never got enough of a 
following to be a real factor. Hanford MacNider of Mason City, 
Iowa, was a manufacturer, a much-decorated hero in World War I, a 
former national commander of the American Legion, and had served 
as United States minister to Canada under President Hoover. Later he 
helped lead the America First Committee and served as its vice- 
chairman in 1941. Friends and admirers organized a favorite son 
movement for him, but it won little attention outside the Middle West. 
Former President Herbert Hoover may have had slim hope for 
renomination, but few shared those hopes. More likely possibilities 
among isolationists were Senator Arthur H. Vandenberg of Michigan 
and Ohio's first-term Senator Robert A. Taft. Though Taft supported
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repeal o f the arms embargo in 1939, both Taft and Vandenberg were 
convinced noninterventionists. Both were conservatives, but if west
ern progressives had to decide between a conservative isolationist and 
a liberal internationalist in 1940, most would choose the former. Be
fore his death Borah privately assured Vandenberg of his support for 
the nomination. Nye, Capper, and others worked for his nomina
tion."

As leading isolationists turned to Vandenberg or Taft, however, 
internationalists were equally determined to block them. Neither of 
the party's 1936 nominees, Landon or Knox, wanted an isolationist. 
Internationalists (including Landon) preferred Dewey to Hoover, 
Taft, Vandenberg, Nye, or MacNider, but there were those who 
hoped to do better. The result was the well-financed and skillfully 
organized drive to nominate the former Democrat Wendell Willkie of 
Indiana and New York City. As head of Commonwealth and South
ern Corporation, he had battled against Roosevelt's TVA. He had 
more charisma than any of the other contenders for the nomination. 
A member of New York’s Century Club, Willkie was an international
ist and shared Roosevelt’s general policy views toward the European 
war. With enthusiastic support from Oren Root, Jr., of New York, 
Russell Davenport of Fortune magazine, Henry Luce and his Time- 
L ife  publications in New York, the Gardner Cowles family and its 
publications in Iowa and Minnesota, and from other internationalists, 
the movement to nominate Willkie came on fast and overtook the 
front-runners at the wire in the hectic and exciting Philadelphia con
vention."

Isolationists hoped to portray Roosevelt's Democratic party as the 
war party and to identify the GOP with America’s traditional policies 
o f nonentanglement and nonintervention in European wars. Re
publican internationalists, however, battled against wedding the party 
to isolationism. By way of compromise the emphasis went to attacking 
the Roosevelt administration for failing to build adequate military 
defenses for America. The party platform approved in Philadelphia 
berated Roosevelt for leaving "the Nation unprepared to resist foreign 
attack.”  It contended, "T o  establish a first line of defense we must 
place in official positions men of faith who put America first.” It urged 
that America’s "national defense must be so strong that no un
friendly power shall ever set foot on American soil.”  It emphasized 
that the Republican party was "firmly opposed to involving this Na
tion in foreign war.”  The Republicans endorsed extending aid " to  all 
peoples fighting for liberty, or whose liberty is threatened,”  providing
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that aid did not violate international law or conflict with the re
quirements of America’s own defense.10

At the beginning of the GOP convention, according to Van- 
denberg’s account, Dewey tried to make a deal with the isolationist 
Michigan senator. He sent Senator Styles Bridges of New Hampshire 
to tell Vandenberg that if he would run for vice-president on the same 
ticket with Dewey, he could have anything he wanted. Dewey thought 
(or hoped) that ticket could “ sew up the whole thing on the first 
ballot.”  Vandenberg preferred to stay in the Senate rather than 
become vice-president. But he told Bridges that if Dewey would take 
the vice-presidential place on the ticket with Vandenberg, he could 
“ write his own ticket and have anything he wants.”  Vandenberg 
would pledge to be a one-term president so Dewey could move on to 
the presidency in the election of 1944. Vandenberg also told Bridges 
that if Dewey could not agree to that arrangement, Vandenberg was 
willing to meet the New Yorker and “ flip a coin to see which end of 
the ticket we each take.”  That ended that! Vandenberg heard no more 
from Dewey until the last night of the balloting, when Dewey made 
frantic calls urging him to do something to help stop Willkie. It was 
too late.11

Dewey led on the first ballot, Taft was second, and Willkie third. 
The line-up was the same on the second ballot, but Dewey lost ground, 
and Willkie gained. On the third ballot Willkie moved ahead o f Taft 
into second place. The galleries packed with Willkie supporters were 
filling the convention hall with resounding cries of “ We want 
Willkie!”  On the fourth ballot Willkie pulled ahead of Dewey. Last- 
minute efforts to check the avalanche failed. Willkie won the 
Republican presidential nomination on the sixth ballot. It was a vic
tory for internationalists and the urban Northeast; it was a defeat for 
isolationists and western progressives. The choice of Charles L. 
McNary of Oregon for vice-president appeased the West and agri
culture, but did not significantly soften the significance of the Willkie 
nomination for isolationists.11

The Democratic convention in mid-July was a confusing, poorly 
handled affair. Roosevelt was so coy and so determined to avoid any 
impression of seeking a third term that he provided little leadership 
for the convention in Chicago. Though there was no definite word, 
there was little serious doubt that Roosevelt would accept a third 
nomination for the presidency. From their suite in the Blackstone 
Hotel, Harry L. Hopkins with help from Senator James F. Byrnes of
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South Carolina provided unofficial leadership for Roosevelt’s cause at 
Chicago. It was Senator Alben W. Barkley of Kentucky, in his address 
as permanent chairman of the convention, who read FDR's statement 
that he did not wish to be a candidate again and that the delegates 
were "free to vote for any candidate.”  That was a backhanded way of 
saying that Roosevelt was available, an "invitation to the draft.” 
Senator Lister Hill of Alabama formally nominated Roosevelt. Sena
tor D. Worth Clark of Idaho had prepared to nominate Wheeler, but 
at the last minute, when the outcome was apparent to all, Wheeler 
firmly asked Clark not to place his name in nomination. When the 
voting was over on the night of July 17, Roosevelt had won the Demo
cratic nomination on the first ballot with an overwhelming 946 votes; 
Farley, Garner, Tydings, and Hull scattered the remaining 148 votes 
among them.21

Opposition to Roosevelt manifested itself less in the party’s presi
dential nomination than in shaping its platform and in reactions to 
FDR’s choice for vice-president. Senator Robert F. Wagner of New 
York was chairman of the Resolutions Committee that had respon
sibility for drafting the Democratic platform. He also chaired the sub
committee charged with drafting the foreign policy plank. Among 
other members of that subcommittee were the administration’s inter
nationalist Secretary of Agriculture Wallace of Iowa and isolationist 
Senators Wheeler of Montana and Walsh of Massachusetts. With 
Wheeler and Walsh leading the attack, the subcommittee rejected the 
foreign policy plank proposed by the White House. In a rugged battle 
Wheeler and Walsh carried the day for isolationists; Wheeler even 
threatened to walk out of the convention if the interventionists had 
their way on the foreign policy plank. As finally approved, the Demo
cratic platform proclaimed: "The American people are determined 
that war, raging in Europe, Asia and Africa, shall not come to 
America. We will not participate in foreign wars, and we will not send 
our army, naval or air forces to fight in foreign lands outside of the 
Americas, except in case of attack.”  The phrase "except in case of at
tack”  was added at the insistence of administration spokesmen. The 
platform contended, "The direction and aim of our foreign policy has 
been, and will continue to be, the security and defense of our own land 
and the maintenance of its peace.”  It did not mention selective service 
one way or the other.24

But the foreign policy plank was not without merit from an inter
nationalist perspective. It rejected "appeasement”  and pledged to ex
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tend “ all the material aid at our command, consistent with law and 
not inconsistent with the interests of our own national self-defense”  to 
“ the peace-loving and liberty-loving peoples wantonly attacked by 
ruthless aggressors.”  Neither Roosevelt nor Hull liked the foreign 
policy plank; Hull was particularly unhappy about it. But it had 
enough variety and ambiguity to give even a literal-minded president 
(which Roosevelt was not) room to maneuver on foreign affairs. 
Wheeler was so pleased with the plank that he may have given further 
thought to the possibility of accepting second place on the Democratic 
ticket with Roosevelt. FDR had not favored Wheeler for vice- 
president earlier; he did not turn to Wheeler after the fight on the 
foreign policy plank.“

Instead, Roosevelt chose Secretary of Agriculture Henry A. Wal
lace of Iowa as his running mate. Wallace was a New Deal liberal 
on domestic issues, an idealistic internationalist on foreign affairs, 
and was as identified with agriculture and the West as McNary was on 
the Republican ticket. Wallace did not appeal to city bosses or ex
perienced party workers. He aroused so much opposition that Roose
velt threatened to refuse the presidential nomination if the convention 
rejected Wallace. It did his bidding, but without enthusiasm. From the 
perspective of Roosevelt's continued efforts for the New Deal and 
internationalism, Wallace was a logical choice.“

The party faithful had mixed feelings as they departed convention 
headquarters in Chicago. The nomination of Roosevelt gave them an 
internationalist, a liberal, and a proven winner; the vice-presidential 
nominee provided a liberal, an internationalist, and sectional balance. 
But the third term and Wallace's public image would be liabilities. The 
platform was more isolationist than internationalists preferred. In 
1940, however, that noninterventionist but ambiguous platform may 
have been more of a political help than a hindrance.

No campaign in which Franklin D. Roosevelt was a candidate 
could be entirely dull or boring, and the campaign of 1940 was not 
that. For the first time Roosevelt faced a Republican presidential 
nominee who could almost match him in vitality and charisma. Wen
dell Willkie’s political inexperience led to mistakes, but he conducted 
a lively, spirited campaign. His general agreement with FDR on most 
issues, domestic and foreign, reduced his appeal for many who op
posed Roosevelt, but he attracted support from some liberals and 
many internationalists who had reservations about a third term. Con
servatives and isolationists really had no one else to turn to if they 
hoped to defeat Roosevelt.
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In different circumstances the third-term issue might have dom
inated the campaign (but in different circumstances FDR might not 
have sought a third term). The issue was prominent in 1940 and deter
mined the votes of many. But with the Battle of Britain raging in 
Europe, with Japan driving south into Indochina, and with the 
Tripartite Pact drawing the Axis states closer together in opposition to 
the United States, foreign affairs loomed larger than in any presiden
tial election since 1920. Before the campaign ended, foreign affairs 
overshadowed the third term issue.

Initially Willkie tried not to play politics with foreign affairs (or he 
played politics by trying to win internationalists to the Republican 
banner). He resisted efforts by isolationists to move him in directions 
that Taft or Vandenberg would have taken. His acceptance speech, 
delivered on August 17 at Elwood, Indiana, generally pleased Repub
lican internationalists. Roosevelt's Republican Secretary of War 
Henry L. Stimson confided to his diary that the speech was “ fine, 
brave and sensible”  and had “ gone far to hamstring the efforts of the 
little group of isolationists to play politics.” 27

Not surprisingly, Senator Hiram Johnson took a different view. 
Though he expected to be for Willkie ultimately, Johnson confided to 
his son that Willkie had “ raised hell with us here by adopting the 
Roosevelt foreign policy, and being for conscription, etc. He really 
broke the back of the opposition to the conscription law.”  Johnson 
would have been even'more angered had he known of a confidential 
message that Willkie had sent to the British ambassador to the United 
States, Lord Lothian. As Lothian reported the message to Foreign 
Secretary Halifax and Prime Minister Churchill, Willkie “ was per
sonally in favour of doing everything possible to see that Great Britain 
did not get beaten in the war because he realised that the continued ex
istence of Great Britain and its Navy was essential to the safety and 
security of the United States.”  Because “ of the overwhelming desire 
of the United States not to get involved in the war,”  however, Willkie 
thought it “ necessary to convince the American people about every 
particular step, which inevitably took time.”  Willkie promised the 
ambassador that he would not oppose the destroyer deal, but he was 
“ most insistent that this statement of his views should not in any cir
cumstances be allowed to leak out because it would certainly be used 
against him in the campaign.” 2* During the early weeks of his cam
paign Willkie's speeches gave neither the British nor American inter
nationalists cause for displeasure. Isolationists had less ground for 
satisfaction.
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As the campaign progressed, however, it became increasingly dear 
that Willkie would go down to defeat unless he could accomplish some 
sort of breakthrough. Prodded by isolationists, during the last month 
of the campaign Willkie stepped up his attacks on FDR's foreign 
policies. He berated the president for failing to build adequate defense 
forces for the United States. And he warned repeatedly that if 
Roosevelt were reelected, the United States would soon be at war. For 
example, in Chicago he charged that if Roosevelt’s promise “ to keep 
our boys out of foreign wars is no better than his promise to balance 
the budget, they're almost on the transports!”  He repeated such 
charges many times in the closing weeks and days of his campaign, 
and others who urged his election shouted that theme in even more 
strident terms.2*

Isolationists could make those charges with honest conviction. For 
Willkie, who shared the president’s views, however, such language 
grew out of isolationist pressures, out of his desperate determination 
to win election, and out of emotions aroused in the heat of the cam
paign. Three months after the election, he told the Foreign Relations 
Committee, in response to a question from Senator Nye, that his 
prediction that America would be at war by April, 1941, if FDR were 
elected had been “ a bit of campaign oratory.” 10 Willkie's standing on 
the polls did improve as the campaign neared its close. Though isola
tionists had lost their majority position, most Americans still hoped 
the United States could somehow stay out of the war. In a contest be
tween two internationalists running on noninterventionist platforms, 
isolationist appeals conceivably could bring out the vote and deter
mine the victor in a close election. So Willkie may have reasoned, and 
so Roosevelt began to fear.

The president did not propose to campaign in the usual sense, and 
he never traveled further than a twelve-hour train trip from Wash
ington before the election. Nonetheless, he was by no means inactive 
or passive. From July 19, when he broadcast his midnight address ac
cepting the Democratic nomination, until election day on November 3, 
Roosevelt conducted his own kind of campaign with an effectiveness 
that Willkie and the Republicans could not match. He made numerous 
trips to inspect military installations and defense plants, giving warm 
and moving speeches along the way. He delivered radio broadcasts. 
He conducted both regular and special press conferences. In the final 
weeks of the campaign he delivered five major campaign speeches. 
Even his decision to stay close to Washington underscored the sense of
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crisis and emergency that made his continued service as president seem 
more essential. And his almost continuous round of inspection trips 
dramatized his efforts to build American defense. In his acceptance 
speech he spoke of the call of public duty and patriotism that moved 
him to serve despite his personal preference for retirement to private 
life. At the same time he portrayed opponents as *'‘blind”  and *'‘par
tisan0 and denounced ‘‘appeaser fifth columnists”  who had charged 
him with “ war-mongering.”  That acceptance speech, and Roosevelt’s 
later speeches during the campaign, continued the tactic of identifying 
his foreign policy opponents with all that was evil, sinister, and even 
subversive.”

Roosevelt had little difficulty with the language in the Democratic 
platform. As he had been doing before, he could and did emphasize 
his earnest desire and efforts for peace, his abhorrence of the tyranny 
o f the dictators, his actions to aid democratic peoples resisting aggres
sion, and his determination to build military strength to guard 
American freedom. The campaign in the midst of the war abroad re
quired only slight shifts in emphases. He had never said that he 
favored American intervention in the war; he did not say so during the 
campaign. He had often voiced his hope and determination that the 
United States would stay out of the war; he repeated such statements 
in the campaign.

In his acceptance speech Roosevelt said that during his administra
tion the government “ had the courage openly to oppose by every 
peaceful means the spread of the dictator form of Government.”  He 
hoped “ untried hands, inexperienced hands”  would “ not substitute 
appeasement and compromise with those who seek to destroy all 
democracies everywhere, including here.”  He spoke pridefully of his 
efforts to prevent war, to limit its spread, to condemn aggression, to 
sympathize with free peoples resisting aggression, to aid victims of ag
gression, and “ to awaken this country to the menace for us and for all 
we hold dear.”  The president said that America faced choices of 
“ people versus dictatorship,”  “ freedom versus slavery,”  and of 
“ religion against godlessness; the ideal of justice against the practice 
o f force; moral decency versus the firing squad; courage to speak out, 
and to act, versus the false lullaby of appeasement.” 12 His were bold 
and inspiring words—and from an isolationist perspective increased 
fears that FDR would lead the United States to war.

Roosevelt’s main speech writers during the campaign were Samuel
I. Rosenman, Harry L. Hopkins, and the poet and playwright Robert
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E. Sherwood. All were talented, all were completely devoted to the 
president, and all fully shared his antipathy for isolationists and isola
tionism. Roosevelt devoted much time and energy to the preparation 
of those speeches and worked closely with his writers as they revised 
draft after draft. The products were Roosevelt’s in content, tone, and 
spirit. Assistant Secretary of State Adolf Berle occasionally shared in 
the preparation of foreign policy speeches and often helped write an
tiisolationist speeches initiated by the White House but delivered by 
others. In his diary on October 29 Berle described the president’s 
speech writers in stark terms; he saw Hopkins, Rosenman, and Sher
wood, along with Felix Frankfurter and William O. Douglas as “ a 
highly intelligent crew—and, except for Sam Rosenman, as un
scrupulous a crew as ever put together. Rosenman is square. Harry 
Hopkins is nice and likeable, but would commit murder for the Presi
dent. The rest of the bunch would commit murder on general prin
ciples, either for the President or for themselves. How you can put any 
of the saving grace of solidity of character into this bunch is a question 
that I have been totally unable to solve. I am afraid we shall get one of 
these clever, progressive administrations in which the end always 
justifies the means.”  That was more cutting than they deserved. But 
there was no doubt of their complete loyalty to Roosevelt, or of their 
ruthlessness when contending with his opponents—including isola
tionist opponents.11

Repeatedly in speech after speech during the fall of 1940, 
Roosevelt stressed his commitment to building America’s defenses, his 
abhorrence of the aggressor states, his sympathy for the victims of ag
gression, his determination to keep America out of war, and his dis
dain for “ appeasers” —the term he used when referring to his isola
tionist opponents during his campaign. When he addressed a meeting 
of the Teamsters Union on September 11, the president told his 
listeners: “ I hate war, now more than ever. I have one supreme 
determination—to do all that I can to keep war away from these 
shores for all time.” He quoted and endorsed the noninterventionist 
plank of the Democratic platform. He called for “ an end to the sort of 
appeasement that seeks to keep us helpless by playing on fear and by 
indirect sabotage of all the progress we are making. ’Appeasement’ is 
a polite word for misdirected partisanship.” 14

Devoted followers urged FDR to soothe Italian-Americans who 
had been angered by his stab-in-the-back speech at Charlottesville, 
Virginia, after Mussolini’s Italy had joined the war against France.
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Consequently, on Columbus Day, October 12, the president issued a 
statement praising the contributions o f Italian and Spanish people to 
American development. He also lauded them in a campaign speech 
that day in Dayton, Ohio. In that speech he appealed for national uni
ty and attacked those “ who suggest that the course the Americas are 
following is slowly drawing one and all of us into war with some na
tion, or nations beyond the seas.”  He emphasized that “ this country 
wants no war with any nation“  and that “ keeping this nation and the 
other Republics at peace with the rest of the world”  was “ uppermost”  
in his mind. He rejected “ the doctrine of appeasement”  and called it 
“ a major weapon of the aggressor nations.” 1*

Many who favored FDR’s election urged him to speak out more on 
the peace issue, particularly as Willkie stepped up attacks. For exam
ple, the interventionist newspaper columnist Robert S. Allen wrote the 
president on October 19. He had just returned from a political survey 
and believed that Roosevelt’s chances of carrying the Middle West in 
the election were “ very doubtful.”  Allen believed Roosevelt still 
might win Ohio, Michigan, Illinois and Indiana, however, if he made 
a trip to Illinois and Indiana, and if “ from now on until election day 
you pound away with all your eloquence that you are fo r  peace.'* 
Allen thought the third-term issue was not counting much, that the 
people were “ concerned only about one thing—war.”  That issue con
cerned a “ very large percentage of undecided votes in each state.”  
FDR rejected urgings to travel to the Middle West or further, but he 
wrote Allen that his suggestion that he stress peace was “ excellent”  
and promised to do so “ with even greater emphasis.”  And he did.1* 

When he swung fully into the campaign with his address in 
Philadelphia on October 23, he said he did so to point out some of the 
“ more fantastic misstatements”  by his political opponents; he 
thought them “ deliberate falsifications.”  In line with his procedure of 
identifying his opponents with evil foreign influences, in Philadelphia 
Roosevelt said, “ Certain techniques of propaganda, created and 
developed in dictators countries, have been imported into this cam
paign.”  He debunked allegations that the government had entered in
to secret agreements with foreign states and lit into “ the charge that 
this Administration wishes to lead this country into war.”  Roosevelt 
assured Americans that he was “ following the road to peace.”  He 
once again quoted the noninterventionist plank in the Democratic 
platform, and concluded: “ It is for peace that 1 have labored; and it is 
for peace that I shall labor all the days of my life.” 17
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In a radio address to the New York Herald Tribune Forum on Oc
tober 24, the president quoted Abraham Lincoln in warning against 
“ appeasers.”  He appealed for unity and “ free inquiries and free 
debate,”  but at the same time attacked “ foreign propagandists who 
seek to divide us with their strategy of terror.”  As he did many times 
before and later, Roosevelt blurred the distinction between foreign 
subversives and Americans who dissented from his foreign policies.11

At Madison Square Garden in New York City on October 28, 
Roosevelt set out “ to nail up the falsifications that have to do with our 
relations with the rest of the world and with the building up of our Ar
my, our Navy and our air defense.”  He denied that American rearma
ment was lagging or would be unable to meet threats from abroad. 
“ Those are the whisperings of appeasers.”  He charged that if the 
Republicans had controlled Congress, the military forces would still 
be almost as weak as they had been in 1933. He quoted Fish, Hoover, 
Vandenberg, and Taft to sustain his allegation. He pointed out that 
Senators McNary, Vandenberg, and Nye, along with Congressman 
Fish, had voted against his naval expansion program of 1938. FDR in
sisted that “ the Republican leaders played politics with defense in 1938 
and 1939.1 say that they are playing politics with our national security 
today.”  In contrast to his public position in the fall of 1939, he 
described repeal of the arms embargo in the context of aiding the 
allies. He identified Senators McNary, Nye, Vandenberg, Johnson, 
and “ Congressmen Martin, Barton and Fish”  as opposing that ac
tion. As he phrased it, “ Great Britain and a lot of other nations would 
never have received one ounce of help from us—if the decision had 
been left to Martin, Barton and Fish.”  He said that “ through all the 
years since 1935, there has been no entanglement and there will be no 
entanglement.”  He traced the alarming course of Axis aggression and 
war since 1937. He warned Americans not to risk America's future 
“ in the inexperienced hands of those who in these perilous days are 
willing recklessly to imply that our boys are already on their way to the 
transports.” ”

In Boston on October 30 Roosevelt delivered his most controver
sial and most quoted campaign speech. He described his accom
plishments for military preparedness. He named cities scattered 
across the land that were building planes, engines, and military equip
ment. Roosevelt said: “ And while I am talking to you mothers and 
fathers, 1 give you one more assurance. I have said this before, but I 
shall say it again and again and again: Your boys are not going to be 
sent into any foreign wars.” 40
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In his campaign speech in Cleveland on November 2, Roosevelt de
nounced 4'certain forces within our own national community, com
posed of men who call themselves American but who would destroy 
America.** He said there was “ nothing secret*’ about America’s 
foreign policy and outlined it for his listeners: “ The first purpose of 
our foreign policy is to keep our country out of war. At the same time, 
we seek to keep foreign conceptions of Government out of the United 
States. . . . The second purpose of this policy is to keep war as far 
away as possible from the shores of the entire Western Hemisphere. 
. . .  Finally, our policy is to give all possible material aid to the nations 
which still resist aggression, across the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans.** 
He promised “ to commit none of the fatal errors of appeasement,’’ 
and he reaffirmed his faith in democracy.41

Senator Norris of Nebraska and, to a less extent, Senators La 
Follette of Wisconsin and Clark of Missouri supported FDR. In 
September, after consulting Mayor Fiorello La Guardia of New York 
and others, Norris initiated a call to recreate the organization of in
dependent progressives that had urged the election of Roosevelt in 
1932 and 1936. Norris served as honorary chairman of the National 
Committee of Independent Voters for Roosevelt and Wallace. La 
Guardia was chairman, and David K. Niles was executive assistant. 
Unlike the organizations they had led in 1932 and 1936, however, it in
cluded none of the leading western progressive isolationists except 
Norris, and its roster included prominent interventionists. Critics 
asked why he had taken the lead against a third term in 1928 when 
Coolidge was president and now urged a third term for Roosevelt; 
Norris’s response was clear and to the point: “ At that time there was 
no emergency. . . .  At the present time we are confronted with an 
emergency fraught with as much peril and danger as has ever con
fronted our country since its birth.'* Given FDR’s support for the 
Tennessee Valley Authority and Willkie's prominence in battling 
against TVA, it was little wonder that the aged Nebraskan opposed 
the Republican presidential nominee. Norris spent the weeks 
preceding the election actively campaigning for FDR in the West. 
Roosevelt muffled possible criticisms from his isolationist Am
bassadors Joseph P. Kennedy and John Cudahy by delaying their 
resignations while not naming them to new positions. Late in the cam
paign Kennedy made a major broadcast urging the election of Roose
velt.41

Most other leading isolationists strongly opposed the election of 
Roosevelt to a third term. They were handicapped in their campaign
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efforts, however, by the fact that they were no more confident o f 
Willkie on foreign affairs than they were of FDR. Consequently, 
though they attacked Roosevelt's foreign policies, they focused par
ticularly on the third-term issue—often without positively endorsing 
Willkie. The positions of several on the national election were affected 
by the fact that they were running for reelection on the state level. 
Among others, Senators Vandenberg, Shipstead, La Follette, 
Johnson, Walsh, and Wheeler (and o f course Congressman Fish) were 
all running for reelection.

Wheeler had a particularly difficult situation. He abhorred 
Roosevelt, but as a Democrat, he was running on the same ticket with- 
him. After winning the fight on the foreign policy plank at the 
Democratic national convention, he had promised to support the par
ty’s national ticket. And he found Willkie unsatisfactory. He feared 
" that the same crowd of interventionists that are pushing Roosevelt 
into the war are also for Willkie one hundred percent." As he said, it 
was "a  pretty hard choice." On election day Senator Wheeler voted 
for Socialist Norman Thomas, a noninterventionist with whom the 
Montana Democrat could agree on many domestic issues as well.41

Farmer-Labor Senator Henrik Shipstead o f Minnesota had sup
ported the election of Roosevelt in 1932 and 1936. In 1940, however, 
he abruptly bolted the Farmer-Labor party and ran for reelection as a 
Republican. Willkie did not appeal to him, but he opposed the elec
tion of Roosevelt to a third term.44

Though Senator Hiram Johnson of California had had Roose
velt’s political blessings in 1934, the president made a point of speak
ing out against him in 1940. In response to a question at his press con
ference on August 2, Roosevelt said he did “ not think anybody in his 
wildest dreams could consider him [Johnson] as being in any way a 
liberal or progressive Democrat in the year 1940." Roosevelt said that 
Johnson had been “ a grand old liberal and progressive for a great 
many years" and he professed to be “ still very fond of him ." But 
FDR thought Johnson had “ changed an awful lot in the last four or 
five years," and guessed that that was “ pretty generally recognized." 
Johnson was shaken by the president's comments and was convinced 
the newsman’s question had been planted by the White House. Sena
tor Wheeler promptly came to Johnson’s defense—but Wheeler’s pro- 
gressivism was similarly suspect in the president’s eyes. Johnson could 
not stomach Willkie or his foreign policy views, but he delivered one 
major radio address during the campaign opposing the election of 
Roosevelt to a third term.41
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Senator Nye faced a complicated political situation in North 
Dakota. He did not come up for reelection until 1944, but his bitter 
political opponent William Langer had beaten out Lynn Frazier’s bid 
for another Republican nomination in the Senate race. In his efforts 
to block Langer, Nye campaigned for William Lemke as an indepen
dent for the United States Senate. Nye also campaigned for Willkie 
against Roosevelt. He said there was " a  million times larger chance 
that America can stay out of war with Wendell Willkie and Charles 
McNary at the helm and Mr. Roosevelt a private citizen." He said the 
"real emergency" confronting the United States was "not in the 
danger of attack upon us by any foreign power or group of powers. 
The threat to our democracy lies within our own borders. It is largely 
economic." Nye charged that the president "has assumed powers that 
were never intended to be that of the Executive, has assumed them 
without even consulting a Congress, has seemed to want to make 
himself the policeman of all the world." In his view, "The third-term 
candidate talks sweetly of peace, but his acts for the past two years 
have been acts taking us ever closer to w ar."46

Iowa-born labor leader John L. Lewis o f the United Mine Workers 
and the CIO had vigorously supported FDR in 1936, but the two had 
broken by 1940. Lewis gave his support to the reelection campaigns of 
isolationist Democratic Senators Walsh in Massachusetts and Wheeler 
in Montana. And in his efforts to get workers to vote against Roose
velt, on October 23 he pledged to resign as president of the CIO if 
Roosevelt won reelection.4’

Colonel Charles A. Lindbergh did not participate in party cam
paigns in 1940, and he did not mention either Roosevelt or Willkie by 
name in any of his speeches that year. He felt momentary encourage
ment when both parties adopted noninterventionist foreign policy 
planks for their platforms. Though he did not like Willkie’s acceptance 
speech and did not think Willkie understood Europe's problems very 
well, Lindbergh preferred the Republican nominee to Roosevelt. Dur
ing 1940 the famed airman delivered five major addresses opposing 
American involvement in the European war (three nationwide radio 
broadcasts, a speech at a mass meeting in Chicago, and a talk to a 
large audience at Yale University). Two of those were during the 
month preceding the election, and Lindbergh voted for Willkie on 
November 5.4'

The America First Committee organized in the midst of the cam
paign was nonpartisan and appealed for support from noninterven
tionists in both parties. With the nominations of Willkie and
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Roosevelt, however, frustrated isolationists turned to the committee 
as a vehicle for opposing both Roosevelt and his foreign policies. The 
committee urged voters “ to support those candidates on November 5, 
regardless of party, who stand for defense at home, and, by their acts 
as well as by their words oppose war in Europe or Asia.”  It placed 
full-page advertisements in major newspapers across the country in its 
efforts to inject the foreign policy issue more prominently into the 
presidential campaign. It rejected a request to sponsor a network 
broadcast in which John T. Flynn of its national committee would op
pose the election of Roosevelt without endorsing Willkie. But most o f 
the leaders and members of America First opposed the reelection of 
FDR. Both General Wood, its national chairman, and R. Douglas 
Stuart, Jr., its national director, favored Willkie over Roosevelt.4*

On Tuesday, November 5, American voters elected Roosevelt to a 
third term as president of the United States. His margin of victory was 
closer than it had been in 1932 or 1936, but he carried all but ten 
states. Except for Maine and Vermont, Roosevelt carried all of the 
Northeast, all the electoral votes of the South, and all states west of 
the Rocky Mountains. Willkie won the electoral votes of his home 
state of Indiana and of Vandenberg’s Michigan. Wallace's home state 
of Iowa gave its electoral votes to Willkie. Roosevelt lost all four of 
the northern Great Plains states of North Dakota, South Dakota, 
Nebraska, and Kansas despite the efforts of Nebraska’s Norris on 
behalf of FDR. The Mountain and Plains state of Colorado com
pleted Willkie’s list. Roosevelt was stronger in cities than he had been 
in his previous elections and weaker in rural areas and small towns 
outside the South.”

In the Senate some leading isolationists fell in 1940. Farmer-Labor 
Senator Ernest Lundeen died in a plane crash in August. Democrat 
Rush D. Holt of West Virginia was voted out of office. No senator 
had voted more consistently on the isolationist side of public issues 
during FDR’s first two terms than progressive Republican Lynn J. 
Frazier of North Dakota. He was turned back within the GOP by 
William Langer, but in conviction and action Langer was fully as 
isolationist as Frazier had been. Most other leading isolationist 
senators won reelection in 1940, including Johnson of California, La 
Follette of Wisconsin, Shipstead of Minnesota, Vandenberg of Mich
igan, Walsh of Massachusetts, and Wheeler of Montana. Wheeler 
carried every county and city in his state and received nearly three 
times the vote of his opponent. He ran stronger in Montana than
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he had six years earlier and much stronger than FDR in the state. 
C. Wayland “ Curly”  Brooks, a Republican isolationist, won election 
to the Senate from Illinois. Republican Hamilton Fish of FDR’s home 
district in New York won reelection to another term in the House of 
Representatives despite concerted efforts by Democrats and interna
tionalists to try to defeat him.51

Isolationists felt frustrations during the conventions, the cam
paigns, and the election. The parties did not provide voters with clear 
alternatives on foreign affairs (they rarely had in American history). 
Though both Willkie and FDR made noninterventionist pledges in the 
final weeks of the campaign, both were internationalists. Despite 
equivocation on foreign policy issues in the campaign (or because of 
that equivocation), the election of 1940 assured Roosevelt four more 
years as president to meet both the challenges of war abroad and of 
the isolationists at home. By the end o f 1940 war between the United 
States and the Axis states was drawing perilously closer; ideological 
and political war between Roosevelt and the isolationists was already 
raging.





Part III: Victor and Vanquished





Chapter 28

Lend-Lease

The battle between Roosevelt and the isolationists stepped up its 
furious pace during 1941. As he completed his eighth year in the White 
House and prepared to begin his third term, FDR faced strident op
position from isolationists. He had the upper hand and, given 
developments abroad and socioeconomic and political changes at 
home, his triumph may have been very nearly inevitable. By the time 
the president died in April, 1945, he had crushed and discredited op
ponents o f his foreign policies. But the isolationists went down 
fighting. They did not concede defeat before Pearl Harbor. And 
throughout their lives most leading isolationists continued to believe 
that they had been right on foreign affairs and had been justified in 
their indictments of Roosevelt, his policies, and his methods.

Isolationist leadership changed some during the Roosevelt years, 
but there was much continuity. Senator William E. Borah had died 
early in 1940, and Senator Ernest Lundeen was killed in a plane crash 
later that same year. In 1936, Republican Senator James Couzens had 
lost his primary bid for another term and died before the general elec
tion. Lynn J. Frazier lost his Senate seat in 1940. Senators Hiram 
Johnson and Arthur Capper continued to speak and vote against 
Roosevelt’s policies, but they were some seventy-five years old and no 
longer commanded the strength and energy required to battle so effec
tively as before. Senator George W. Norris did not entirely depart his 
earlier foreign policy perspectives, but advancing years, devotion to 
Roosevelt, and his changing views substantially removed him from 
noninterventionist ranks.

Nonetheless, most prominent isolationist leaders continued their 
battle against Roosevelt and his foreign policies with increased ag
gressiveness. And new spokesmen emerged to fill gaps left by those 
who had wearied or fallen in the battle. Gerald P. Nye, Robert M. La
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Follette, Jr., Bennett Champ Clark, and Arthur H. Vandenberg had 
been among the younger Senate isolationists; they had gained in
creased experience and legislative know-how by the time Roosevelt 
began his third term. Nye replaced Borah on the Foreign Relations 
Committee, joining Johnson, Capper, La Follette, Vandenberg, 
White, Shipstead, Clark, Reynolds, and Gillette on the noninterven
tionist side in that powerful Senate committee. David I. Walsh con
tinued as chairman of the Senate Naval Affairs Committee. In the 
1930s Senator Burton K. Wheeler had focused his energies largely on 
domestic affairs, but from 1940 onward he was one of the more able 
and outspoken noninterventionist leaders. Robert A. Taft, D. Worth 
Clark, William Langer, and C. Wayland Brooks came on the Senate 
scene later than the others, but they were no less active in opposing the 
president's foreign policies. In 1940 voters in West Virginia ousted 
young Rush Holt from the Senate, but he was as outspoken against in
tervention out of office as he had been in. Congressmen Hamilton 
Fish, Karl E. Mundt, Dewey Short, and others continued their battles 
against intervention, and Fish was the ranking minority member of 
the House Foreign Affairs Committee. The newly organized America 
First Committee under the leadership o f General Robert E. Wood 
provided a public forum through which many thousands of people 
outside of Congress opposed Roosevelt’s policies. Older pacifist 
organizations shared in those efforts. Colonel Robert R. McCor
mick's Chicago Tribune and the newspapers of William Randolph 
Hearst battled against the president and his policies. And Colonel 
Charles A. Lindbergh was the most prominent, controversial, and for
midable opponent of Roosevelt’s foreign policies.

By 1941 the isolationists were righting a losing battle. The presi
dent relentlessly drove them back in engagement after engagement. 
The Japanese“ättack on Pearl Harbor shattered them. By the time 
Roosevelt died near the end of World War II, the isolationists were a 
battered remnant shorn of the power and prestige they had once com
manded. They never gave up, but Roosevelt won his war against them 
as decisively as he led the United States toward victory in war against 
the Axis.

In the course o f that torrid contest Roosevelt was even more suc
cessful in destroying the public image of leading isolationists than in 
reducing their numbers. The terrifying Axis challenges from abroad 
and Roosevelt’s inspiring leadership at home did not cause most 
leading isolationists to change their opinions or abandon their strug
gles; millions of Americans continued to believe that the isolationists
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were right. But those Axis challenges and Roosevelt's leadership did 
combine to shatter the more attractive public image that isolationist 
leaders had enjoyed earlier. By the time Roosevelt began his third 
term, isolationists were widely viewed as narrow, self-serving, par
tisan, conservative, antidemocratic, anti-Semitic, pro-Nazi, fifth col
umnist, and even treasonous. That image distorted the truth, but it 
formed nonetheless. Roosevelt and his followers helped create that 
iaundiced view- and it çcmtriüiïtédTo'tHç declining statusancTpoWtl' ô f 
isolationismjınd isolationists then and later.

TÏTÏ939 isolationists had predicted that repeal^of the arms embargo 
would be followecTTiy proposals to repeal t.he.‘‘ig sh ”  requirement on 
sales to beljigerents, and then by repeal of the “ carry" provision. 
They were correct. After the election of 1940 the administration gave 
growing thought to the policies it should follow when Great Britain no 
longer had enough cash to pay for goods it needed. Late in November 
British Ambassador Lord Lothian warned of the seriousness of his 
country’s financial situation. On December 7, 1940, in a long letter to 
President Roosevelt, Prime Minister Winston Churchill described 
Britain's needs in detail and warned that the time was coming when 
England would “ no longer be able to pay cash." Reminding the presi
dent “ that the defeat of the Nazi and Fascist tyranny is a matter of 
high consequence to the people of the United States and to the 
Western Hemisphere," Churchill expressed confidence that Roosevelt 
would find the “ ways and means" to cope with the crisis.1

His letter reached the president while he was relaxing aboard the 
U.S.S. Tuscaloosa. FDR was aware of Britain’s financial problems, 
but Churchill’s letter and the opportunities for reflective thought 
while cruising in the Caribbean helped Roosevelt draw his thoughts 
together on the matter. At his press conference on December 17, after 
his return to Washington, the president emphasized the necessity for 
doing everything possible to help Britain. Though the details had not 
yet been worked out, Roosevelt described his plan “ to eliminate the 
dollar sign" in aiding Great Britain. Using an analogy that Harold 
Ickes had suggested to him earlier, Roosevelt compared his lend-lease 
plan to lending one’s garden hose to help a neighbor put out a fire in 
his home. The president said the plan would not take the United States 
into the war any more than it already was.2

On December 29, the president broadcast a fireside chat to the na
tion. In powerfully moving terms he warned of the dangers posed by 
Axis aggression. “ If Great Britain goes down," the president said, 
“ the Axis powers will control the continents of Europe, Asia, Africa,
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Australasia, and the high seas—and they will be in a position to bring 
enormous military and naval resources against this hemisphere.”  In 
that event, Roosevelt said, all the Americas “ would be living at the 
point o f a gun. He pointed out that the distance from Dakar in Africa 
to Brazil in South America was “ less than from Washington to Den
ver, Colorado—five hours for the latest type of bomber,”  and that 
“ at the North end of the Pacific Ocean America and Asia almost 
touch each other.”  According to the president even then the United 
States had “ planes that could fly from the British Isles to New 
England and back again without refueling.”  He warned that America 
could not escape the danger “ by crawling into bed and pulling the 
covers over our heads.” ’

With the isolationists in mind, Roosevelt warned against “ Amer
ican citizens, many of them in high places, who, unwittingly in 
most cases, are aiding and abetting the work of these (foreign] agents. 
I do not charge these American citizens with being foreign agents. But 
I do charge them with doing exactly the kind o f work that the dictators 
want done in the United States.”  In his opinion “ a nation can have 
peace with the Nazis only at the price of total surrender.”  He called 
talk of a negotiated peace “ Nonsense!” 4

President Roosevelt promised that there was “ far less chance of 
the United States getting into war, if we do all we can now to support 
the nations defending themselves against attack by the Axis than if we 
acquiesce in their defeat, submit tamely to an Axis victory, and wait 
our turn to be the object of attack in another war later on .”  Accord
ing to the president, there was “ no demand for sending an American 
Expeditionary Force outside our own borders. There is no intention 
by any member of your Government to send such a force. You can, 
therefore, nail any talk about sending armies to Europe as deliberate 
untruth. Our national policy is not directed toward war. Its sole pur
pose is to keep war away from our country and our people.”  In mov
ing terms the president told the American people, “ We must be the 
great arsenal of democracy.” ’

In presenting his lend-lease idea in his annual message to Congress 
on January 6,1941, the president was even more direct in his attacks on 
isqlationism and more sweeping in his utopian internationalism. He 
told the Congress, “ Today, thinking of our children and of their 
children, we oppose enforced isolation for ourselves or for any other 
part of the Americas.”  He charged that it was “ immature—and in
cidentally, untrue—for anybody to brag that an unprepared America, 
single-handed, and with one hand tied behind its back, can hold off
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the whole world.”  He warned, "W e must always be wary of those 
who with sounding brass and a tinkling cymbal preach the ‘ism* of ap
peasement.** Roosevelt denounced "slackers or trouble makers in our 
own midst** and proposed in dealing with them "first, to shame them 
by patriotic example, and, if that fails, to use the sovereignty of 
Government to save Government.” 4

The president asked Congress " fo r authority and for funds suffi
cient to manufacture additional munitions and war supplies of many 
kinds, to be turned over to those nations which are now in actual war
with aggressor nations___ The time is near when they will not be able
to  pay for them all in ready cash. We cannot, and we will not, tell 
them that they must surrender, merely because of present inability to 
pay for the weapons which we know they must have.***

The most moving and quoted part of the president’s annual 
message was his call for " a  world founded upon four essential human 
freedoms” —freedom of speech and expression, freedom of worship, 
freedom from want, and freedom from fear. He called for the ac
complishment of each of the four freedoms "everywhere in the 
world.”  He said it was "no  vision of a distant millennium. It is a 
definite basis for a kind of world attainable in our own time and 
generation.” *

The initiatives that led to lend-lease came from England’s Winston 
Churchill and Lord Lothian; the idea was Roosevelt’s; the actual 
drafting of the legislation was accomplished in Morgenthau’s 
Treasury Department, particularly by Edward H. Foley and Oscar S. 
Cox; and as with most of the bolder efforts to aid Britain, Hull’s State 
Department was out of the center of things. Cordell Hull’s doctrinaire 
internationalism was decidedly antiisolationist, but he was cautious in 
dealing both with isolationists in America and with the Axis states 
abroad. Always bolder against the Axis abroad and the isolationists at 
home were Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau, Jr., 
Secretary of the Interior Harold L. Ickes, Secretary of War Henry L. 
Stimson, Secretary of Navy Frank Knox, and Harry L. Hopkins. 
Although Hull continued as secretary of state and although Roosevelt 
moved less boldly than militant interventionists preferred, it was to 
Morgenthau, Ickes, Stimson, Knox, and Hopkins, among others, that 
he turned increasingly as he shaped American policies during his third 
term as president. According to Morgenthau, Roosevelt explained 
that he wanted the legislation "in  the blank check form.”  That was 
the way Foley and Cox drafted it.*

On January 10, 1941, identical lend-lease bills were introduced in
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the House o f Representatives as H.R. 1776 and in the Senate as S. 275. 
During the next two months the United States witnessed one of the 
most spirited and important debates in the history of American for
eign affairs. In and out of Congress, Americans argued the need, the 
merits, and the dangers of the president’s proposal. The House For
eign Affairs Committee under the chairmanship of Sol Bloom of New 
York conducted hearings from January 15 through January 29. The 
Senate Foreign Relations Committee hearings were delayed a bit by 
the illness of its chairman, Walter F. George of Georgia; he had won 
the post after the death of Key Pittman the preceding November. 
Though neither Bloom nor George was an isolationist, neither ran his 
committee with the strong hand that interventionists would have pre
ferred. Each provided full opportunities for both proponents and op
ponents of lend-lease to make themselves heard. Most assumed the bill 
would pass both houses of Congress by wide margins, probably with 
clarifying but not crippling amendments attached. Public opimon 
noils indicated a comfortable but not overwhelming majority of the 
American people supported lend-lease and that support g rew Jpjhe 
coursé oTtlte^ebateTTKe administration w artn 'a  strong position and 
Roosevelt was properly confident of the outcome. The principal con
cerns were how long it might'fake ând'Hôw devisive the deliberäfiöns 
might be .10 ~  ......................
----- TKT isolationists inside and outside of Congress mounted a
massive drive against lend-lease. Not since repeal of the arms embargo 
in the fall of 1939 had noninterventionists worked so hard to try to 
defeat an administration proposal. Most of them sympathized with 
Britain and favored aid-short-of-war. But they feared that lend-lease 
would lead the United States toward involvement in war abroad and 
toward dictatorship at home. On December 28, General Wood for the 
America First Committee sent a telegram to President Roosevelt ex
pressing hope that in his fireside chat FDR would reassert his “ pre
election statements that under no conditions will you involve our na
tion in war abroad.”  The president’s broadcast on December 30, 
however, was not what Wood and America First wanted. The general 
called Roosevelt’s speech “ virtually a personal declaration of un
declared war on Germany.”  On January 11, 1941, General Wood 
announced that the America First Committee would oppose lend-lease 
“ with all the vigor it can exert.”  He charged that the president was 
“ not asking for a blank check, he wants a blank check book with the 
power to write away your man power, our laws and our liberties.”
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The committee sponsored countless public meetings and broadcasts, 
distributed thousands of pieces of anti-lend-lease literature, circulated 
petitions, encouraged members to write letters, helped organize the 
opposition in Congress, and was represented in both the House and 
Senate hearings. Guided and encouraged by America First, many 
thousands o f Americans wrote letters to the president and to their con
gressmen and senators. The White House received much more mail 
opposing lend-lease than favoring it.11

On Friday evening, January 10, Senator Wheeler invited Senator 
Johnson and eight other noninterventionists for dinner to organize 
opposition to lend-lease. When Johnson declined to lead the fight, 
Wheeler agreed to do so. Two days later in a radio debate on “ The 
American Forum of the A ir,”  Senator Wheeler made the most quoted 
isolationist attack on lend-lease. He called it “ the New Deal's triple 
*A’ foreign policy—it will plough under every fourth American boy.”  
That infuriated Roosevelt. At his next press conference, on January 
14, FDR said he regarded Wheeler's statement “ as the most un
truthful, as the most dastardly, unpatriotic thing that has ever been 
said. Quote me on that. That really is the rottenest thing that has been 
said in public life in my generation.”  The feud between the president 
and the senator raged from then on .11

As ranking minority member of the House Foreign Affairs Com
mittee, Hamilton Fish helped arrange for witnesses to testify against 
lend-lease. Hanford MacNider and William R. Castle represented 
America First before the House committee. They both expressed sym
pathy for Britain, and both favored aid-short-of-war. Both favored 
building American military defenses. But both feared lend-lease 
would put the United States into war abroad and would undermine 
American freedoms. MacNider, a much-decorated hero in World War 
I and a former commander of the American Legion, said, “ No 
foreign powers nor group of powers will ever attack a prepared 
America.”  He feared that enactment of lend-lease “ would mean the 
beginning of the end of the Republic with consequent disaster not only 
to the American people but to free men everywhere.”  Castle, who had 
served as undersecretary of state for President Hoover, called lend- 
lease a war measure that “ signs away our freedom, creates a dictator
ship, does not enable us to help Britain more than we are doing now 
except insofar as it permits the President to ignore such laws as he 
pleases and thus to make war.”  He thought the Soviet Union was the 
only country that would gain from a prolonged war.11
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The most prominent American to testify against lend-lease was 
Colonel Charles A. Lindbergh. Not yet a member of America First, he 
had been conducting his own independent battle against intervention 
since September, 1939, just after the European war began. He based 
his noninterventionist arguments partly on his observations during the 
nearly three and one-half years he and his family lived in England and 
France from December, 1935, until April, 1939. During those years he 
had unique opportunities (in cooperation with United States military 
and diplomatic officials) to inspect military aviation developments on 
three major visits to Nazi Germany. He also inspected aviation 
developments in France, the Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia, and 
England. And for nearly five months in the middle of 1939, at the re
quest of General H. H. Arnold, he served with the United States Army 
Air Corps helping plan and develop modern military aviation equip
ment.

In Lindbergh's prepared statement before the House Foreign Af
fairs Committee on January 23, he discussed "the  effect of aviation 
upon America’s position in time of w ar." He distinguished between 
air invasion of America on the one hand and "trans-oceanic bomb
ing" on the other. Because of aviation, Lindbergh said, America’s 
position was "greatly strengthened for defense and greatly weakened 
for attack." He reasoned that an invading army and its supplies would 
have to be transported by sea and that air power made it "m ore dif
ficult than ever before for a navy to approach a hostile shore." He 
said flatly, " I  do not believe there is any danger of an invasion of this 
continent, either by sea or by air, as long as we maintain an army, 
navy, and air force of reasonable size and in modern condition, and 
provided we establish the bases essential for defense." He urged con
struction of an air force of about ten thousand modern fighting planes 
plus reserves. He pointed out that there had "never been an invasion 
of enemy territory by air alone." Lindbergh reasoned, " I f  air invasion 
alone could be successful, it would have been used by the Germans 
against England many months ago." He insisted that "an  air invasion 
across the ocean" was "absolutely impossible" at that time or "in  any 
predictable fu tu re ." '4

Colonel Lindbergh conceded that it was "perfectly possible, to
day, to build bombing planes that could cross the ocean, drop several 
tons of bombs, and return to their starting point" and that such raids 
*'‘could do considerable damage on peacetime standards." But he 
thought such raids "would have very little effectiveness on wartime 
standards." As he explained it, "The cost of trans-oceanic bombing
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would be extremely high, enemy losses would be large, and the effect 
on our military position negligible. Such bombing could not begin to 
prepare the way for an invasion of this continent. He reasoned, “ If 
England is able to live at all with bases of the German air force less 
than an hour’s flight away, the United States is not in great danger 
across the Atlantic Ocean.”  He pointed out that “ not a single squad
ron of trans-oceanic bombing planes exists anywhere in the world to
day.” '*

Turning to the task o f invading Hitler’s Europe, Colonel Lind
bergh believed that “ almost every advantage we have in defense would 
be a disadvantage to us in attack.”  He did not think it was “ possible 
for either America or Europe to invade the other successfully by air, 
o r even by a combination of air, land, and sea, unless an internal col
lapse precedes invasion.”  In that sense, he contended, aviation had 
“ added to America’s security against Europe, and to Europe’s secu
rity against America.”  In the course o f his testimony Lindbergh said 
that the United States “ should go to war with all of our resources” if 
there were “ any attempt to establish a foreign base in North or South 
America.”  He favored building a two-ocean navy.“

In response to questions, Lindbergh shook many of his listeners 
when he said that he preferred “ to see neither side win”  in the war 
abroad and “ would like to see a negotiated peace.”  He feared that “ a 
complete victory on either side would result in prostration in Europe 
such as we have never seen.”  He opposed lend-lease, believing it 
would be a step away from democracy and a step closer to war. The 
aviator was on the witness stand for four and one-half hours. When 
Lindbergh stepped down, Congressman Bloom told him that he had 
“ made one of the best witnesses that this committee could possibly 
ever hear.” 17

As ranking minority member of the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee, Hiram Johnson helped plan and direct opposition to 
lend-lease in its hearings that began on January 27. He asked indi
vidual isolationists on the committee to assume responsibility for 
questioning one or another of the administration spokesmen. Johnson 
thought all of the examinations were “ poorly conducted,”  and he 
tried to “ round out”  each one at the conclusion. “

Senator Johnson also helped arrange for witnesses to testify 
against lend-lease beginning on February 3. He had some difficulty 
getting enough qualified and distinguished witnesses for the opposi
tion .1* As the foreign policy debate grew in intensity, as isolationists 
came under increasingly damaging attacks, and as their public image
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grew more tarnished, the fainthearted were reluctant to speak out on 
the noninterventionist side. Theoretically, freedom o f speech pre
vailed on foreign policy issues, but in practice by 1941 any individual 
who spoke out on the noninterventionist side was suspect and had to 
be prepared to have his reputation besmirched and his wisdom and 
even his loyalty questioned. Individuals who had spent lifetimes 
building distinguished reputations were reluctant to endanger their 
public images by speaking out on the wrong side of the debate. By 
1941 it took real courage (or brashness) to be identified prominently 
with the noninterventionist position.

Among those who did testify against lend-lease before the Foreign 
Relations Committee were Philip La Follette o f Wisconsin, Socialist 
Norman Thomas, historian Charles A. Beard, Hanford MacNider, 
and Alf M. Landon. General Robert E. Wood testified as national 
chairman of the America First Committee. And at the invitation of 
Senator George, Colonel Lindbergh testified before the Senate com
mittee as he had earlier before the House committee. The opponents 
“ ran out o f witnesses" by the time the Senate hearings ended on 
February 9. According to Johnson, “ We could have had all sorts of 
cranks and crackpots, and a couple of these were put upon the stand 
. . . against my advice, but fortunately they did us no particular 
harm ."10

Those who testified against lend-lease in the Senate hearings 
repeated many of the arguments advanced before the House commit
tee. They particularly objected to the lack of specific limits on the 
authority it would give the president. Charles A. Beard said the lend- 
lease bill should be entitled: “ All provisions o f law and the Constitu
tion to the contrary notwithstanding, an Act to place all the wealth 
and all the men and women of the U.S. at the free disposal of the 
President, to permit him to transfer or carry goods to any foreign 
government he may be pleased to so designate, anywhere in the world, 
to authorize him to wage undeclared wars for anybody, anywhere in 
the world, until the affairs of the world are ordered to suit his policies, 
and for any other purposes he may have in mind now or at any time in 
the future, which may be remotely related to the contingencies con
templated in the title of this A ct." General Wood charged that the bill 
would give “ the President a blank check on the American taxpayers’ 
money for the defense of Britain with no safeguards or checks." He 
worried about the language in the bill that said, “ notwithstanding the 
provisions of any other law ." He urged that American aid be limited
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in terms of time, countries to be aided, and the amount of money to  be 
spent.11

Lindbergh again was the star witness for the opposition as he had 
been earlier in the House hearings. He opposed lend-lease because he 
thought it was “ a step away from the system o f government in which 
most of us in this country believe”  and he believed it would “ weaken 
rather than strengthen our nation.”  Unlike most isolationists, Lind
bergh opposed extending aid to Britain. He thought such^fd^weäip 
ened. the United S tâ t« ' at T)pme ancTaddecf'to bloodshed abroad 
without changing the course o f the wflk In Lindbergh’s opinion “ An 
English victory, if it were possible at all, would necessitate years of 
war and invasion of the continent of Europe.”  He thought that 
'“ would create prostration, famine, and disease in Europe—and prob
ably in America—such as the world has never experienced before.”  
That was why he preferred “ a negotiated peace to a Complete victory 
by either side.”  He thought that Britain was in no position to win the 
European war. In aiding Britain, Lindbergh said, the. United States 
was “ giving up an ideal defensive position in America for a  very 
precarious offensive position in Europe.”  In closing his prepared 
statement, Colonel Lindbergh told the Senate committee: “ I ad
vocate building strength in America because we can be successful in 
this hemisphere. I oppose placing our security in an English victory 
because I believe that such a victory is extremely doubtful. I am op
posed to this Bill because I believe it endorses a policy that will lead to 
failure in war, and to conditions in our own country as bad or worse 
than those we now desire to overthrow in Nazi Germany. İ do not 
believe that the danger to America lies in an invasion from abroad. I 
believe it lies here at home in our own midst.”  In response to que?" 
tfons.TTndbergh said that the United States should not and could not 
“ police the world.”  He thought many people were “ using the plimse 
'short of war’ to make us take steps that will inevitably lead us to 
war.”  He urged a negotiated peace in Europe. He was “ against ap
peasement,”  but was even “ more strongly against an unsuccessful 
war.” ”

The Foreign Affairs Committee had reported H.R. 1776 favorably 
to the House of Representatives at the end of January, and the House 
passed it with clarifying amendments on February 8,1941 by a vote of 
260 to 165. One hundred and thirty-five Republicans, twenty-five 
Democrats, three Progressives, one Farmer-Laborite, and one from 
the American Labor Party voted against the bill.**
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Opponents of lend-lease met in Hiram Johnson's office three days 
before the Senate debate began. Eight Republicans (Brooks, Capper, 
Johnson, Nye, Shipstead, Taft, Tobey, and Willis), six Democrats 
(Bulow, Clark of Idaho, Clark of Missouri, Gillette, Walsh, and 
Wheeler), and one Progressive (La Follette) met to plan the 
noninterventionist floor fight. The full Senate began its deliberations 
on February 17, and the debate lasted some three weeks. Near the end 
of the second week, fifteen noninterventionist senators met in Gerald 
Nye's office to plan the final phases of their efforts. Nye was willing 
to filibuster, but most opposed using that tactic. As the debate 
dragged on, some proponents of lend-lease considered trying to limit 
debate through cloture. Senator Vandenberg warned southern Demo
cratic interventionist senators, however, that he would revive the anti
lynching bill if they did.14

Senator Nye listed some seventeen drastic powers he contended the 
president would have under the lend-lease law, including the power 
" to  give away the United States Navy," " to  give to foreign govern
ments all our military plans," " to  send naval convoys into war 
zones," " to  saddle upon the United States the costs of a foreign 
government's w ar," " to  ignore or repeal any existing law which the 
President considers interferes with his conduct of national defense," 
and " to  govern through administrative proclamation." Those were, 
Nye charged, the powers " o f  a dictator," and they concealed "the 
power to take this country into w ar." When Roosevelt ridiculed the 
idea that he would ever use all the powers that conceivably could be 
exercised under the law, Nye then asked why such broad powers 
should be granted if there was no intention to use them. Nye em
phasized his belief that emotions of fear and hate, fostered by pro
paganda and leadership, were moving the United States toward war. 
As the debate neared its close, he told the Senate: "W hat I object to 
most strenuously in the pending bill is the surrender of constitutional 
powers by the Congress to the President.. . .  I am now more alarmed 
by the encroachments upon our constitutional status, and the impair
ment of the regular processes of our Government by the forces within 
the Government itself, than about possible aggressions against us by 
potential, but not necessarily probable, foreign foes. . . . What we 
need in America today are more Nathan Hales and fewer Caesars." 
He complained that "hatred dominates this hour" and quoted at 
length from bitter attacks made upon him in the press.11

Senator Henrik Shipstead told the Senate that if it approved lend- 
lease, "we will pay the bill with our money, our resources and the
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precious blood of American boys/’ Senator Johnson wrote his son 
that lend-lease was “ a wicked bill” and was “ founded upon hypocrisy 
and put over by misrepresentation.”  Senator Robert A. Taft and 
others proposed amendments designed to limit the president’s author
ity, preserve powers for the legislature, and reduce the danger that it 
might lead to war. The administration accepted certain amendments 
to increase support on the issue, but it successfully blocked or watered 
down all that might have emasculated the measure. Writing in his 
diary on the day of the final vote, Senator Vandenberg described it as 
“ the most tragic hour in ISO years of our history.”  The day after the 
Senate vote, Johnson wrote his son: “ We assassinated liberty under 
the pretext of aiding a belligerent in the war.” 2*

All during the House and Senate deliberations on lend-lease, 
countless persons outside of Congress all over the country from every 
point of view earnestly and even desperately made their views known 
to members of Congress and to the White House. The Committee to 
Defend America by Aiding the Allies was inspiring support for lend- 
lease while the America First Committee and peace groups were 
marshaling opposition. Meetings, discussions, debates, broadcasts, 
pamphlets, leaflets, newsreels, articles, and editorials exhorted the 
American people, and they in turn wrote and telegraphed their legis
lators and the White House to make their wishes known. Roosevelt 
and key cabinet members closeted with senators to win or retain their 
support. It was demooracy in action, and no nonviolent method was 
neglected by either side in the battle for the minds and votes of 
senators.22

On Saturday, March 8, the Senate approved H.R. 1776 by a vote 
o f  sixty to thirty-one. The negative votes were cast by seventeen 
Republicans, thirteen Democrats, and one Progressive. More signifi
cant, most of those voting against lend-lease were from agricultural 
and mining states. Twenty-four of the thirty-one votes were cast by 
senators from the Middle West, Great Plains, and Far West. One of 
the important exceptions was George W. Norris of Nebraska, who 
voted for lend-lease. Five negative votes were from New England, one 
from Pennsylvania, and one from the South (Reynolds of North 
Carolina).2*

The Lend-Lease Act that President Roosevelt signed on March 11, 
1941, authorized him, “ notwithstanding the provisions of any other 
law”  to “ sell, transfer title to, exchange, lease, lend, or otherwise 
dispose o f ’ any “ defense article”  to “ the government of any country 
whose defense the President deems vital to the defense of the United
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States.*' Only nine senators voted against the first lend-lease ap
propriation o f seven billion dollars on March 24.”

Lend-lease was very nearly anjsicl of war by the United States 
against the Axis^ şp the isolationists charged, and so the Axis s ta t»  
coukL-hayc_tiOtltended if it had been in their interests to do so. 
Secretary of State Cordell Hull considered it “ one of the most revolu
tionary legislative actions in American history.*' As President Roose
velt told the annual dinner of the White House Correspondents’ Asso
ciation, the “ great debate, , pniend-lease “  was not limited to the halls 
o f Congress. It was argued in every newspaper, on every wave length, 
over everyjcracker bârrél in all the land; and it was finally settledLand 
decided by the American people themselves.’" '  And so it was. On the 
president’s part, however, the debate was accompanied by attacks on 
“ appeasers”  and “ defeatists.”  His appeals for “ unity”  would have 
left little room for dissent on the issue. Isolationists in turn railed at 
his warmongering and his grasp for dictatorial powers. Pending a for
mal declaration of war (opposed by 80 percent of the American peo
ple), isolationists continued their battle against Roosevelt and his 
foreign policies with undiminished vigor.



Chapter 29

Battle o f the Atlantic

Lend-Lease resolved the problems of financing and allocating aid to 
Britain and to other victims of Axis agression. There remained, how
ever, the task of assuring that American aid actually reached its in
tended destinations and was not sent to the bottom of the oceans by 
German bombs or torpedoes. German submarines, surface raiders, 
and bombers took heavy tolls in the waters around the British Isles 
and in the North Atlantic. On December 13, 1940, as Roosevelt was 
shaping his thoughts on lend-lease, Prime Minister Winston S. Chur
chill wrote the president: “ North Atlantic transport remains the prime 
anxiety. Undoubtedly Hitler will augment his U-boat and air attack on 
shipping and operate even further into the ocean.”  Later, in his 
memoirs, Churchill wrote that “ the only thing that ever really 
frightened me during the war was the U-boat peril.. . .  The losses in
flicted on our merchant shipping became most grave during the twelve 
months from July ’40 to July ’41, when we could claim that the British 
Battle of the Atlantic was won.” ' During the spring of 1941 the issue 
o f the use of United States naval vessels to escort convoys o f merchant 
ships all or part of the way to England held center stage. President 
Roosevelt emphasized that delivery of goods to England must be 
assured. Isolationists insisted that use of United States naval vessels to 
escort convoys would inevitably lead to shooting incidents, to the loss 
o f American lives, and to war.

Though public opinion overwhelmingly favored aid to Britain, op
position to convoys (stimulated by the America First Committee and 
isolationist leaders) was sufficiently formidable so that the president 
equivocated and masked his moves in his efforts to muffle objections. 
Nonetheless, through Atlantic patrols, occupation of Greenland and 
Iceland, the shoot-on-sight policy, and repeal of vital provisions of the 
Neutrality Act, the president and the British got much of what they
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wanted. By the autumn of 1941 the United States under President 
Roosevelt was waging an undeclared naval war against German sub
marines in the Atlantic to assure delivery of aid to Britain. That was 
accomplished over unrelenting opposition from noninterventionists.2

Roosevelt initiated most of his actions under his constitutional 
authority as commander in chief o f American armed forces. The 
president did not turn to Congress for authority until the autumn of 
1941, when he asked for repeal of key portions of the Neutrality Act. 
By then the undeclared naval war in the Atlantic between the United 
States Navy and German submarines had grown to the point where it 
seemed only a matter of time before it became a full-fledged declared 
war. That was what isolationists feared and opposed.

Steps to bypass shipping restrictions in the Neutrality Act had been 
initiated as early as 1939. Over objections from isolationists the 
government allowed merchant ships to change from United States 
registry to Panamanian registry to avoid “ carry** restrictions in cash- 
and-carry; flying the flag of Panama, those ships could transport 
products all the way from the United States through the war zones to 
Great Britain.1 The destroyer deal announced in September, 1940, 
provided the British navy with more warships to guard its supply lines. 
With enactment of lend-lease in March, 1941, the issue came fully to 
the fore.

Despite their defeat on lend-lease, isolationists determined to con
tinue their battle against Roosevelt’s policies that they believed were 
leading to involvement in war abroad. Senators Wheeler, La Follette, 
D. Worth Clark, Shipstead, Clyde M. Reed of Kansas, and William J. 
Bulow of South Dakota invited all who had voted against H.R. 1776 
to meet in the Senate Office Building on Tuesday evening, April 1, 
1941, to plan future noninterventionist efforts. Seventy-one legislators 
attended the meeting (fourteen senators and fifty-seven representa
tives). They determined to concentrate their energies against convoys. 
They named an executive committee to lead the noninterventionist 
group in a “ concerted drive to inform the people of this country of 
their nearness to war, and to enlist their support to halt the few re
maining steps that will lead to actual participation in the fighting.’*4

As a consequence of that meeting several legislators in both houses 
of Congress introduced anticonvoy resolutions. Republican Senator 
Charles W. Tobey of New Hampshire carried the main burden in the 
Senate opposition to convoys. If Tobey’s anticonvoy resolution were 
defeated, Senator Nye proposed a resolution that would have pro
hibited navy escort of convoys without consent of Congress.’
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The America First Committee vigorously opposed convoys and 
formally endorsed Tobey’s anticonvoy resolution. An America First 
pamphlet flatly asserted: “ Convoys mean war—a shooting, bloody 
war.“  During the spring of 1941 Senators Wheeler, Nye, Clark, and 
others went on nationwide speaking tours addressing public meetings 
and rallies sponsored by America First. They rallied against use of the 
American navy to escort convoys. They quoted President Roosevelt’s 
statement that convoys would mean shooting and that shooting 
“ comes awfully close to war.”  America First urged members of local 
chapters to write to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee support
ing Tobey’s resolution. The White House received much more mail 
opposing convoys than it got from people supporting them. On April 
29 a Senate-House Joint Steering Committee against War composed 
o f Wheeler, La Follette, Taft, Bulow, Hamilton Fish, Karl Mundt, 
Knute Hill, James F. O’Connor, and James E. Van Zandt called a sec
ond major meeting of all senators and representatives opposed to 
lend-lease and convoys.*

President Roosevelt was acutely alert to the need and difficulty of 
protecting supply lines to Britain. He was receptive to Churchill’s ap
peals. His experience as assistant secretary of the nàvy during World 
W ar I had given him technical knowledge and experience in dealing 
with problems and possibilities for combating the German submarine 
threat to convoys. Secretary of War Stimson, Secretary of Navy 
Knox, and others inside and outside the cabinet pressed him to initiate 
naval escort for convoys. But in early April he concluded that public 
opinion was not yet ready to approve convoys and that Congress 
would reject any resolution authorizing him to use the United States 
Navy for that purpose. Instead, he initiated a plan to extend Amer
ica’s security zone and patrols to the mid-Atlantic. United States ships 
and planes began to patrol waters of the North and South Atlantic as 
far as 25 0 west longitude and reported the location and movements of 
German vessels in those waters. At the same time, the United States 
took over defense of Greenland, a possession of Denmark, in the 
North Atlantic. The United States removed the Red Sea from the list 
of combat zones and so enabled American merchant ships to carry 
products to British forces in Egypt and the Middle East. On April 11 
the president informed Churchill of those decisions. So far as possi
ble, Britain moved its convoys west of that line so American patrols 
could provide maximum assistance.7

At his press conference on April 25, President Roosevelt explained 
his moves as no more than an extension of the patrols that had been
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operating for “ the defense of the American hemisphere" since Sep
tember, 1939. He did not explain the patrols in terms o f defending 
supply lines to Britain. FDR insisted that patrols were not the same as 
convoys any more than cows were the same as horses. In the course of 
that press conference FDR ridiculed “ appeasers" and defeatists; he 
called them “ dum b."1

With Roosevelt’s consent, Secretary o f State Hull advised the 
Foreign Relations Committee under Senator Walter F. George not to 
approve the Tobey anticonvoy resolution. He wrote that “ its passage 
would be misunderstood abroad." Consequently on Wednesday, 
April 30, the committee voted thirteen to ten against reporting the 
resolution to the full Senate. The minority favoring the resolution 
consisted of Senators Capper, Clark, Gillette, Johnson, La Follette, 
Nye, Reynolds, Shipstead, Vandenberg, and Frederick Van Nuys of 
Indiana.*

Senator Tobey wanted to force a vote on his resolution by propos
ing it as an amendment to pending legislation. According to Ruth 
Sarles, the America First Committee's liaison with Senate leaders, 
Tobey was “ not looked upon as a first-rate strategist, and unfortu
nately breaks out in a rash of moral indignation at the drop of a ha t."  
Though sharing Tobey’s opposition to convoys, Senators Taft, 
Wheeler, La Follette, Nye, Clark, and others advised against pressing 
for a vote. They feared that the administration might interpret a vote 
against the anticonvoy resolution as positive approval for convoys. 
Secretary o f War Stimson had urged that tactic on the president, and 
Roosevelt had assured him that he could successfully block approval 
of any anticonvoy resolution. General Wood of America First praised 
Tobey, but urged him not to press for a vote fearing that if the vote 
lost, “ it might be taken as permission from Senate to President to con
voy." Consequently Senator Tobey reluctantly decided not to offer 
his resolution as an amendment to pending legislation.1*

Throughout the years preceding American entry into World War 
II, President Roosevelt was inundated with advice from far and near 
on what he should do in foreign affairs and how he should do it. He 
encouraged direct communications from many in and out of govern
ment at home and abroad. His White House staff helped draw signifi
cant items to his attention. Advice came from pacifists and isola
tionists. By 1941, however, he was so completely committed to the 
defeat of the Axis that he blanked out suggestions from isolationists 
except as they revealed arguments he had to overcome. But even 
among those who rejected isolationism, there were wide differences of
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opinion on tactics and timing. Some, including Secretary of State 
Hull, were decidedly internationalist and anti-Axis, but were cautious 
and fearful about moving too fast for public opinion or moving too 
boldly against the Axis. Others, including Secretary of War Stimson, 
Secretary of Navy Knox, Secretary of Treasury Morgenthau, and 
Secretary of Interior lekes, wanted Roosevelt to be more frank and 
direct in explaining to the American people the dangers abroad and 
the urgent need for a larger and bolder role by the United States to 
help defeat the Axis. They grew impatient with FDR's steps-short-of- 
war approach and believed that defeat of the Axis required full United 
States military participation in the war. If the president used his 
marvelous leadership abilities and persuasive powers to explain things 
as they were, the American people would, they contended, unite 
behind him to meet the challenge and crush the Axis.11

Those patterns of thought and advice were evident on the public 
scene as well as within the administration. In April, 1941, those pat
terns led to the organization o f Fight for Freedom Incorporated, a 
new interventionist foreign policy pressure group. The Fight for 
Freedom Committee grew out of earlier interventionist activities of 
prominent individuals in the Century Club group in New York City. 
Francis P. Miller and others from that Century Club group were ac
tive in the Council on Foreign Relations in New York. Frederic R. 
Coudert of that group and Fight for Freedom was legal adviser to the 
British consul general in New York. Ulric Bell of the Louisville 
Courier-Journal served as chairman of the executive committee of the 
Fight for Freedom Committee. Episcopal Bishop Henry W. Hobson 
of southern Ohio was national chairman, and Democratic Senator 
Carter Glass of Virginia was honorary chairman. The Fight for 
Freedom Committee won its greatest support in states along the 
Atlantic seaboard. Much of its leadership identified with the eastern 
urban establishment and tended to represent relatively elitist perspec
tives. In 1941 individual leaders of Fight for Freedom had easy access 
to the Roosevelt administration and had particularly cooperative rela
tions with Secretary Ickes. At the same time, financial resources and 
access to the administration for the Committee to Defend America 
eroded somewhat. Both the Committee to Defend America by Aiding 
the Allies and the Fight for Freedom Committee attacked isolationism 
and isolationists. Both considered defeat of the Axis essential for the 
United States. But the Committee to Defend America continued to 
adhere to Roosevelt's aid-short-of-war formula, while Fight for 
Freedom insisted that aid-short-of-war would not be enough to defeat
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the Axis and urged full United States involvement in the wars abroad. 
The Fight for Freedom Committee and its leaders also were much 
more aggressive and vicious in their attacks on the America First 
Committee and on isolationist leaders such as Lindbergh, Wheeler, 
and Nye. By comparison the Committee to Defend America seemed 
almost bland.12

President Roosevelt's official stance was much like that of the 
Committee to Defend America; he never publicly advocated a declara
tion of war until after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on Decem
ber 7,1941. As Roosevelt told Morgenthau on May 17, " I  am waiting 
to be pushed into this situation." After the cabinet meeting on May 
23, Secretary Stimson wrote in his diary that he was worried "because 
the President shows evidence of waiting for the accidental shot of 
some irresponsible captain on either side to be the occasion of his go
ing to w ar."12 Though Roosevelt continued to adhere to his tried and 
tested aid-short-of-war formula, by 1941 his closest advisers and con
fidants shared the general approach of the Fight for Freedom Com
mittee.

K In May, 1941, Roosevelt was buffeted by extreme interventionists 
who were impatient with what they saw as his excessive caution, inde
cision, and reluctance to lead. He was troubled both by the restiveness 
of extreme interventionists (bolstered by creation of Fight for Free
dom, Inc.) and by attacks from isolationists (bolstered late in April 
when Colonel Charles A. Lindbergh began speaking at huge America 
First rallies across the country). Roosevelt was tired and ill with a per
sistent cold. While confined to bed, he read many letters (often from 
prominent people) urging him to lead more boldly. Among those 
pressing him to lead were Henry L. Stimson, Harold L. Ickes, Adlai
E. Stevenson, Lewis W. Douglas, James B. Conant, Felix Frank
furter, Thomas W. Lamont, Samuel Eliot Morison, Hamilton Fish 
Armstrong, William C. Bullitt, Reinhold Niebuhr, and many others. 
For example, on April 28 Ickes wrote Roosevelt: "The Lindberghs 
and the Wheelers and the Nyes are carrying on what appears to be a 
well financed and carefully planned campaign. They are preaching de
featism. . . . Only you can give leadership and direction to the moral 
forces of the country, which in my opinion, are more important than 
the armed forces." On May 1, Professor Morison of Harvard Univer
sity wrote FDR that he wished "we might move a little faster toward a 
full partnership in the war, which seems to be necessary if the Axis is 
not to win." He thought "that a strong message to Congress, based 
on the Japanese 'peace terms' and on the abundant evidence in posses
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sion of the State Department on Axis designs toward us, would be the 
way to obtain authorization for an all-out naval and air patrol of the 
Atlantic, or a declaration of w ar." On May 19, Thomas W. Lamont 
o f J. P. Morgan and Company wrote to the president reporting a con
versation with Morgan in which the New York financier had said “ the 
people were awaiting a fresh call to action" and had quoted Paul’s 
words from the New Testament: “ For if the trumpet give an uncertain 
sound who shall prepare himself for the battle?" On hearing of Mor
gan’s comments, according to Lamont, Eve Curie had exclaimed, “ Ah 
yes, is it not amusing? The Morgans getting at Roosevelt through 
G od!" On May 21, William C. Bullitt wrote to FDR: “ There is a 
desire to know the facts—from  you—, and an intense desire to know 
what you think ought to be done, and a readiness to follow you wher
ever you may lead." On May 24, Stimson wrote the president: “ The 
people of the United States are looking to you then to lead and guide 
them in a situation in which they are now confused but anxious to 
follow you. Under these circumstances I think it would be disastrous 
for you to disappoint them. They are not looking for a statement of 
expedients or halfway measures." Many others added their pens and 
voices to the effort to move Roosevelt to bolder leadership against the 
Axis—and against the isolationists.'4

Writing for a British audience, American news commentator Ray
mond Gram Swing analyzed FDR’s situation thoughtfully at the time: 
“ If he should assume the leadership now, and appear to be ’taking’ 
the country into war, the public would turn on him later, and reproach 
him for having brought the country to its dark hours. At such times, 
the only possibility of maintaining unity and morale is that the Presi
dent shall not have whipped up sentiment for the war, that he should 
appear to have yielded to public insistence, and that the war should be 
an enterprise of partnership, rather than something entered at his be
hest___ America must come in, if it comes, after full discussion, with
a feeling of having known the facts, and having been allowed to make 
up its mind. That is the democratic way. It is the way which Roosevelt 
understands and values, not only as an ideal, but as the hardest kind 
of political realism. . . . Impatience with Roosevelt in American 
political life, now paradoxically becomes part of the Roosevelt 
strategy. He needs all the impatience which can be mustered. The 
more his friends are in anguish about his inscrutable delay, the better 
they serve h im .. . .  He feels that the public is not yet aware enough of 
the dangers and the gravity of the hour for him to move now." 
Roosevelt’s friend and confidant Harry Hopkins noted Swing’s
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analysis and had it placed with other materials they would use in pre
paring the president's next speech.11

After conferring with the president in his bedroom in mid-May, 
FDR’s speechwriter Robert E. Sherwood thought he did not seem ill. 
He asked Roosevelt’s personal secretary Missy Le Hand what was 
wrong with him. She responded, “ What he's suffering from most of 
all is a case of sheer exasperation.’’ His illness and exasperation (and 
perhaps his own personal uncertainties) led FDR to postpone until 
May 27 the Pan American Day speech he had been scheduled to de
liver on May 14. The postponement drew increased attention to the 
speech. With help from Hopkins, Rosenman, Sherwood, Hull, 
Welles, Berle, Stimson, and Frankfurter, the speech went through sev
eral drafts before FDR delivered it on Tuesday evening, May 27.u

In his address President Roosevelt did not go so far as the more ex
treme interventionists wanted, but it was a powerful oration that left 
no doubt about his conception of the Nazi menace. He explained that 
the Nazis were waging “ a world war for world domination,*’ that 
“ unless the advance of Hitlerism” were “ forcibly checked” the West
ern Hemisphere would “ be within range of the Nazi weapons of de
struction.”  He warned of the oppressive terms a victorious Hitler 
would impose.”

The president told his listeners that the Axis states could “ never 
achieve their objective of world domination unless they first obtain 
control of the seas___ and to achieve it, they must capture Great Brit
ain.”  The Axis would be defeated, however, if it failed to gain control 
of the seas. He proposed to meet the Nazi challenge on the seas by 
speeding and increasing America’s shipbuilding program and “ by 
helping to cut down the losses on the high seas.” 1*

Roosevelt said American forces were only for defense “ to repel at
tack.”  But he defined “ attack”  in terms of “ the lightning speed of 
modern warfare.”  “ Our Bunker Hill of tomorrow may be several 
thousand miles from Boston.”  He announced, therefore, that the 
United States had extended patrols in the Atlantic and was steadily 
adding more ships and planes to that patrol. He emphasized that “ the 
delivery of needed supplies to Britain”  was “ imperative” and that it 
“ can be done; it must be done; and it will be done.” 1*

Roosevelt warned against “ a small group of sincere, patriotic men 
and women whose real passion for peace has shut their eyes to the ugly 
realities of international banditry and to the need to resist it at all 
costs.”  In nearly the same breath he linked those “ sincere, patriotic”  
noninterventionists with “ the enemies of democracy in our midst—the
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Bundists, the Fascists, and the Communists, and every group devoted 
to bigotry and racial and religious intolerance."10

President Roosevelt reasserted "the ancient American doctrine of 
freedom of the seas" and closed his address by proclaiming "an  un
limited national emergency." He said America would "expect all in
dividuals and all groups to play their full parts ."11

Roosevelt was pleased with the responses to his speech. When 
Sherwood visited him in his bedroom later that night, FDR was sur
rounded by hundreds of telegrams he had received. "They're ninety- 
five percent favorable! And I figured I’d be lucky to get an even break 
on this speech." The responses were, indeed, favorable; there was a 
slight rise in the percentage of Americans willing to aid Britain even at 
the risk of war. But polls also indicated a growing intensity of feeling 
on both the interventionist and noninterventionist sides of the foreign 
policy debate.11

Isolationists were by no means comforted by the speech. General 
Wood said it was "the least war-like of any of his utterances since 
election," but most isolationists were less sanguine. The America First 
Committee insisted that the declaration of unlimited national emer
gency did not give the president authority to go to war, restrict free
dom to dissent, or to institute convoys. The day after Roosevelt's 
speech the noninterventionist group headed by Senator Wheeler called 
a third major meeting of senators and representatives opposing Amer
ican entry into the war. Some fifty legislators attended the meeting in 
the old House office building caucus room. They were encouraged by 
the conviction that the strength of noninterventionist opposition had 
helped postpone the speech and may have discouraged Roosevelt from 
announcing the use of the navy to escort convoys. They determined to 
continue to speak out to give strength to popular antiwar sentiment. 
Roosevelt watered down the impact of his address by equivocating at 
his press conference the next day. Roosevelt and the interventionists 
were gaining ground in their_çontest jo r  the. mjads.gnd emotions of .the 
American peupTêT'Bîit the isolationists and pacifists did not give up the 
baittlejlh ëÿ ToUght the president every inch of the way.11

In the spring of 1941, as part of the defense of supply lines to Brit
ain, the Roosevelt administration considered taking over defense of 
Iceland, the Azores, and the Cape Verde Islands. The possibility that 
American troops might have to fight to get into Portugal’s Azores or 
Cape Verde Islands, combined with the fact that Hitler did not invade 
either Spain or Portugal, deterred the president from moving there. 
Iceland, however, lay along the North Atlantic supply lines between
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the United States and Britain. Occupation of Iceland could strengthen 
the effectiveness of American naval protection of supply lines that far 
across the North Atlantic. After meeting conditions set by the govern
ment of Iceland and after the initial contingent of American marines 
reached Iceland, the president on July 7 informed Congress that 
United States forces were supplementing and would eventually replace 
the British there. He told Congress that as commander in chief he had 
ordered the navy to take “ all necessary steps. . .  to insure the safety of 
communications in the approaches between Iceland and the United 
States, as well as on the seas between the United States and all other 
strategic outposts.” 14

On July 3, four days before the president’s announcement and 
before American forces reached Iceland, Senator Wheeler had called 
in newsmen to inform them that he had learned that American troops 
were to embark later in July to take over Iceland. The White House 
made clear its displeasure at Wheeler’s action, and Fight for Freedom 
called it treasonable.25

Though Iceland could as reasonably be seen as an extension of 
Europe as of America, the administration’s action provoked less up
roar than it might have expected. But isolationists were quick to re
spond. John T. Flynn, chairman of the America First chapter in New 
York and a leading member of the America First national committee, 
called the president’s “ audacious act”  possibly “ the beginning of the 
end of Constitutional Government in the United States.”  According 
to Flynn: “ If the President, without the consent of Congress, can oc
cupy Iceland, he can occupy Syria or Ethiopia. He could not do this if 
the Congress of the United States had not been reduced to the state of 
a servile shadow of the august institution which it was intended to be 
under our Republican form of Government.”  He charged that the 
move into Iceland was designed “ to stick America's neck far out into 
the European continent”  and was “ but one more cunning device to 
try to inch us into the European war.”  The America First Research 
Bureau feared that next Roosevelt would insist that the United States 
occupy Ireland, Norway, or Scotland to protect Iceland. It charged 
that the occupation of Iceland was “ another evasion of the convoy 
issue”  and insisted that is was not essential to American defense. 
Former President Hoover and Senator Taft explored the possibility o f 
attaching riders to military appropriations confining their use to the 
Western Hemisphere—presumably not including Iceland, the Azores, 
or the Cape Verde Islands. A resolution adopted by a national meeting 
of America First chapter leaders called for removal of American
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troops from Iceland.1* As usual, however, FDR prevailed over his op
ponents.

During the summer of 1941, while the Battle of the Atlantic was 
raging, the war took on a whole new dimension when Nazi Germany 
struck east against the Soviet Union. Hitler's decision to loose his 
blitzkrieg against Soviet forces early on Sunday morning, June 22, 
1941, ranked with the attack on Poland in 1939, the Battle of Britain 
in 1940, the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, 
and the dropping of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki as 
pivotal events in Word War II. Conceivably a German victory over the 
Soviet Union might have made the Axis virtually invincible; most 
experts expected Russia to fall before the German assault. In the 
summer and autumn of 1941, German forces drove deep into Soviet 
territory and caused terrible physical destruction and loss of life. By 
the time it ended four years later, more people had died in the Russo- 
German war in Eastern Europe (soldiers and civilians on both sides) 
than in all other parts of World War II combined. Few were prepared 
to rule out the possibility that a ravenous Nazi Germany, having 
feasted on Russia and replenished itself from the vast resources in the 
Soviet Union, might turn once again on the British Isles and eventu
ally on the Western Hemisphere.

In those awful times Prime Minister Churchill for the United King
dom and President Roosevelt for the United States determined that 
Hitler’s Nazi Germany was still the most dangerous menace to their 
survival. They saw in the Russo-German war increased hope for the 
defeat of the Axis, and they promised aid to Joseph Stalin’s Soviet 
Union as it fought for survival against the German assaults. As Chur
chill phrased it when the Russo-German war began: “ I have only one 
purpose, the destruction of Hitler, and my life is much simplified 
thereby. If Hitler invaded Hell I would make at least a favourable ref
erence to the Devil in the House of Commons.”  In a personal letter to 
editor Fulton Oursler on June 23, Roosevelt concisely revealed his 
views: “ If I were at your desk I would write an editorial condemning 
the Russian form of dictatorship equally with the German form of dic
tatorship—but, at the same time, I would make it clear that the imme
diate menace at this time to the security of the United States lies in the 
threat of Hitler’s armies, and that we should not forget that fact in re
taining the immediate objective of the United States, which is to pre
vent world domination by Hitler.”  Neither Churchill nor Roosevelt 
was so pessimistic as their military advisers about Russia’s chances for 
survival in the war. Both determined to aid Communist Russia’s
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military resistance to Nazi Germany. President Roosevelt’s decision 
not to invoke the Neutrality Act in the Russo-German war made it 
possible for American merchant ships to carry war goods through 
submarine-infested waters all the way to Soviet ports in both Europe 
and Asia. He sent Harry Hopkins to Russia to confer with Stalin, and 
lend-lease aid was soon on its way. Neither the English nor Americans 
had much love for Communist Russia, but they generally supported 
their government's priorities in aiding Soviet military resistance to 
Nazi Germany.17

American noninterventionists, however, took a different view of 
the Russo-German war and its significance for the United States. They 
saw it as one more reason the United States should not enter the Euro
pean war. Lindbergh and other isolationists were skeptical of viewing 
the conflict abroad as a war for democracy; with Communist Russia 
righting on the same side as Great Britain, they found it even more 
difficult to see it as a war for democracy. Though they shared the 
widespread skepticism about the Soviet Union's ability to check Nazi 
Germany in war, they opposed extending aid to that totalitarian Com
munist regime. They preferred to sit back and let the two hated 
dictatorships destroy each other. The idea of defending freedom and 
democracy by aiding Stalin's totalitarian Communist regime seemed 
ludicrous and almost profane to them.

The day after Germany attacked the Soviet Union, the America 
First executive committee approved a statement issued by General 
Robert E. Wood: “ The entry of Communist Russia into the war cer
tainly should settle once and for all the intervention issue here at 
home. The war party can hardly ask the people of America to take up 
arms behind the red flag of Stalin. With the ruthless forces of dictator
ship and aggression now dearly aligned on both sides the proper 
course for the United States becomes even clearer. We must continue 
to build our own defenses and take no part in this incongruous Euro
pean conflict. . . .  In the name of the four freedoms are we now to 
undertake a program of all-out aid to Russia" Senator Arthur Capper 
of Kansas wrote: “ I am against Hitler and hope he will finally be 
crushed. I have no sympathy for Stalin. The latest developments con
firm me in the conviction I long have held that these European wars 
are not our wars. We should stay out o f them ." Senator Hiram John
son wrote his son: "Russia has been the admitted awful example of a 
ruthless tyranny against which we have ever inveighed. I hasten to add 
that 1 consider Hitler no better, and so far as I am concerned, I would 
leave these two scoundrels Hitler and Stalin to fight it ou t."  In a radio
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broadcast former President Herbert Hoover said that the collabora
tion between Britain and Russia in war "makes the whole argument of 
our joining the war to bring the four freedoms to mankind a gar
gantuan jest."  Some forty Senate and House isolationists generally 
agreed with those reactions when they held another major meeting on 
July 1.“

In a network broadcast Congressman Hamilton Fish o f New York 
said: " I  am opposed to Nazi-ism, and can think of nothing too bad to 
say against its aggressions and ideology, butjh e re is one thing worse, 
and that işJjfae.bloody hand of C ommuiiiam.-American mothers will 
nqtjwillinplv sacrifice their sons to make the world safe for Com
munism, or to fight and die for the red flag, Joe Stalin and world rev

a lu  tîon Tincïéf the guise of democracy*^’ He said it was “ preposterous 
to'thirflc of America being aligned with Soviet Russia and Joseph 
Stalin as our pal and comrade, with his hands dripping with blood of 
murdered priests and nuns and the same dagger in his hand which he 
plunged into the backs of Poland, Latvia, Estonia, Lithuania and our 
friend the little honest Republic of Finland." On July 1, at an 
America First rally in San Francisco, Charles A. Lindbergh thought it 
incongruous that “ the idealists who have been shouting against the 
horrors of Nazi Germany, are now ready to welcome Soviet Russia as 
an ally." He charged that Communist Russia's “ record of cruelty, 
bloodshed, and barbarism" was “ without parallel in modern his
tory ." Lindbergh opposed alliances with any foreign countries, but 
said he “ would a hundred times rather see my country ally herself with 
England, or even with Germany with all her faults, than with the 
cruelty, the godlessness, and the barbarism that exist in Soviet 
Russia." Before an America First audience in Brooklyn, Senator Ben
nett Champ Clark asked if anyone could “ conceive of American boys 
being sent to their deaths singing 'Onward Christian Soldiers’ under 
the bloody emblem of the Hammer and Sickle."2*

Communists dutifully followed the party line. Before the Russo- 
German war when the Soviet Union was neutral, American Com
munists were noninterventionists; when Germany attacked the Soviet 
Union, they immediately became fervent interventionists. On June 21, 
they saw Roosevelt as a warmonger; by June 23 William Z. Foster at 
the head of the Communist party called on the American people to 
give “ full support and cooperation with the Soviet Union in its strug
gle against Hitlerism." But few Americans were swayed by Com
munist appeals.10

The majority, however, followed President Roosevelt’s leadership
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in supporting aid-short-of-war to the Soviet Union’s military resis
tance to German aggression. The Russo-German war complicated ide
ological alignments, but it did not significantly enhance isolationist 
strength. The United States extended aid to the Soviet Union, Amer
icans applauded Russian courage in fighting German aggression, and 
they worried that Nazi Germany might triumph over the Soviet Union 
as it had done over other continental states.11 The foreign policy de
bate in the United States (and the contest between Roosevelt and the 
isolationists) moved on to new concerns and new controversies.

In July and August, Roosevelt contested with isolationists on the 
issue of draft extension. The original Selective Service Act of 1940 
provided that draftees would serve one year and would not be required 
to serve outside the Western Hemisphere. Secretary of War Stimson 
and Army Chief of Staff General George C. Marshall pressed for re
moval of those restrictions. Both Roosevelt and the isolationists had 
tactical difficulties on the issue. Roosevelt agreed with Stimson and 
Marshall but was troubled by the political problems. In January, 
1941, he recommended postponing reconsideration of the selective 
service legislation for six months.12 Deliberations early in July among 
administration, legislative, and military leaders made clear both the 
army’s desires and the political difficulties. It appeared that Congress 
would not remove the ban on using selectees outside the Western 
Hemisphere. That elicited from Roosevelt sharp criticism of the 
America First Committee and its activities, but he decided not to press 
for that change in the law. The isolationists won that skirmish without 
having to fight it out on the floor of Congress. With prodding from 
Stimson and Marshall, however, the president did seek authority from 
Congress to extend the period of service for each draftee for as much 
as eighteen months beyond the year called for by the original legisla
tion. Even that time extension faced strong opposition, particularly in 
the House of Representatives.11

Most isolationists and all pacifists opposed any extension of selec
tive service—either length or place of service. General Wood, national 
chairman of America First, however, had misgivings about all-out op
position to changes sought by the army and the Roosevelt administra
tion. A graduate of West Point and a retired professional military of
ficer who had served overseas in the Philippines, Panama, and later in 
Europe during World War I, General Wood was no pacifist. He fa
vored military preparedness to defend United States security in the 
Western Hemisphere. He opposed any new American Expeditionary 
Force overseas, but he did not want to oppose changes that army
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leaders believed were essential for American defense in the Western 
Hemisphere. He feared that opposition to revision of the selective ser
vice law would make America First vulnerable to charges that it was 
obstructing American defense efforts.14

Early in July, General Wood issued a statement for America First 
opposing repeal of the ban on overseas service for draftees. “ Here at 
last is the Administration’s bald request for a new A .E .F .. . .  The net 
effect of the proposal is to empower the President to send American 
troops to wage undeclared war in whatever part of the world he may 
choose.”  It would, he contended, be “ a fraud upon America’s one 
million draftees”  who had been inducted under legislation “ which ex
cluded service overseas.” 11

On the question of extending the period of service, however, 
General Wood took a different position from many local chapters and 
grass-roots members. Largely because of General Wood, the America 
First national committee did not take an official position on extending 
the period of service. In bulletins to local chapters the America First 
national headquarters in Chicago explained: “ This is a military prob
lem involving the defense of the United States. The America First 
Committee has always stood for as strong a national defense as possi
ble, while opposing any legislation which might mean sending our 
boys to foreign battlefields.”  When John T. Flynn of the New York 
chapter objected to that policy, R. Douglas Stuart, Jr., wrote back ex
plaining: “ The policy [was] laid down by General Wood. The 
General’s decision that the America First Committee should not take a 
position opposing the Chief of Staff of the United States Army was 
based on the feeling that this is an issue which would impress the 
public as being one of defense rather than foreign policy.” 14

In practice, however, the America First Committee was not really 
neutral on the issue. Even members of the staff at America First na
tional headquarters provided ambiguous counsel. In writing to chap
ter leaders one staff member explained: “ The National Committee has 
taken no stand on the extension of service for draftees. However, I 
suggest personally that you push every single effort to stop the passage 
o f this extension of service proposal. I think we can win this fight and 
if we do, it will be a terrific blow against the administration forces.”  
Most America First members and chapters leaders shared his general 
views, as did pacifist organizations. Many local chapters, including 
the New York chapter under Flynn, flatly opposed any changes in the 
selective service law—including any change that would lengthen the 
period of service for draftees.17
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The America First Research Bureau in Washington, D.C., under 
Ruth Sarles prepared D id You Know  releases arguing against all the 
changes sought by the Army and the administration. It charged that 
removal of the ban against service outside the Western Hemisphere 
would “ authorize a  new A.E.F. should the Administration desire it. 
. . .  It is designed to give the President power to put the country into 
w ar." The research bureau argued against extending the period o f ser
vice because it would not be fair to those who went into the army ex
pecting to serve only one year. The research bureau insisted that the 
army would not be crippled if draftees were discharged at the end of 
one year. According to its calculations, “ Only 19,327 men need be 
mustered out before January, 1942, and those only in November and 
December 1941. By then, those men can be replaced by new selectees 
who by then will have had more training than the selectees who were 
inducted between April and June, 1941, now have." It concluded that 
there seemed “ no justification for the proposed Resolutions, unless 
military ventures into foreign lands are planned."1'

The America First Research Bureau also argued that in the sum
mer OÎT941 the danger o f any Axis military invasion o f the United 
States or the Western Hemisphere seemed “ far less that it was a year 
ago—I f  there was any danger then ." In a D id You Know  release it 
contended: “ Hitler can make no attempt to'ftWâdè thishem isphere as 
long'as 'Britain holds out. Any attempt by Hitler to invade Britain 
seems indefinitely postponed. To attack America, Hitler must first de
feat not only Britain but the Soviet Unidn with its 182,000,000 people 
and its huge Red Army. And a defeated Soviet Union would have to 
be policed by hundreds of thousands o f Nazi troops. A year ago, 
France had already fallen and British cities were being blasted by the 
Luftwaffe. This summer the RAF has bombed Germany far more se
verely than the Luftwaffe has bombed Britain. This summer British 
shipping losses have been dropping. A year ago we did not possess the 
new Atlantic bases. A year ago our own armament program was not 
even a book of blueprints, but now it is beginning to take effective 
shape—effective for defense at least." It insisted that America need 
fear no invasion by way of Siberia and Alaska, Iceland and Green
land, the Caribbean, or by way of Dakar and Brazil.1*

The New York chapter's America First Bulletin also challenged the 
administration’s allegation that the United States was in greater 
danger than it had been when the original selective service legislation 
was adopted in 1940. “ A year ago not a soldier on the continent—save 
the Greeks—was opposing Germany. Today Russia's millions have
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joined England. Yet the President says the situation is worse. If Russia 
cannot beat Germany with five or six million soldiers right on her own 
ground, with her own defenses built through the years and within a 
short distance of her bases and supplies, how many will we have to 
send to Europe to beat Germany 3,000 to 4,000 miles from our bases 
and fighting on her own ground?**4*

In the debate over draft extension Roosevelt and the isolationists 
conceived of “ defense** in raBicafly Sffferent terms. The America 
First CommitteraiT<rother isolationists referred to the military forces 
necessary to repet afly attacks on or attempted invasions of the Unite? 
States or the Western Hemisphere.. In contrast, President Roosevelt 
conceived of *'defense* ’ in terms of the military forces neededjU) 
defeat Hitler and Nazj Gêrmany in Europe, a task that he considered 
essentiafto American defense and world peace.

Secretary Stimson, General Marshall, and others pressed Roose
velt to send a message to Congress to get legislative action on draft ex
tension. He did so on July 21. In urging extension of the period of ser
vice for selectees, the president insisted that the international situation 
was “ far more grave than it was a year ago.’’ He reminded Congress 
o f the “ German conquests or attacks—which have continued uninter
ruptedly throughout several years—all the way from the coup against 
Austria to the present campaign against Russia’* and contended that 
“ each elimination of a victim has brought the issue of Nazi domina
tion closer to this hemisphere.** He argued that the danger to Amer
ican national security was “ infinitely greater*’ at that time than it had 
been a year before.4'

Leading noninterventionists in the Senate and House of Represen
tatives who cooperated with America First battled vigorously against 
draft extension. They had little chance to win in the Senate, but the 
contest in the House of Representatives promised to be very close. At 
a meeting on July 30, Senator Nye and other isolationist legislators de
termined to make a fight of it in the Senate to encourage noninterven
tionists in the House, where they had a real chance to defeat the ad
ministration on the issue.42

General Marshall was the most important administration spokes
man for draft extension at the hearings before the Senate Military Af
fairs Committee under the chairmanship of isolationist Senator 
Robert R. Reynolds of North Carolina. General Wood did not testify, 
but Major General Thomas S. Hammond of the America First ex
ecutive committee did. He testified as an individual rather than as a 
spokesman for America First. He had retired from military duty with
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the Illinois National Guard in 1940. He had had twenty-five years o f 
military service, including combat experience in France during World 
War I. In his Senate testimony on July 24 General Hammond empha
sized the need for a well-trained and fully equipped army for Amer
ican defense. He thought “ a mobile field Army of 500,000 men, 
thoroughly trained and fully equipped" would be "sufficient to de
fend this hemisphere from any foreseeable threat." He proposed 
changes to make the Army more attractive to volunteers. He favored 
selective service for one year of duty, but he opposed lengthening the 
period of service for draftees unless the United States was directly in
volved in war.4*

Proponents of draft extension had no difficulty getting the legisla
tion voted favorably out of the Senate Military Affairs Committee. 
On August 7, after a brief but spirited debate, the Senate approved 
draft extension forty-five to thirty. Both support and opposition came 
from all sections of the country, and from both major parties. The 
greatest opposition came from the Middle West; a majority of sen
ators from the Middle West, Great Plains, Mountain states, and Far 
West voted against draft extension. The largest support for draft ex
tension came from the South, the Middle Atlantic states, and New 
England. Outside the interventionist South, the total Senate vote 
against draft extension exactly equaled the vote for draft extension— 
twenty-eight to twenty-eight. More than two-thirds of the Democratic 
senators voting supported draft extension, while nearly two-thirds o f 
the Republicans voting opposed it. Nonetheless, more Democrats than 
Republicans voted against draft extension; sixteen Democrats, thir
teen Republicans, and one Progressive voted nay.44

The contest in the House of Representatives was much closer. On 
August 12 the House approved draft extension by a margin of just 1 
vote, 203 to 202. The voting patterns in the House were similar to 
those in the Senate, but there were differences. Again, the largest vote 
for draft extension was from the South and the largest vote against 
was from the Middle West. Party lines were drawn more sharply with 
most Democrats voting for extension and most Republicans voting 
against (the Democratic vote was 182 for and 64 against; the Repub
lican vote was 132 against and 21 for). But in the House of Represen
tatives New England congressmen divided their votes equally for and 
against draft extension (14 to 14), and congressmen from Middle 
Atlantic states cast a majority against draft extension (56 nay to 42 
yea). A substantial majority of all congressmen outside the South 
opposed draft extension (1% nay, 102 yea). The South provided
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101 of the votes needed to adopt draft extension; without the votes of 
conservative southern Democrats draft extension would have been de
feated. The Democratic president could hardly take comfort in the 
fact that sixty-four members of his own party voted against him on 
that issue less than four months before the Japanese attack on Pearl 
Harbor.4’ Extreme interventionists such as Stimson, Knox, Morgen- 
thau, Ickes, and the Fight for Freedom Committee could urge the 
president to lead more boldly and frankly in interventionist directions, 
but FDR's political antennae were more sensitively tuned than theirs 
were. Bolder leadership might have moved the United States to war 
against the Axis sooner, tsut ıTTaFıfiîgfitTıave been accomplished onfy 
after a bitter battle that could have confronted the Axis states with ji 
battered president leading a divided and weakened people; Presidents 
Lyndon BTTohnson and Richard Mi'Nixon.were to dô thaJLajıenerİL 
tion later in Vietnam, but that was not_Franklin D. Roosevelt’s way.

After compromising between whaThe wanted and what lie thought 
he cduTdgeCTtbbsevelf won HiTTfohtgst with the isolationists on draft 
exrensifim ^fld he‘ moved on in internationalist-interventionist^direc
tions, both through secret presidential initiatives and openly through 
Congress. At the very time the Senate and House were deliberating 
and voting on draft extension, Roosevelt and his top military advisers 
were meeting secretly at sea in Placentia Bay off Argentia, Newfound
land with Prime Minister Churchill and his top advisers. That con
ference produced the famous Atlantic Charter for the public record, 
but its secret deliberations were even more significant as Roosevelt 
and Churchill planned Anglo-American cooperation against the Axis 
powers in Europe and the Pacific.46

The closeness of his victory on draft extension did not encourage 
Roosevelt to move more boldly and openly in interventionist direc
tions against isolationist opposition. Despite their defeat, isolationists 
felt encouraged. The young America First national director, R. Doug
las Stuart, Jr., phrased the feelings well when he wrote: "The vote on 
the draft extension in the House was the most encouraging thing that 
has happened in many a moon. It turned out perfectly. If the bill had 
been defeated by one vote, the interventionist press throughout the 
country would have gone wild condemning Congress for sabotaging 
national defense. It would have served as an excuse for the President 
for more executive action toward war. As it turned out, the vote was a 
sharp rebuff to the Administration and a warning that Congress will 
not stand for war. The confidence and morale on the part of the 
members of Congress who share our point of view is infinitely higher
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than it had been in the past nine months.*' Stuart may have been 
whistling in the dark a bit to bolster noninterventionist morale, but 
there was much truth in what he wrote.4'

Nazi Germany under Hitler tried to avoid shooting incidents in
volving American ships in the Atlantic. During the first twenty 
months o f the European war, no ship flying the American flag was at
tacked or sunk by German submarines or airplanes. Nonetheless, 
given German efforts to cut Britain’s supply lines and American ef
forts to help assure delivery of aid to  Britain, it was virtually inevitable 
that sooner or later American ships would come under attack in the 
Battle o f the Atlantic and that American lives would be lost. On May 
21, 1941, the Robin M oor, an American freighter, was torpedoed and 
sunk in the South Atlantic by a German submarine. The submarine 
commander ordered the passengers and crew into lifeboats before 
sinking the ship. There was no loss o f life in the incident, but the sur
vivors endured a fearful experience until they were rescued at sea a 
couple of weeks later.4'

When the public learned of the sinking, Senator Nye urged the 
United States to "abandon any assertion of freedom of the seas’* and 
to "adopt a jnind-our-own business policy.’’ He said the sinking of 
the Robin M oor was "unfortunate”  Tnif was what Americans "might 
have expected and precisely what our foreign policy has been 
inviting.”  America First pointed out that the ship was carrying contra
band and feared that it was the "incident”  that Roosevelt and the 
interventionists "were waiting and praying for.”  They cited a news
paper column by the pro-Roosevelt interventionists, Joseph Alsop and 
Robert Kintner, in which they wrote that Roosevelt was determined 
" to  force the Germans to fire the first shot.”  Alsop and Kintner also 
wrote that "the President and the men around him privately hope the 
[Atlantic] patrol will produce an incident.” 4'

News of the Robin M oor reached Roosevelt after he had delivered 
his major address on May 27; he thought it unwise to deliver another 
speech so soon after. He did, however, send a message to Congress on 
June 20 portraying the sinking in the worst possible terms. "The total 
disregard shown for the most elementary principles of international 
law and of humanity brands the sinking of the Robin M oor as an act 
of an international outlaw.”  He saw it as " a  first step in assertion of 
the supreme purpose of the German Reich to seize control of the high 
seas.”  The president made it clear that the United States would not 
yield to such intimidation. The sinking o f the Robin M oor did not 
arouse Americans to war fervor, but the president used the incident to
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reemphasize the evil lawlessness and hostile intentions of Nazi Ger
many.50

Other incidents followed. On August 17 the Sessa, an American- 
owned merchant ship flying the Panamanian flag, was torpedoed near 
Iceland. One of the casualties was an American. On September 4 the 
Greer, an American destroyer, was missed by two torpedoes fired by a 
German submarine. The Steel Seafarer flying the American flag was 
bombed in the Red Sea on September 3 with no loss of life. Three 
other American-owned ships flying the Panamanian flag were 
torpedoed later in September, 1941.51

Those episodes, and particularly the attack on the Greer, were the 
occasion for President Roosevelt's most militant speech to that time, 
his so-called shoot-on-sight speech on September 11. The idea for that 
speech was not new. Knox, Stimson, Hopkins, Churchill, and others 
had been urging the president in more militant directions for months. 
Late in August Churchill sent a gloomy message to Hopkins express
ing concern about "the president’s many declarations with regard to 
the United States being no closer to war and having made no com
mitments." The prime minister did not know "what will happen if 
England is fighting alone when 1942 comes." Since Hitler generally 
kept his submarines east of the twenty-sixth meridian, Churchill 
feared that Hitler would not "help in any way." Hopkins talked to the 
president about Churchill’s cablegram and told FDR "that not only 
Churchill but all the members of the [British] Cabinet and all the 
British people I talked to believed that ultimately we will get into the 
war on some basis or other and if they ever reached the conclusion 
that this was not to be the case, that would be a very critical moment 
in the war and the British appeasers might have some influence on 
Churchill." In a memo drafted just two days after FDR’s shoot-on- 
sight speech, Hopkins explained that the genesis of the speech went 
back to the first of July after FDR had initiated his North Atlantic pa
trol. According to Hopkins, Roosevelt had decided on a full security 
patrol before the end of July and merely used the Greer episode as the 
occasion for announcing it to the American people. Hopkins, Ro- 
senman, and Hull all shared in drafting the speech. Hull thought it too 
strong and tried to persuade FDR to soften it, but Hopkins and the 
other hard-liners prevailed.52

In his fireside chat broadcast to the nation on Thursday evening, 
September 11, President Roosevelt told Americans that a German 
submarine had fired torpedoes at the dearly marked American de
stroyer Greer. He charged that "the German submarine fired first
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upon this American destroyer without warning, and with deliberate 
design to sink her.”  He called the attack "piracy legally and mor
ally.”  He also told of the sinking of the Robin M oor, the sinking of 
the Sessa flying the flag of Panama, and the bombing of the Steel Sea
farer in the Red Sea. He explained that the incidents were "no t iso
lated,”  but were "part of a general plan”  by the Nazis " to  abolish the 
freedom of the seas.”  He charged that the Nazi attack on the Greer 
"was one determined step toward creating a permanent world system 
based on force, on terror, and on murder.”  According to Roosevelt, 
"Normal practices of diplomacy—note writing—are of no possible use 
in dealing with international outlaws who sink our ships and kill our 
citizens.”  He promised, "N o matter what it takes, no matter what it 
costs, we will keep open the line of legitimate commerce in these de
fensive waters.”  In one of his more dramatic allusions Roosevelt said: 
"W hen you see a rattlesnake poised to strike, you do not wait until he 
has struck before you crush him. These Nazi submarines and raiders 
are the rattlesnakes of the Atlantic. They are a menace to the free 
pathways of the high seas. They are a challenge to our sovereignty.”  
He warned, "From  now on, if German or Italian vessels of war enter 
the waters, the protection of which is necessary for American defense, 
they do so at their own peril. The orders which I have given as Com
mander in Chief of the United States Army and Navy are to carry out 
that policy—at once.” ”

The impact of Roosevelt’s speech on public opinion was reduced 
later ïrTSeptémber when the Senatë~Navâl Affairs CommTtfee under 
the chairmanship d r isolationist Democrat David I. Walsh of Massa
chusetts learned from Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Harold R. 
Stark that the~Ofwr, lir cooperation with a Royal Air Force, bomber, 
had T£*n traîïïhg' thé Germap submarine for hours before the sub
marine turned on its pursuer. The submarine loosed its torpedoesat 
the Greer after it hacTBeen attacked with depth charges'dropped by the 
British airplane in communication with the Greer.^tKi^American de
stroy erjîlso attacked the submarine with depth charges.”

On October 17 a German submarine torpedoed the Kearny, an 
American destroyer, with the loss of eleven lives. The Kearny was the 
first United States Navy ship actually hit by German torpedoes, and it 
was the first ship flying the United States flag on which Americans lost 
their lives from German action before war was declared. On October 
31 a German submarine sank the American destroyer Reuben James 
that was helping escort a convoy. It sank quickly with substantial loss 
of life. It was the first and only American warship sunk by Germany
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before war was declared. All of those incidents involving American 
destroyers in clashes with German submarines occurred more than 
two years after the European war began. Two of those incidents fol
lowed the inauguration of Roosevelt’s shoot-on-sight policy.”

America isolationists saw the incidents and' KoO^evell's shoot-on- 
sight policy as moves toward involvement in foreign war. The day be
fore the president’s fireside chat» America First national headquarters 
sent letters to all chapter chairmen alerting them to possible themes in 
the president’s talk and outlining actions they should take in response 
to the speech. The executive committee of the New York chapter of 
America First called the president’s speech “ an amazing move to 
arouse hysteria and plunge us into a foreign war, unwanted by the 
people» as he knows, and needless for national defense.’’ It called 
Roosevelt’s shoot-on-sight policy “ a declaration of war by the Pres
ident.'* An America First Research Bureau Did You Know  release on 
September 13 charged that the speech proclaimed a shooting war that 
was not justified, circumvented the spirit of the neutrality and lend- 
lease legislation, and took the war-making powers away from Con
gress. It explained that the cargo of the Robin M oor was 70 percent 
contraband, that the Steel Seafarer was sunk in the Red Sea “ only be
cause President Roosevelt had revoked his earlier proclamation under 
the Neutrality Act declaring the Red Sea a war zone and forbidding 
American ships to travel there,’’ and that the Sessa was not even flying 
the American flag when sunk. It concluded that those attacks “ re
sulting in no loss of American lives on any ship operating under the 
American flag, do not justify American participation in a ’shooting 
war.” ” 4

On September 14, General Wood announced that an “ independent 
group’’ of fifty-eight prominent Americans endorsed a statement con
demning Roosevelt’s policies. The statement charged that the presi
dent’s shoot-on-sight policy was “ supported neither by Congressional 
sanction nor by the popular will. It is authorized by no statute and 
undermines the Constitutional provision which gives the war power to 
Congress alone.’’ Among those endorsing the statement in addition to 
Wood were historian Charles A. Beard, author and actor Irvin S. 
Cobb, former governor Philip F. La Follette, Yale international law 
professor Edwin M. Borchard, Alice Roosevelt Longworth, labor 
leaders William L. Hutcheson and Kathryn Lewis, Dr. Charles Clay
ton Morrison of the Christian Century, Columbia University interna
tional law professor Philip C. Jessup, George N. Peek, Mrs. Burton
K. Wheeler, and corporation executive Robert R. Young.”
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After the attack on the Kearny General Wood issued a statement 
urging Americans to withhold judgment on the incident “ until all the 
facts have been fully and frankly disclosed.** John T. Flynn, chairman 
of the New York America First chapter, asked whether Americans 
thought their war ships could “ hunt the ships of any nation and 
escape attack.’’ He charged that the United States was “ asking for 
these attacks.'* He urged Americans to realize that they were “ the vic
tims of a conspiracy to hurry them into this war.'* Senator Nye told an 
America First audience in New Jersey that “ these incidents involving 
the Greer and the Kearny are incidents very largely of our own making 
and our own inviting. We cannot order our ships to shoot to destroy 
the vessels of certain belligerent nations and hope at the same time 
that the ships of those nations are not going to seek to destroy our 
ships.’* On November 1 a meeting in Washington, D.C., of more than 
two hundred leaders of America First chapters unanimously passed 
resolutions calling on the president to withdraw American troops 
from Iceland and to order American naval vessels out of the war 
zones. They charged Roosevelt with deliberately *‘misrepresenting the 
facts of the Greer incident, in order to lend some semblance of legality 
to his shoot on sight order.*' They urged an investigation by the 
Senate Naval Affairs Committee of the circumstances surrounding the 
sinking of the Reuben James.”

Roosevelt’s last major action to assure delivery of aid across the 
Atlantic to Britain, and his last major aid-short-of-war proposal ac
tually put to a vote in Congress before Pearl Harbor, was the revision 
of the Neutrality Act in the fall of 1941. On October 9, the president 
sent a message asking Congress to revise the neutrality legislation to 
permit the arming of American merchant ships and to allow them to 
carry products all the way through war zones to belligerent ports. 
Though not repealing the whole act, those changes essentially would 
repeal the “ carry* ’ part of cash-and-carry, much as lend-lease had, in 
effect, bypassed the “ cash" part. FDR’s move had been preceded by 
long deliberation both in the White House and in Hull’s Department 
of State, as well as by consultation with Senate and House leaders (not 
including leading isolationists).1*

In his message (drafted in the State Department) the president 
pointed out that conditions had “ changed violently since the first 
American Neutrality Act of 1935.”  He warned that the United States 
could not defend itself “ in Long Island Sound or in San Francisco 
Bay. That would be too late." He explained that America would de-
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fend itself “ wherever such defense becomes necessary under the com
plex conditions of modern warfare.”  At the same time he insisted that 
revision of the Neutrality Act would “ not leave the United States any 
less neutral than we are today, but will make it possible for us to de
fend the Americas far more successfully, and to give aid far more ef
fectively against the tremendous forces now marching toward con
quest of the world.”  He thought it time for the United States “ to stop 
playing into Hitler’s hands, and to unshackle our own.”  He said that 
Hitler had “ offered a challenge which we as Americans cannot and 
will not tolerate.” “

Later in October, in a Navy Day address delivered in Washington 
and broadcast to the nation, President Roosevelt made his strongest 
speech before Pearl Harbor. In moving terms he emphasized the 
alarming German attacks on American ships in the Atlantic, with par
ticular attention to the American destroyer Kearny on which eleven 
seamen had died as the result o f submarine attack south of Iceland on 
October 17. To make his message more personal he listed states that 
had been home to those dead and wounded young Americans—Illi
nois, Alabama, California, North Carolina, Ohio, Louisiana, Texas, 
Pennsylvania, Georgia, Arkansas, New York, and Virginia. He said 
the purpose of the submarine attack had been “ to frighten the Amer
ican people off the high seas—to force us to make a trembling re
treat.”  Roosevelt told his listeners that he had a secret German map 
outlining South and Central America “ as Hitler proposes to reor
ganize it.”  He said he also had a document made by Hitler's govern
ment as “ a plan to abolish all existing religions”  and replace them 
with “ an International Nazi Church.”  The Nazis would use Mein 
K am pf in place of the Bible, and “ in place of the cross of Christ will 
be put two symbols—the swastika and the naked sword. The god of 
Blood and Iron will take the place of the God of Love and Mercy.”  
He then denounced “ some Americans—not many”  who continued 
“ to insist that Hitler’s plans need not worry us—that we should not 
concern ourselves with anything that goes beyond rifle shot of our 
own shores.”  Once again he urged revision of the Neutrality Act: 
“ Our American merchant ships must be armed to defend themselves 
against the rattlesnakes of the sea. Our American merchant ships must 
be free to carry our American goods into the harbors of our friends. 
Our American merchant ships must be protected by our American 
Navy.”  He closed his oration in martial terms: “ Today in the face of 
this newest and greatest challenge of them all, we Americans have
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cleared our decks and taken our battle stations. We stand ready in the 
defense of our Nation and in the faith of our fathers to do what Cod 
has given us the power to see as our full duty.'*41

A few years later, Sam Rosenman, who along with Robert Sher
wood had helped draft the speech, wrote that by the time he delivered 
that speech FDR "was convinced that American entry into the war 
was almost unavoidable.”  According to Rosenman one of the pur
poses of the Navy Day speech was " to  convince the American people 
that, despite the propaganda being spread by isolationists and 'Amer
ica Firsters,’ the potential strength of American productive capacity 
could outmatch the Axis, and that the Allied cause was not hope- 
,ess.” 42 -------------------------- ~ ---------- -

Roosevelt used strong language to arouse Americans against Hit
ler, but isolationists also used strong language to attack what they saw 
as Roosevelt’s efforts to lead the United States to war. As national 
chairman of America First, General Wood charged that the president 
was "asking Congress to issue an engraved drowning license to Amer- 
ican seamen. It will mean that Americanshjps will hg ,mnkt American 
lives losT ^lndthàt the country will be led into war on a wave of hyste
ria just as it was in 1917.”  He contended that "the only reason for the 
repeal of the Combat Zone prohibition is the war party’s need for a 
series of incendiary incidents.”  He promised that the America First 
Committee would "make this the occasion for its most vigorous 
drive.”  And it did. Though attacks on America First and on leading 
isolationists had made them increasingly suspect in the eyes of many 
Americans, the committee was larger and more efficiently organized 
by the fall of 1941 than ever before. Its national headquarters in Chi
cago directed a highly organized and aggressive campaign to defeat 
the president’s efforts to win repeal of the vital provisions of the Neu
trality Act.“

National and local leaders of America First battled against repeal 
of the vital provisions of the Neutrality Act as though it were a final 
step to war. Ever since the enactment of lend-lease, the committee had 
tried unsuccessfully to move the foreign policy debate away from the 
issue of aid-short-of-war to the issue of war-or-peace, to the question 
of whether the United States should or should not declare war and be
come a full belligerent in the war against the Axis. Most Americans 
supported the president’s efforts to aid Britain against the Axis short- 
of-war, but at the same time approximately 80 percent opposed a dec
laration of war against the Axis. Isolationists insisted that those steps
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short-of-war that Americans approved were, under Roosevelt’s lead
ership, moving the United States closer to involvement in a war that 
Americans did not approve. In measured public opinion (and in 
voting patterns in Congress), the isolationists had no real chance to 
defeat Roosevelt as long as the issue remained aid-short-of-war; their 
only chance for victory lay in moving away from aid-short-of-war to a 
focus on the specific question of whether the United States should or 
should not declare war. But before Pearl Harbor Roosevelt never pre
sented the issue in those terms. He emphasized the evil and danger 
posed by the Axis (nearly all Americans agreed with him) and urged 
all-aid-short-of-war to the victims of Axis aggression (most Americans 
agreed with him), but he never asked for a declaration of war against 
the Axis (an issue on which 80 percent of Americans and the majority 
in Congress were opposed).*4

Many noninterventionists became convinced that they could never 
defeat Roosevelt and his interventionist foreign policies unless they 
could shift the debate from aid-short-of-war to the issue of war-or- 
peace. If they fought revision of the Neutrality Act in the fall of 1941 
on an aid-short-of-war basis, the isolationists would lose; it might be 
their last real chance to shift the debate to the war-peace issue before 
war became a bloody reality for the United States. Among top Amer
ica First leaders and advisers who took that view were Hanford Mac- 
Nider, Samuel B. Pettengill, and John T. Flynn. Pettengill, former 
Democratic congressman from Indiana, urged General Wood, on be
half of America First, to send an open letter to the president asking 
him to place the issue of declaring war squarely before Congress for a 
clear-cut yes or no vote. General Wood and Stuart liked the sugges
tion, and so did Flynn of the New York chapter.”

At an America First national committee meeting in Chicago on 
October 20, General Wood presented Pettengill’s suggestion and ex
pressed his opinion “ that such an open letter would tend to crystallize 
the issue of war or peace and end the subterfuge of the Administra
tion’s war policy.’’ In the course of the discussion, at the suggestion of 
Stuart, the national committee approved the addition of a new princi
ple to the committee’s platform. That principle proclaimed: “ The 
Constitution of the United States vests the sole power to declare war in 
Congress. Until Congress has exercised that power, it is not only the 
privilege but the duty of every citizen to express to his Representatives 
his views on the question of peace or war—in order that this grave 
issue may be decided in accordance with the will of the people and the
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best traditions of American democracy." And the national committee 
authorized Wood to send a letter to the president along the lines sug
gested by Pettengill.44

On October 22, while Congress was considering revision o f the 
Neutrality Act, General Wood sent his open letter to President Roose
velt. Drawing heavily on the draft prepared by Pettengill, Wood 
wrote: "The America First Committee, in the interest of peace, honor 
and constitutional government, respectfully asks that you cause to be 
submitted to Congress a resolution for the declaration of a state of 
war between the United States and the German Reich." He charged: 
"Each step thus far taken in the international situation has been upon 
the solemn assurance that it was for the purpose of preserving peace. 
Actually we have been led to the brink of a devastating war, with in
evitable loss of human lives and destruction o f our national economy 
and way of life. This subterfuge must end. We must now squarely face 
the real issue, war or peace." He promised that America First and 
other noninterventionists would "oppose with vigor the passage of a 
war resolution." But he insisted that "the  question must be settled 
now and in the way and by the authority required by the Constitution. 
If Congress votes for a declaration of war, the constitutional voice of 
the American people will have spoken and this Committee and all 
other patriotic Americans will respect that decision. If, on the other 
hand, Congress, in its wisdom, votes down a declaration of war, the 
Administration must respect that decision and take no further step to
ward our involvement.” 47

Many interventionists, including Secretary of War Stimson and 
Secretary of Interior Ickes, had urged Roosevelt to take the course 
urged by General Wood—though they believed that the president 
could successfully rally Congress and the American people to unite be
hind such a declaration of war. Roosevelt had rejected their urgings, 
however, and General Wood's letter further convinced him of the wis
dom of his course. He never answered the letter, but according to 
Robert Sherwood's account, Wood's letter strengthened FDR's "con
viction that, were he to do this, he would meet with certain and dis
astrous defeat." Roosevelt continued to use his tried and tested short- 
of-war formula in battling the isolationist, and they were never able to 
get the debate squarely on the issue o f war or peace—until after the 
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor.4*

Nonetheless, the America First Committee and its allies in Con
gress fought against revision of the Neutrality Act as though revision 
were a declaration of war. In a letter to all chapter chairmen, America
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First national director R. Douglas Stuart, Jr., wrote: “ If the President 
refuses to put the question honestly before Congress, we will treat the 
Neutrality repeal for what it is—a war vote. We will fight it as we 
would fight a declaration of w ar." He told chapter leaders “ that every 
member of Congress who votes to repeal the Neutrality Law is voting 
to send American seamen to their death. They must be reminded that 
the American people will hold them responsible for doing, by subter
fuge, what they dare not do directly. The time has come for the peo
ple's Representatives to stand up and be counted. From now on the 
only issue remaining is war and they must vote 'yes' or 'no .' ” •* It was 
the last major opportunity noninterventionists had before Pearl Har
bor to voice and vote their opposition to the president's course.

America First leaders pressed for House and Senate hearings on 
the proposed changes in the neutrality legislation. They urged promi
nent noninterventionists to testify against the changes sought by the 
administration. All over the United States speakers addressed Amer
ica First meetings and made broadcasts attacking revision of the law. 
Lindbergh delivered his last two speeches at America First rallies while 
Congress and the American people were deliberating on revision of 
the Neutrality Act.70

On October 25, America First national headquarters sent an Emer- 
gency Bulletin HI to all local chapter leaders advising them: “ The Cri
sis is here. The next few days, or weeks at the most, will decide 
whether we will be plunged into war or remain at peace.'* In that Bul
letin Stuart told America First members: “ All other appeals we have 
made to you for help sink into nothingness compared to this appeal. 
The moment for which we have been preparing for one year has ar
rived. We are counting on you." The Bulletin explained how each 
chapter should organize its members to assure a maximum flood of 
letters to the right senators and representatives on the right issues at 
the right times. Committee headquarters then guided local chapters on 
where and when to direct their letters to accomplish the best results. 
They tried not to waste letters or telegrams on those who could not be 
moved; they concentrated on those who were wavering and might be 
swayed by their mail. In homes scattered all across the country con
cerned noninterventionists worked feverishly in their almost desperate 
efforts to flood Washington with letters and telegrams opposing revi
sion of the Neutrality Act.71

Ruth Sarles and others from the America First Research Bureau in 
Washington helped organize House and Senate opposition to the ad
ministration's proposals. They provided relevant data and even wrote
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speeches when needed. They conferred with Senators Wheeler, Taft, 
Johnson, Nye, and others in both houses of Congress. On November 
1, the committee held a national meeting of chapter leaders in Wash
ington to inform and inspire local leaders. That meeting brought them 
to the capital, where they could make their voices heard directly to 
their senators and representatives. In the final days of the battle Stuart 
and others from the Chicago headquarters went to Washington to 
help direct the noninterventionist effort. Every honorable thing that 
could be done to defeat Roosevelt on the issue was done. But that 
massive, earnest, dramatic noninterventionist effort failed.72

Under the leadership of Sol Bloom of New York the House For
eign Affairs Committee held brief hearings on a resolution to permit 
the arming of American merchant ships. Republican Congressmen 
Hamilton Fish o f New York and George H. Tinkham of Massa
chusetts, ranking minority members of the committee, walked out in 
protest against what they saw as gag tactics by the majority. On Mon
day, October 13, Secretary Hull, Secretary Knox, Secretary Stimson, 
Chairman of the United States Maritime Commission Admiral Emory 
S. Land, and Chief of Naval Operations Harold R. Stark testified on 
behalf of the administration in closed session. After acrimonious con
troversy in the committee the next day, it heard opposition testimony 
from three pacifists. It then voted to recommend approval of the ad
ministration resolution, and on October 17, by a vote of 259 to 138, it 
passed in the full House of Representatives.71

The Foreign Relations Committee under the chairmanship of Sen
ator Tom Connally of Texas held brief hearings in closed session. Hi
ram Johnson provided leadership for the opposition in committee, 
and the opponents met several times in his Senate office to plan their 
tactics. On October 25, the Foreign Relations Committee voted thir
teen to ten to recommend adoption of legislation that would not only 
authorize arming merchant ships but would also permit those ships to 
enter conbat areas and belligerent ports.74 Senate leaders held day
long sessions during the eleven days of debate. Twenty-five senators 
spoke for the bill and twenty-four against. In the course of his eight- 
hour address that extended over two days, Democrat Burton K. 
Wheeler of Montana told the assembled senators, “ You men who fol
low blindly the administration’s policy, you men who, under the whip 
and lash, are going to take this country to war—you are going to take 
it to hell!”  He pleaded with the senators “ in the name of Amer
icanism, in the name of the constitutional government, a n d . . .  in the 
name of the mothers and fathers of this country.”  Wheeler was
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“ convinced that if the senate takes this step it will be taking a step that 
the members of the senate will regret the rest of their lives. As God is 
my judge, I say to the senate, do not do it!”  Others spoke with equal 
passion and earnestness. The weary senators began voting before 
packed galleries on the evening of November 7. The Senate rejected 
amendments proposed by the opponents, and then, by a vote of fifty 
to thirty-seven, approved the revision of the Neutrality Act.”

The House spent two days debating the bill as adopted in the Sen
ate. Thirty-eight congressmen spoke for the bill and seventy against. 
Administration forces in the House faced formidable opposition and 
had difficulty holding their lines in the face of allegations that the ac
tion would be tantamount to a declaration of war. In desperation 
Speaker of the House Sam Rayburn and House Majority Leader John 
W. McCormack turned to Roosevelt for help. They asked his opinion 
on the “ effect failure on the part of the House to take favorable ac
tion on the Senate amendments would have upon our position in for
eign countries and especially in Germany." In a letter to Rayburn and 
McCormack on November 13, the president wrote that failure to re
vise the law would “ be definitely discouraging" to the British, Chi
nese, and Russians who were fighting to defend themselves against the 
aggressors. And he thought failure to revise the legislation would 
“ cause rejoicing in the Axis Nations." He predicted, “ Failure would 
bolster aggressive steps and intentions in Germany, and in the other 
well-known aggressor Nations under the leadership of Hitler." He 
thought America’s “ position in the struggle against aggression would 
be definitely weakened, not only in Europe and in Asia, but also 
among our sister Republics in the Americas." Roosevelt contended 
that it would also “ weaken our great effort to produce all we possibly 
can and as rapidly as we can. Strikes and stoppages of work would be
come less serious in the mind of the public." At least one congressman 
believed that Roosevelt’s letter made the difference. A few minutes 
after Rayburn had left the podium to read Roosevelt’s letter to the 
House, it voted 212 to 194 to approve revision of the neutrality legisla
tion. President Roosevelt signed the Neutrality Act of 1941 into law 
on November 17—less than three weeks before Pearl Harbor. Thence
forth American merchant ships were free to arm and to sail with their 
cargoes and passengers through the war zones all the way to bel
ligerent ports.”

The Neutrality Act of 1941 represented a hard-fought victory by 
Roosevelt and his followers over the isolationists. When combined 
with the administration’s shoot-on-sight policy, it represented a full
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blown no-holds-barred undeclared naval war against Axis forces in 
the A tlantic in ApigHca>s'efffnrts'tnfiélpBïltain and the Soviet U nion 
resist ancLthen-defeat Nazi Germany and Fascist ltaly~in Europe. 
After trying so hard and so often to block the president's moves,' thé 
isolationists were terribly discouraged after their defeat in November.

Nonetheless, noninterventionists could find reasons to feel en
couraged, and Roosevelt could find cause to pause a bit. More sena
tors and representatives voted against the administration on revision 
of the Neutrality Act in November than had voted against lend-lease a 
few months earlier. Noninterv^nfinnittt fiflinH twfnty-njn* votes in 
the House and six votes in.the Senate. Twenty-one RepublicansvotitT 
against revision in the Senate; only six voted for it. Fifteen senators 
from Roosevelt's own Democratic party voted against him. A shift of 
ten votes from yea to nay in the House would have defeated the presi
dent's move. In the House a majority of congressmen representing 
districts north of the Mason-Dixon line voted against revision. Those 
congressmen who voted against the administration represented ap
proximately 50 percent of the American voters. Among representa
tives of twenty states, a majority of those voting cast their votes 
against the president’s proposal. The representatives from four states 
cast all their votes against revision in the House—Iowa, North 
Dakota, South Dakota, and Idaho. Seven states cast all their votes for 
revision—but all were in the South. Without the South Roosevelt 
would have been defeated in the House. And the administration even 
lost the votes of a few southern congressmen. The margin of the 
Roosevelt administration’s victory was much too narrow to encourage 
any move for a declaration of war. According to public opinion polls, 
by early November 61 percent of the American people favored revi
sion of the Neutrality Act—but 31 percent opposed.77

Robert E. Sherwood, one of Roosevelt’s speechwriters, later wrote 
of that result: "The truth was that, as the world situation became 
more desperately critical, and as the limitless peril came closer and 
closer to the United States, isolationist sentiment became ever more 
strident in expression and aggressive in action, and Roosevelt was rela
tively powerless to com batjt. He had said everything rsHoriIûTÂar’ 
that coTItd be s’aîcTTTe had no more tricks left. The hat from which he 
had pulled so many rabbits was empty. The president of the United 
States was now the creature of circumstance which must be shaped noL 
by his own will or his own ingenuity but by the unpredictable deterr 
mination of his enemies."7'. Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson had
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long believed that the United States must enter World War II as a 
full belligerent, that aid-short-of-war would not be sufficient to ac
complish the essential defeat of the Axis. He had urged President 
Roosevelt to explain frankly to Congress and to the American people 
the seriousness of the international situation. He believed that if the 
president had turned his marvelous speaking voice and leadership abil
ities to the task, Congress and the people would have united behind 
him in voting for war and in supporting that war against the Axis ag
gressors. But Roosevelt had rejected his advice. Writing in his mem
oirs after the war, Stimson feared “ that the impasse into which Amer
ica had thought herself in 1941 might have continued indefinitely if 
that had been the will of the Axis, and if this had happened, the Pres
ident would have had to shoulder a large share of the blame“  because 
he had failed to put the issue of war squarely and frankly to the 
American people and to Congress.7*

But Sherwood was a writer; Stimson had filled high appointive po
sitions in the government. Neither was so skilled or so experienced in 
politics as Roosevelt. From their rather parochial eastern, urban, 
interventionist view it was difficult Tor them to get a truly national 
perspective. It was easy for them to underestimate or take lightly the 
continued-strength of isolationist opposition. jGiven their strong in
terventionist feelings, it was easy for them to believe that Roosevelt 
overestimated the strength of the opposition. But Roosevelt had a 
more nearly national perspective and a better feel for the political situ
ation. Furthermore, however much one might prefer candor to indi
rection, Sherwood and Stimson had underestimated Roosevelt. He 
bad not yet exhausted all options. The options he was exploring had 
not yet run their full course. And they had overestimated the capacity 
of the leaders of Axis states to restrain themselves in the face of Amer
ica’s increasingly aggressive efforts to help assure their defeat.



Chapter 30

Political Infighting

By 1941 many Americans feared that Franklin D. Roosevelt was 
building a dictatorship in the United States—or at least was setting 
precedents that could lead to dictatorship at the hands of others. By 
1941 many other Americans feared that isolationist leaders were Nazi 
fifth columnists paving the way for fascism in the United States. 
Neither fear proved justified. But images, suppositions, and myths 
played their roles in history, even when they did not coincide with 
realities.

Individuals think and act partly on their expectations (their hopes 
and their fears) for the future. Those readings of the future normally 
are based on perceptions of existing circumstances, on patterns men
tally projected from the past through the present to some hoped-for 
(or feared) future, on conceptions of human nature, and on the 
individual's own temperament and emotional makeup. Given the ter
rifying Nazi successes in Europe, many in the United States saw the 
isolationists as either conscious instruments or naïve dupes of Nazi 
fifth-column subversion in America. Interventionists shared and ap
pealed to those fears in advancing their own foreign policy proposals. 
Similarly, given the expansion of presidential power under the leader
ship of Roosevelt as he shaped the New Deal to cope with the depres
sion and later as he shaped foreign policies to cope with Axis chal
lenges, many in the United States worried about the danger of a 
Roosevelt dictatorship at home. Isolationists shared and appealed to 
those fears in advancing their noninterventionist views.

Ironically, in 1941 interventionists used arguments in attacking 
isolationist fifth columnists that were much like those used by Senator 
Joseph R. McCarthy in attacking liberal internationalists and com
munist subversion a decade later. And in the early 1970s the eastern
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urban establishment attacked President Richard M. Nixon, his admin
istration, and his foreign policies in terms much like those that iso
lationists had used in attacking Roosevelt, his administration, and his 
foreign policies thirty years earlier.

In 1941 both honest conviction and tactical calculation produced 
the allegations on both sides in that heated controversy. The issues in
volved and the possible consequences of alternative policies were so 
vitally important to the world, to the United States, and to the very 
lives of individual humans that the debate grew increasingly heated 
and savage. It was a terrible and terrifying time in world affairs. The 
survival of independent countries and whole civilizations, including 
the United States and Western civilization, may have been at stake. 
Conceivably, totalitarian regimes could conquer the world; political 
democracy, individual freedom, and national independence could be 
wiped out. The lives of tens of millions of people were at stake all over 
the world—and in the United States. Potentially the developments 
could be as personal as one’s next breath, food on the table, or the 
future of the boy next door. They concerned the kind of society, the 
kind of lives, that individual Americans might experience daily. The 
consequences of the foreign policy debate could be personal and vital 
for every individual.

That debate had gone on for a very long time with ever-mounting 
intensity. Many of the same individuals (Roosevelt, Wheeler, John
son, Nye, Fish, Lindbergh, and others) had been slugging away at 
each other for years. Personalities mixed with politics and mounting 
emotions to produce as heated a debate as the United States had ever 
known. Given the violence in comparable contests elsewhere, and in 
earlier and later debates in the United States, it was surprising (and 
laudable) that that great debate in the Roosevelt era was largely free of 
domestic violence. But given the circumstances, it was not surprising 
that persons on both sides felt, thought, said, and sometimes did nasty 
and even vicious things in contesting with adversaries.

In those traumatic times political marquis of Queensbury rules did 
not always prevail. The fighting got rough. Each felt justified in the 
methods it used. By 1941 the foreign policy debate was a decidedly 
rugged affair, with few holds barred. Given the terrifying Axis chal
lenges, Roosevelt’s charismatic leadership abilities, the power ad
vantages that accrued to the presidential office, the widespread fear of 
Nazi aggression and oppression, and the intensity of emotions on all 
sides, isolationists took a terrible beating in that contest. Leading iso-



lationists were scarred for life. Many suffered the destruction o f their 
careers. Their reputations were irreparably damaged because they 
chose to risk all in battling against the president's foreign policies.'

Roosevelt's personal involvement in the infighting focused par
ticularly on a handful of top isolationist leaders whose potential repre
sented serious power challenges or who especially provoked his ire. 
From his perspective many who wrote, spoke, or voted against him on 
foreign affairs faded into the ranks of the opposition. Old Arthur 
Capper, for example, was as isolationist as anyone in the Senate, but 
FDR felt no great personal animosity against the Kansas Republican. 
Robert M. La Follette, Jr., of Wisconsin retained Roosevelt's per
sonal respect and political cooperation on domestic issues, even as the 
two differed sharply on foreign affairs. Hiram Johnson was bitterly 
critical of Roosevelt, and their earlier political friendship had ended. 
But FDR may have felt a touch of sadness about the rupture and may 
have retained traces of his earlier affection for the old warrior. In any 
event, by 1941 Johnson had faded in health, strength, and vigor. The 
president had more dangerous opponents to battle.

At the forefront of President Roosevelt’s isolationist challengers 
by 1941 were Colonel Charles A. Lindbergh, Senator Burton K. 
Wheeler, Senator Gerald P. Nye, and Congressman Hamilton Fish. 
From Roosevelt’s perspective neither Nye of North Dakota nor Fish 
of New York was sufficiently formidable to constitute any dangerous 
challenge to his national leadership. But he saw them as troublesome, 
destructive, and irresponsible; he thought America would be better off 
if both were retired from political life. By 1941 Burton K. Wheeler was 
the most able and aggressively effective isolationist leader in the 
Senate, and a feud raged between the lean Montana Democrat and the 
urbane patrician in the White House. But it was America’s great flying 
hero, Colonel Charles A. Lindbergh, who posed the most formidable 
challenge to President Roosevelt's leadership and to his efforts to 
unite the American people behind his foreign policies.

In the eyes of millions of people Charles A. Lindbergh was the 
great American hero. He had captured public attention when, as the 
Lone Eagle in his tiny, single-engine monoplane, The Spirit o f  St. 
Louis, he had conquered the vast Atlantic in his solo flight from New 
York to Paris in May, 1927. His tall slender good looks, his modest 
demeanor, and his sterling character made it easy for Americans to see 
in him heroic qualities. His marriage in 1929 to the attractive daughter 
of Dwight Morrow, America’s ambassador to Mexico, warmed the 
hearts of romantics everywhere. The nation’s hearts went out to the
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young couple in 1932 when their first-born son was kidnapped and 
murdered and when they endured the ordeal of the long trial of the 
kidnapper. In December, 1935, millions of Americans sympathized 
when the Lindberghs fled newsmen and crackpots in America and 
sought temporary refuge first in England and later in France.2

Lindbergh had left the University of Wisconsin after only three se
mesters as an engineering student and never graduated. But he had a 
keen mind. In 1925 he graduated from Army Air Service pilot training 
at the top of his class. In the 1930s he teamed with the brilliant Nobel 
Prize-winning French physician, Dr. Alexis Carrel, in sophisticated 
scientific experiments and writing. Lindbergh had a searching, prob
ing, experimental mind and the self-discipline, attention to detail, and 
capacity for sustained concentrated effort that enabled him to convert 
curiosity into action. His wife’s skills as a writer helped him develop 
his own talents for writing and speaking clearly, simply, and effec
tively.

Colonel Lindbergh had disliked politics since, as a boy, he had 
driven for his father’s campaign trips in Minnesota. After his flight 
brought fame, many urged young Lindbergh to seek public office 
(even the presidency), but he consistently rejected those urgings. He 
had absolute integrity and was proudly independent (some would call 
him stubborn, bull-headed, and inflexible). And he had the courage of 
his convictions. In his battle against American intervention in World 
W ar II he proved to have as much courage in public life as he had 
always had in the skies. In August, 1940, he told a large noninterven
tionist audience in Chicago, “ I prefer to say what I believe, or not to 
speak at all.”  Early in 1941 he wrote in his private journal, ” 1 prefer 
adventure to security, freedom to popularity, and conviction to in
fluence.” 1 Such a man was certain to have difficulties in public life.

The aviator’s long feud with newsmen, his laudatory reports on 
German air power, his acceptance of a medal from Goering in 1938, 
and the beginning of his noninterventionist efforts in 1939 cooled the 
ardor of many for the Lone Eagle; by 1941 many despised him as 
much as they had adored him in 1927. His disdain for the political arts 
and his rigid determination to march to his own drummer contributed 
to his defeat in his contest with Roosevelt. But Lindbergh retained a 
purity of image in the eyes of millions of Americans that both en
hanced his stature as a noninterventionist leader and helped make him 
a particularly formidable and worrisome challenge to President 
Roosevelt and his foreign policies from 1939 through 1941.

May 20, 1940, was the day that William Allen White publicly an-



nounced the formation of the Committee to Defend America by 
Aiding the Allies; it was the day after Colonel Lindbergh’s major na
tionwide broadcast, “ The Air Defense of America” ; it was a few days 
before Britain evacuated its forces from Europe at Dunkirk; and it 
was only a month before France surrendered to Hitler’s Germany. On 
that date President Roosevelt confided to his Secretary of Treasury 
Henry Morgenthau, Jr., “ I am absolutely convinced that Lindbergh is 
a Nazi.”  The next day the president wrote Henry L. Stimson, who was 
soon to join his cabinet as secretary of war, that he was worried “ by 
‘fifth column’ activities over here.”  He wrote, “ When I read Lind
bergh’s speech I felt that it could not have been better put if it had 
been written by Goebbels himself. What a pity that this youngster has 
completely abandoned his belief in our form of government and has 
accepted Nazi methods because apparently they are efficient.” 4 Inter
ventionists increasingly used that tactic of identifying isolationists 
with Nazism to discredit Lindbergh and other noninterventionist op
ponents of the administration’s foreign policies.

On the same day as Roosevelt’s letter to Stimson, May 21, 1940, 
the president authorized the attorney general “ to secure information 
by listening devices direct to the conversation or other communica
tions of persons suspected of subversive activities against the Govern
ment of the United States, including suspected spies.”  Many tele
grams received at the White House criticizing the president’s defense 
policies were referred to J. Edgar Hoover, director of the Federal Bu
reau of Investigation. In May, 1941, correspondence endorsing Lind
bergh’s opposition to the use of American ships to escort convoys was 
removed from White House files and “ sent to Secret Service.” 5

The White House helped arrange for senators and others to broad
cast critical replies to Lindbergh’s noninterventionist speeches. It ob
tained the services of Assistant Secretary of State Adolf A. Berle to 
help with those replies. For example, Democratic Senator James 
Byrnes of South Carolina broadcast a vigorous attack on Lindbergh 
after his radio address of May 19, 1940. The White House got Demo
cratic Senator Key Pittman of Nevada to broadcast “ the same sort o f 
beating that JB gave him” after Lindbergh's speech of June IS. Dem
ocratic Senator Scott Lucas of Illinois answered Lindbergh’s speech of 
August 4, in Chicago, and Senator Claude Pepper of Florida vehe
mently denounced the colonel from the Senate floor. Adolf Berle 
helped former Assistant Secretary of War Louis A. Johnson write the 
speech that he broadcast in response to Lindbergh’s address of Oc
tober 14,1940.*
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President Roosevelt’s pugnacious Secretary of Interior Harold L. 
Ickes began his spirited public attacks on Lindbergh as early as De
cember, 1938. He repeated them often thereafter with increasing fe
rocity. To keep track of what Lindbergh was saying, Ickes maintained 
a complete indexed file of all the airman’s noninterventionist 
speeches. In a speech at Columbia University Ickes called Lindbergh a 
“ peripatetic appeaser who would abjectly surrender his sword even 
before it is demanded.”  On April 13, 1941, four days before Lind
bergh gave his first address as a member of America First, Ickes in a 
speech accused Lindbergh of being the “ No. 1 Nazi fellow traveler”  in 
the United States and “ the first American to raise aloft the standard 
of pro-Naziism.”  He said the aviator was “ the proud possessor of a 
Nazi decoration which has already been well earned.”  He described 
Anne Lindbergh’s little book, The Wave o f  the Future, as “ the bible 
of every American Nazi, Fascist, Bundist, and appeaser.’”

President Roosevelt asked the news commentator Jay Franklin 
(John F. Carter) to do some research for him on the Civil War Cop
perheads. Franklin did his work and submitted a fifty-page report to 
the president on April 22. Copperheads were northerners with pro
southern sympathies who had been critical of Abraham Lincoln and 
his policies during the Civil War. In his memorandum Franklin com
pared Colonel Lindbergh to the Civil War General George B. Mc
Clellan as similarly “ giving the sanction of professional prestige to the 
doctrines of defeatism.”  At his press conference three days later (the 
day after Lindbergh addressed a New York America First rally), news
men asked Roosevelt why Colonel Lindbergh had not been called into 
active military service. In his response the president compared Lind
bergh to Clement L. Vallandigham, the leading Civil War Copper
head.* The allusion delighted most interventionists and infuriated 
noninterventionists.

The most important response came from Lindbergh himself. In a 
letter to the president on April 28, 1941, Lindbergh resigned his 
commission as a colonel in the Army Air Corps Reserve. Since the 
president, his commander in chief, had “ clearly implied”  that he was 
“ no longer of use to this country as a reserve officer,”  and since he 
had, in effect, questioned Lindbergh’s loyalty, character, and mo
tives, the colonel believed that he had “ no honorable alternative”  to 
resigning his commission. He took the action “ with the utmost re
gret”  because his “ relationship with the Air Corps is one of the things 
that has meant most to me in life.”  He placed it “ second only to my 
right as a citizen to speak freely to my fellow countrymen, and to



discuss with them the issues of war and peace which confront our na
tion in this crisis.”  He promised to continue to serve the United States 
“ as a private citizen.”  Colonel Lindbergh also wrote to Secretary of 
War Stimson formally resigning his air corps commission. In his 
private journal Lindbergh reflected on the irony of finding himself 
“ stumping the country with pacifists a n d . . .  resigning as a colonel in 
the Army Air Corps, when there is no philosophy I disagree with more 
than that of the pacifist, and nothing I would rather be doing than fly
ing in the Air Corps. ’ ’*

Responses to his resignation were predictable: silence from the 
White House; denunciations from interventionists; praise from non- 
interventionists. For example, Senator Robert A. Taft of Ohio wrote 
Lindbergh congratulating him on his foreign policy stands and crit
icizing the president’s “ cowardly”  attack on the airman. Some under
graduate students at the University of Southern California formed a 
Campus Copperhead organization supporting Lindbergh.10

On July 14,1941, in an address in New York, Secretary Ickes again 
flailed away at Lindbergh. “ No one has ever heard Lindbergh utter a 
word of horror at, or even aversion to, the bloody career that the 
Nazis are following, nor a word of pity for the innocent men, women 
and children, who have been deliberately murdered by the nazis in 
practically every country in Europe.”  Ickes had “ never heard this 
Knight of the German Eagle denounce Hitler or nazism or Mussolini 
or fascism.”  He had not even “ heard Lindbergh say a word for de
mocracy itself.”  As he saw it, “ All of Lindbergh’s passionate words 
are to encourage Hitler and to break down the will of his own fellow 
citizens to resist Hitler and nazism.” 1 '

Lindbergh saw no advantage in contesting with Ickes, but he tried 
to assign responsibility for the cabinet member’s remarks to the presi
dent. On July 16, Lindbergh wrote to Roosevelt concerning Icke’s 
repeated charges that he was connected with a foreign government and 
the criticism of him for accepting the German medal in 1938. Lind
bergh reminded the president that he had received the decoration “ in 
the American Embassy, in the presence of your Ambassador,”  and 
“ was there at his request in order to assist in creating a better relation
ship between the American Embassy and the German Government 
which your Ambassador desired at that time.”  Lindbergh wrote that 
if Ickes's statements and implications were false, he had “ a right to an 
apology”  from the president’s secretary of interior. He insisted that 
he had “ no connection, directly or indirectly, with anyone in Ger
many or Italy” since he had left Europe in 1939. Lindbergh offered to
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open his Hies for the president's investigation and to answer any ques
tions that the president might have about his activities. But he insisted 
that "unless charges are made and proved," as an American citizen he 
had "the  right to expect truth and justice" from members of the presi
dent's cabinet. The only response Lindbergh got from the White 
House was a memo from Stephen T. Early, the president’s secretary, 
verbally spanking him for releasing his letter to the press before it 
reached Roosevelt.11

Ickes seemed pleased by Lindbergh's letter. He wrote in his diary, 
"U p  to that time I had always admired Lindbergh in one respect. No 
matter how vigorously he had been attacked personally he had never 
attempted to answer. He had kept determinedly in the furrow that he 
was plowing. I had begun to think that no one could get under his skin 
enough to make him squeal. But at last I had succeeded. I suspect that 
it was my reference to him as a 'Knight of the German Eagle’ that got 
him ." In a reply carried in Frank Knox's Chicago Daily News, Ickes 
wrote, "Neither I nor anyone in this administration ever charged that 
Mr. Lindbergh had any connection with any foreign government or 
that he was in communication with any representative of a foreign 
government. But it is a notorious fact that he has been devoting him
self to a cause which, if it should succeed, will be of immeasurable 
benefit to Hitler." In his article Ickes suggested that Lindbergh could 
"pu t himself right by championing the cause of democracy and civili
zation. He can denounce Hitler and his brutal aggressions. He can 
cheer on England. He can unite with those who are prepared to defend 
American institutions."11 In effect Ickes was saying that Lindbergh 
could cleanse himself if he would abandon his noninterventionist op
position to Roosevelt's foreign policies and join with Ickes in support 
of intervention. That Lindbergh would not do. The tone that Ickes 
(and Roosevelt) had set in attacking Lindbergh increasingly became 
the general tone of the great debate in the last half of 1941.

At the same time, Lindbergh’s criticisms of the Roosevelt ad
ministration grew increasingly frequent, bold, and strident during
1941. Lindbergh did not mention Roosevelt by name in any of his 
speeches during 1939 and 1940. His early allusions to politicians and 
the administration focused on their relation to the war and interven
tion. Increasingly during 1941, however, Lindbergh voiced alarm 
about the president’s role in undermining the democratic processes 
and representative government. He called for "new leadership" and 
berated "government by subterfuge." He saw President Roosevelt as 
using dishonest methods to take the United States into war, contrary



to the wishes of 80 percent of the American people. And he feared that 
those methods were creating for the United States the dictatorship that 
the president professed to be opposing abroad. Lindbergh urged open 
discussion, more legislative authority in foreign affairs, and limita
tions on the president’s war-making powers.

In an address at an America First meeting in Minneapolis on May 
10, 1941, Lindbergh complained that the president asked Americans 
to fight for the “ Four Freedoms,'* but then he denied them “ the 
freedom to vote on vital issues”  and also denied them “ freedom of in
formation—the right of a free people to know where they are being led 
by their government.”  On May 23 he told an America First audience 
in Madison Square Garden that in the 1940 presidential campaign 
Americans were given “ just about as much chance”  to express their 
foreign policy views “ as the Germans would have been given if Hitler 
had run against Goering.” '4

In a controversial address in Philadelphia on May 29, Lindbergh 
called for “ new leadership”  in the United States. That was the first 
speech in which he referred to Roosevelt by name. He ridiculed the 
president’s assertion that the safety of America depended upon con
trol of the Cape Verde Islands off the coast of Africa. “ Even Hitler 
never made a statement like that.”  He charged: “ Mr. Roosevelt 
claims that Hitler desires to dominate the world. But it is Mr. Roose
velt himself who advocates world domination when he says that it is 
our business to control the wars of Europe and Asia, and that we in 
America must dominate islands lying off the African coast.”  In his 
speech he asked, “ Is it not time for us to turn to new policies and to a 
new leadership?”  He called on his listeners to join with the America 
First Committee to “ create a leadership for our nation that places 
America first.” ”

Critics promptly charged that in calling for “ new leadership”  
Lindbergh was attempting to become the catalyst, “ the man on horse
back,”  for a violent fascist overthrow of the American government. 
For the only time in his noninterventionist speaking career, Lindbergh 
issued a clarifying statement after that address. In a telegram to the 
Baltimore Sun he explained: “ Neither I nor anyone else on the Amer
ica First Committee advocate proceeding by anything but constitu
tional methods. It is our opposition who endanger the American Con
stitution when they object to our freedom of speech and expression. 
Under the Constitution we have every right to advocate a leadership 
for this country which is non-interventionist and which places the in
terests of America first.” 14 Many who opposed Lindbergh felt no hesi-
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tation, earlier and later, in urging new leadership when a president 
they disliked was in office. But in the emotional atmosphere before 
Pearl Harbor they were prepared to put the worst interpretation on 
anything Lindbergh said.

On August 9 in Cleveland, Lindbergh's speech was "Government 
by Representation or Subterfuge." It was a direct attack on Roose
velt's tactics. In a key statement he said: "The hypocrisy and subter
fuge that surrounds us comes out in every statement of the war party. 
When we demand that our Government listen to the 80% of the peo
ple who oppose war, they shout that we are causing disunity. The 
same groups who call on us to defend democracy and freedom 
abroad, demand that we kill democracy and freedom at home by forc
ing four-fifths of our people into war against their will. The one-fifth 
who are for war call the four-fifths who are against war the 'fifth col
umn.' "  He charged that the interventionists "know that the people of 
this country will not vote for war, and they therefore plan on involv
ing us through subterfuge." He contended that the interventionists 
and the administration "plan on creating incidents and situations" to 
force the United States into war. He insisted that the issue in the 
United States was "even greater than the issue of war or peace." He 
saw it as "the issue of whether or not we still have a representative 
government; whether or not we in the United States of America are 
still a free people, with the right to decide the fundamental policies of 
our nation ."17

On September 11, 1941, at an America First rally in Des Moines, 
Iowa, Charles A. Lindbergh delivered his most controversial and most 
damaging address. The purpose of the speech was to place on the 
record Lindbergh's opinions on which groups were most responsible 
for pushing the United States into war. He correctly anticipated the 
uproar his speech would provoke and abuse he would suffer for mak
ing it. He entitled the speech, "W ho Are the War Agitators?" More 
than eight thousand people crowded into the Des Moines Coliseum to 
hear Lindbergh. In his address Lindbergh charged, "The three most 
important groups who have been pressing this country toward war are 
the British, the Jewish, and the Roosevelt Administration." He con
tended that " I f  any one of these groups—the British, the Jewish, or 
the Administration—stops agitating for war" there would "be little 
danger of our involvement." In elaborating on his reference to the 
Roosevelt administration, Lindbergh charged that it was using "the 
war to justify the restriction of congressional power, and the assump
tion of dictatorial procedures.’"*



Then and later most of the attention focused on Lindbergh’s 
reference to the Jews. But that was his only public mention of Jews in 
any of his speeches. In his treatment of the three major groups of 
“ war agitators,’’ Lindbergh was most critical, least sympathetic, and 
most persistent in his criticism of the Roosevelt administration.

In Fort Wayne, Indiana, on October 3, in his First address after the 
Des Moines rally, Lindbergh worried that he might be giving his “ last 
address.”  He warned “ that an Administration which can throw this 
country into undeclared naval war against the will of our people, and 
without asking the consent of Congress, can by similar methods pre
vent freedom of speech among us.”  Consequently he spoke to his au
dience as though he were giving his last speech (he did give only one 
more before Pearl Harbor silenced him). He charged that “ not one 
step the Administration has taken in these last two years was placed 
honestly before our people as a step toward war.”  He contended that 
the administration had “ been treating our Congress more and more as 
the German Reichstag has been treated under the Nazi regime. Con
gress, like the Reichstag, is not consulted. The issue o f war or peace 
has never been put up to the people nor to its duly elected represen
tatives in Congress because the President and his Administration 
know that the people would not accept it.” 1'

Less than six weeks before Pearl Harbor, in New York’s Madison 
Square Garden, Lindbergh delivered what proved to be his final 
America First address. In that speech he charged that President 
Roosevelt and his administration “ preach about preserving Democ
racy and freedom abroad, while they practice Dictatorship and subter
fuge at home.”  In his view, “ They used the phrase ‘Steps Short of 
W ar’ to lead us to foreign war.”  He insisted: “ The most fundamental
issue today is not one of war or peace, but one of integrity____There
is no danger to this nation from without. The only danger lies from 
within.”  In the last sentence of what was to be his last noninterven
tionist speech, Lindbergh said, “ I appeal to all Americans, no matter 
what their viewpoint on the war may be, to unite behind the demand 
for a leadership in Washington that stands squarely upon American 
traditions—a leadership of integrity instead of subterfuge, of open
ness instead of secrecy; a leadership that demonstrates its Amer
icanism by taking the American people into its confidence.” 20

Before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, Lind
bergh had agreed to address an America First rally in Boston on De
cember 12. With the coming of war, America First canceled the rally. 
But Lindbergh had already drafted his speech for that meeting.
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Though he never delivered it, it provides a final expression of his views 
before Pearl Harbor. His intended topic was "W hat do We Mean by 
Democracy and Freedom?” He had planned to say "that democracy 
is gone from a nation when its people are no longer informed of the 
fundamental policies and intentions of their government,”  and that 
"  freedom  is a travesty among men who have been forced into war by a 
President they elected because he promised peace.”  He wrote: 
" Freedom and Democracy cannot long exist without a third quality, a 
quality called Integrity. It is a quality whose absence is alarming in our 
government today. Without integrity, freedom and democracy will be
come only politicians' nicknames for an American totalitarian state.”  
In his opinion the word that best described the "danger in America”  
was not invasion, intervention, Germany, Russia, or Japan; "that 
word is subterfuge.”  He insisted: "Subterfuge marked every step we 
made 'short of war,* and it now marks every step we are making 'short 
o f  a dictatorial system in America. Our nation has been led to war 
with promises of peace. It is now being led toward dictatorship with 
promises of democracy.” 11

Lindbergh's long battle against intervention in World War II 
brought him into personal contact with most leading noninterven
tionists in and out of Congress. He considered Democratic Senator 
Burton K. Wheeler of Montana the most able in either house of Con
gress. Ruth Sarles at the head of the America First Research Bureau in 
Washington was the committee’s liaison with the Senate in 1941. She 
had close contacts with Senate noninterventionists. Many years later 
she remembered Wheeler as one of the four most able noninterven
tionist senators (the others were Robert M. La Follette, Jr. of Wiscon
sin, Robert A. Taft of Ohio, and George D. Aiken of Vermont). She 
thought that if anyone could be singled out as the noninterventionist 
leader in the Senate in 1941, that person was Wheeler.21

The tall slender Senator Wheeler was bright, quick, and well in
formed. Despite his break with FDR on court packing in 1937, 
Wheeler had supported Roosevelt and most of his New Deal, and the 
president had often consulted him on legislative matters. As a progres
sive Democrat and a long-time Roosevelt supporter, Wheeler could 
not lightly be written off as a reactionary Republican anti-New Deal 
Roosevelt-hater. The well-stocked liquor supply he maintained in his 
office provided refreshment for those who stopped by to share 
thoughts, suggestions, and information on legislative tactics or for
eign policy. Bailey Stortz, Wheeler's able administrative assistant, 
knew the legislative ropes. Wheeler had been in the Senate a long time



(since 1923) and was a skilled tactician; he did his homework and 
knew how to get things done. He was an effective speaker and a for
midable adversary in debate. He had a sense of humor. He was a 
fighter with plenty of political courage; he did not back away from 
battle out of timidity or excess of political caution. He had an up-beat, 
can-do temperament and style that enabled him to bounce back after 
reverses, prepared to do battle again another day. Wheeler was his 
own man, but his feisty wife Lulu, to whom he was deeply devoted, 
shared his views and encouraged him in his battles against Roosevelt 
and his foreign policies. No senator was more prominent or active in 
battling against Roosevelt’s foreign policies in 1941 than Burton K. 
Wheeler. He provided legislative leadership, he orated and debated, 
and he traveled all over the United States delivering noninterventionist 
speeches and broadcasts under the auspices of the America First Com
mittee. ”

Senator Wheeler was a formidable adversary, and Roosevelt knew 
it. A bitter feud developed between the president and the senator from 
Montana. Neither of those talented politicians was prepared to pull 
his punches or back off. The two had set the tone for their contest 
early in 1941 when Wheeler called lend-lease “ the New Deal’s triple 
‘A’ foreign policy—it will plow under every fourth American boy,’’ 
and when Roosevelt responded at a press conference that Wheeler's 
statement was “ the most untruthful," the “ most dastardly, unpatri
otic thing that has ever been said," and that it was “ the rottenest thing 
that has been said in public life in my generation."24 Things went on 
from there!

In his many speeches Wheeler marshaled most of the standard 
noninterventionist arguments—with special emphases of his own. In 
April, for example, he told an America First audience in Denver that 
he disassociated himself “ from any ‘ism’ except patriotic Amer
icanism." He said he had “ always opposed dictatorship in any coun
try" and would continue to do so, just as he continued to oppose 
American involvement in foreign war. He denied charges that he was 
anti-British. As a bona fide New Dealer he berated Roosevelt for call
ing in “ money changers" and “ Wall Street lawyers" to direct inter
ventionist foreign policies. He ridiculed the image reversals that por
trayed Willkie, J. P. Morgan, and Thomas Lamont as “ liberals," 
while old progressives such as himself were seen as “ Tories, Nazi sym
pathizers, or anti-Semites" because they opposed involvement in war 
abroad. He called that “ intolerance" and “ bigotry." He charged that 
the Roosevelt administration was doing all it could “ to create an inci-
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dent to excite the American people to war.”  When the Roosevelt 
administration called for national unity, Wheeler responded that there 
would be “ an indivisible and enduring unity for peace and for free
dom,”  but that there could “ be no unity among the fathers and the 
mothers to send their sons to watery graves or to foreign battlefields. 
There will be no unity among the workers, the farmers, and business
men for repression of traditional and constitutional rights. And there 
will be no unity for a war that will destroy democracy in America.” 2’ 

Senator Wheeler told an audience in Salt Lake City that “ Hitler 
and Hitlerism” could “ never dominate the world so long as America 
remains a strong democracy,”  but that America would “ cease to be a 
democracy the minute it actually goes to war.”  In August he charged 
that it was “ the stupidity and folly and recklessness of American 
leaders”  that had drawn the United States “ closer and closer to the 
European and Asiatic bloodbaths.”  He insisted that America could 
save its democracy and freedom by solving its economic and social 
problems and by building its own military defenses. In a Labor Day 
speech in Illinois he predicted that labor would lose its rights when 
America went to war. He was hurt and troubled by attacks on him for 
his noninterventionist stand, but as he told an audience in California, 
“ There comes a time in a man's life when he has got to stand up for 
the things that he thinks to be right.” 2'

Part of the bitter fighting between Roosevelt andleading isola
tionists concerned use and control of means fo r,jofprjnînj^andJ n ^  
fluencîflğ puDTÎf o pînîöri—including mailing lists, use of the franking 
Privileg?,-  motion 'pictures, radio, newspapers, and propaganda 
organs. The use~and misuse of those media for transmitting ideas 
brougfit charges arid countercharges from both sides—sometimes fac
tual, usually emotional, Often distorted, and generally overblown. 
Much of the more vicious infighting originated with private in
dividuals and groups. On the interventionist side those included 
notably the Fight for Freedom Committee, whose chairman of the ex
ecutive committee was newsman Ulric Bell, and Friends of Democracy 
under the Unitarian clergyman the Reverend Leon M. Birkhead. 
Roosevelt and administration leaders played roles as well. Harry 
Hopkins, the president’s secretary Stephen T. Early, and military aide 
and secretary to the president, General Edwin M. “ Pa”  Watson, 
among others, channeled White House communications and actions 
on such matters. Among cabinet members, Secretary of Interior 
Harold L. Ickes willingly and eagerly functioned as a hatchet man for 
the administration in the battle against the isolationists. He had par-



ticularly close relations and communications with leaders of the Fight 
for Freedom Committee. Often (both then and later) it was impossible 
to determine with certainty just when, how, and whether Roosevelt 
was involved, directly or indirectly.17

Croups on both sides of the foreign policy debate constructed and 
used mailing lists to help get their message to the people. The Wash
ington office of America First persuaded noninterventionist congress
men and senators to permit confidential use of their mail for making 
such mailings lists. They tried to omit those who were critical of non- 
interventionism or who were pro-German or anti-Semitic. It was 
sometimes possible to determine or guess where the lists came from or 
how they had been compiled. There were occasional critical repercus
sions. Isolationists did not know, however, that at the request of Bell’s 
office Stephen Early authorized typists in the White House mail room 
to compile lists for Fight for Freedom, Inc. of names and addresses 
from interventionist postcards sent to the president.1*

More controversial was use of the franking privilege for mailing 
literature in the foreign policy debate. Congressmen were permitted le
gally to send their own speeches and other excerpts from the Congres
sional Record postage-free. It was also legal for bulk packages o f 
franked articles to be sent by a congressman or senator to “ one ad
dressee”  who could then address and remail them free. Those prac
tices had been used commonly by congressmen of all parties. Ad
ministration offices, from the White House on down, also used the 
franking privilege. There was no legal penalty for legislative misuse, 
and the practice was so widespread that few in Congress wanted to 
tamper with the system.11

Increasingly in 1941, however, there were allegations that the priv
ilege was being abused. Bell and the Fight for Freedom Committee 
were particularly aggressive in attacking isolationist misuse of the 
frank. They charged that anti-Semitic, pro-Nazi, and pro-German 
groups had sent out mail using franks of Senator Wheeler and other 
isolationist legislators. Wheeler denied the charge and threatened legal 
action, but Bell stood his ground and boasted that he had documen
tary proof. Henry Hoke, a writer and former direct mail advertising 
man, pressed similar allegations against isolationists.10

One much-publicized controversy over use of the frank erupted be
tween Senator Wheeler and Secretary of War Stimson and involved 
President Roosevelt in the background. On July 24, General George
C. Marshall brought Stimson two letters from soldiers complaining 
that they had received isolationist postcards from Wheeler urging
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them to write asking Roosevelt to keep America out of war. Believing 
that Wheeler had circularized American soldiers, Stimson determined 
to inform the press. Before doing so he telephoned the president. 
Roosevelt agreed with Stimson and advised him to tell newsmen that 
Wheeler’s action came very close to treason. Stimson was reluctant to 
put it quite so strongly. But he drafted a statement contending that the 
mailing would affect discipline and training and would thus impair 
“ defense against the dangers which now confront this country." Stim
son charged that Wheeler’s action came “ very near the line of subver
sive activities against the United States, if not treason." Roosevelt 
concurred in Stimson’s criticism of Wheeler. It was a major blow at a 
leading isolationist and his noninterventionist efforts.11

On July 28, however, Wheeler took the Senate floor to refute 
Stimson’s charges and to defend his action. He explained that there 
had been no attempt to circularize men in the armed forces. The words 
on the cards were from the Congressional Record. More than a mil
lion of the cards had been sent under Wheeler’s frank to a commercial 
mailing list. Wheeler said that so far as he knew only three of the cards 
had by chance—not calculated intent—gone to soldiers on active duty. 
Hiram Johnson and other senators spoke out in defense of Wheeler. 
Under the circumstances, Secretary Stimson issued a public apology to 
Wheeler; he thought that was the “ manly" thing to do.11

Though Wheeler came out of that episode very nearly unscathed, 
the use of the franking privilege had its unsavory side. On July 29, the 
German embassy in Washington had informed the German Foreign 
Ministry in Berlin o f the “ telling effect" of the million cards sent by 
Wheeler and of the controversy between Wheeler and Stimson. On 
July 30, Hans Thomsen, the chargé d’affaires in the German embassy, 
sent a top secret telegram to Berlin informing the Foreign Ministry 
that “ in recent months the mass dispatch of postcards has proved to 
be particularly effective as a propaganda action." He explained that 
“ as all of the postcards had the letterhead of the American Congress 
or of the members of Congress concerned and contained mainly 
material which was taken from purely American sources and also ap
peared in one form or other in the official * Congressional Record,’ 
our hand was not in any way recognizable."11

In September a federal district grand jury in Washington began 
hearings in an investigation of foreign propaganda in the United 
States. Sensational articles by investigative reporter Dillard Stokes in 
the Washington Post supplemented the probe. Stokes wrote of strange 
doings involving some twenty bags of franked envelopes containing
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isolationist speeches. A House of Representatives truck carried the 
bags of franked mail from Prescott Dennett's offices of the Make 
Europe Pay War Debts and Islands for War Debts committees to the 
offices of Congressman Hamilton Fish. Some of them went into stor
age, but a dozen were trucked on to the Washington offices of the 
America First Committee. In making midnight rounds Stokes dis
covered that some of that franked mail had been burned with trash be
hind the America First offices. On September 25 a United States mar
shal seized ten bags of the franked mail at the America First offices 
for use in the grand jury probe. Charges, countercharges, denials, ex
planations, and confusion followed. All of it seemed terribly sus
picious so far as Fish and America First were concerned. And there 
were questions about the isolationist legislators whose franks were on 
the mail involved.14

As the grand jury gradually sorted things out, it revealed that 
George Hill, assistant secretary to Fish, had served as a handyman for 
a propaganda ring managed by George Sylvester Viereck. Through his 
contacts with Hill, Viereck had speeches by noninterventionist con
gressmen and other materials inserted into the Congressional Record. 
Reprints of those and other isolationist pieces then were purchased by 
Dennett and distributed through his Make Europe Pay War Debts and 
Islands for War Debts committees. The materials were sent out in 
franked envelopes or were bundled and sent to various parts of the 
country where they were then mailed under congressional frank. 
Those organizations were backed and partially financed by Viereck, 
who was on the payroll of the German government. Other nonin
terventionist and pacifist organizations also purchased reprints in 
franked envelopes through Hill’s operation in Fish's offices. Both Hill 
and Viereck subsequently were convicted and sentenced for their roles 
in that clandestine arrangement.11

The office manager of the Washington chapter of America First 
denied that it had ordered the bags of franked mail delivered to its of
fices. Hill’s facilities for supplying reprints were known to America 
First officials. In addition to paying Hill to handle mailings of its war- 
peace polls, the America First Committee and some of its chapters 
purchased reprints from Hill. There is no evidence to indicate that 
America First leaders knew of the ties of Hill with Viereck at the 
time.14

The government did not initiate legal action against any of the con
gressmen and senators whose franks were used in the arrangement.
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Congressman Fish and Senator Nye took the floor for speeches pro
claiming their innocence of any wrongdoing and defending their use 
o f the frank. Fish described the episode as an effort to “ smear" those 
who were trying to keep the United States out of the war. In an official 
report prepared for the Justice Department after the war, attorney 
O. John Rogge listed Congressmen Stephen A. Day and Hamilton 
Fish and Senators Rush D. Holt and Ernest Lundeen as legislators 
who had collaborated with Viereck in the scheme. He listed twenty 
others (including Senators La Follette, Nye, Reynolds, Shipstead, and 
Wheeler) as legislators “ used" by Viereck, though he found no evi
dence that any of them “ had knowledge of the fact." There is no 
evidence that they knew of the ties of Hill with Viereck at the time or 
o f the German funds involved."

In a personal letter written in 1947 after he left the Senate, Wheeler 
defended his use of the frank. He thought it “ a perfectly legimate 
thing" and that the charges were efforts “ to smear everyone and any
one" opposed to American involvement in the war. Wheeler wrote: 
“ Every executive branch of the Government from the President on 
down to every petty bureau and sub-division, have the franking privi
lege, and they use it to send out tons of propaganda, and the only way 
it can be contradicted is for members of Congress who are opposed to 
their views to have the same privilege. The only way to preserve De
mocracy in this or any other country is to have an informed public 
opinion, and you cannot have an informed public opinion if your 
newspapers, your motion pictures, and your radio are carrying on a 
campaign giving only one side of the picture, and this is particularly so 
when they are also the views of the executive branches of the Govern
ment. Members of Congress who are in opposition to the Administra
tion's views, under those conditions, would have very little, if any op
portunity to get their views before any large segment of the popula
tion. In the campaign to get this country into war . . . many of the 
large national and international banking houses were all in favor of 
the war, as was President Roosevelt, members of his Cabinet, most of 
the democratic Senators, and most of the newspapers and leading 
magazines thruout the United States. Only the people were against it. 
. . .  In some states practically all of the newspapers are owned by one 
corporation, or one group, and a Senator who opposes that corpora
tion, or group of corporations who own or dominate the newspapers, 
and in some instances the radio as well, could not possibly get his 
views before the people of this State, were it not for the fact that he
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had use of the franking privilege.” 1* Whatever one concludes on the 
matter, the franking controversy in 1941 further discredited those who 
were battling against President Roosevelt’s foreign policies.
, A proposed Senate investigation of interventionist propaganda in 

motion pictures and radio broadcasts inflamed emotions and further 
Discredited isolationists. In the 1930s the motion picture industry had 
(produced many antiwar pictures. By 1940-41, however, the industry 
was overwhelmingly interventionist. The Roosevelt administration 
and interventionist pressure groups won enthusiastic support in Holly
wood. America First, on the other hand, found it almost impossible to 
get support there and encountered vehement opposition from leading 
figures in the industry.1*

In January, 1941, in the midst of the lend-lease debate, Senator 
Wheeler wrote complaining that motion pictures and newsreels were 
not giving equal coverage to both sides of the foreign policy debate. 
He complained of “ propaganda for war”  that motion picture com
panies promoted. And he warned that legislation would “ have to be 
enacted regulating the industry in this respect unless the industry itself 
displays a more impartial attitude.”  Will Hays, president of the Mo
tion Picture Producers and Distributors of America, replied with a 
spirited defense of the motion picture industry and denied any “ inten
tion to incite to war.”  Hays forwarded to President Roosevelt copies 
of the exchange of letters. In February, young R. Douglas Stuart, Jr., 
öf America First wrote that “ films that have nothingjo do with the 
European war are now loaded with lies and ideas which bring about an 
interventionist reaction.” 40

The talented actress Lillian Gish had helped arouse support for 
World War I. In 1941, however, she was a member of the America 
First national committee and at various meetings spoke movingly 
against intervention in the European war. But in August, 1941, she 
privately told General Wood that because o f her active role in Amer
ica First she had been blacklisted by movie studios in Hollywood and 
by legitimate theater and had been unable to find employment acting. 
Her agent finally got her a movie contract offer, but it was made on 
the condition that she first resign from America First and refrain from 
stating that reason for her resignation. She needed the work. Conse
quently (though still opposed to American involvement in World War 
II), Miss Gish resigned from the committee, gave no more speeches at 
America First meetings, an<i never made public the reason for her ac
tion.41
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The proposed Senate investigation of war propaganda in radio and 
motion pictures was almost entirely a product of noninterventionist 
efforts. John T. Flynn drafted the resolution, and on August 1 Sena
tor Bennett Champ Clark of Missouri introduced it for himself and 
Senator Nye. The resolution would have authorized the Senate 
Committee on Interstate Commerce “ or any duly authorized sub
committee“  to investigate propaganda in motion pictures and radio 
broadcasts designed “ to influence public sentiment in the direction of 
participation by the United States in the present European war.“  On 
that same day Senator Nye delivered a major radio address in St. 
Louis on the subject. He charged that motion picture companies had 
“ become the most gigantic engines of propaganda in existence to 
rouse the war fever in America and plunge this Nation to her destruc
tion.“  He named the men and companies that he believed'dominated 
the industry. Partly he blamed Hollywood's interventionism on refu
gees and British actors working there. But he particularly emphasized 
economic explanations, charging that foreign markets (especially in 
Britain and the Commonwealth countries) accounted for most of the 
profits realized from American motion pictures. He also suspected the 
federal government of encouraging production of interventionist 
films. War propaganda in movies was particularly “ insidious," he 
said, because viewers expected to be entertained and were not on 
guard against it.41

Wheeler w è /chairman of the Senate Interstate Commerce Com
mittee, to which the proposed resolution was referred. He appointed 
the subcommittee to consider the Nye-Clark resolution. That subcom
mittee was chaired by D. Worth Clark, a Democrat from Idaho who 
spoke frequently at America First meetings. It included Homer T. 
Bone, Democrat from Washington; Charles W. Tobey, Republican 
from New Hampshire; C. Wayland Brooks, Republican from Illinois; 
and Ernest W. McFarland, Democrat from Arizona. All were active 
noninterventionists except McFarland. Using funds provided by one 
o f the larger contributors to America First, Flynn directed most of the 
research for the probe. The America First Committee supported the 
whole project, which was launched in an atmosphere of much nonin
terventionist enthusiasm.41

The motion picture industry did not go on the defensive in the face 
o f the proposed investigation. Wendell L. Willkie (then an outspoken 
interventionist) served as its legal counsel, and with enthusiastic back
ing from the industry and from interventionists he made the hearings



more embarrassing for noninterventionists than for the motion pic
ture industry. The probe was promptly subjected to an avalanche o f 
criticism and abuse on the grounds that it and Senator Nye were anti- 
Semitic. Jews controlled considerably more than half of the motion 
picture industry, and most of the persons Nye had named in his St. 
Louis broadcast were Jewish.44

Senator Nye, of course, denied the charges, insisting that his only 
objective was to prevent American intervention in foreign war. He 
said that the mgn he had named in his speech did in fayt control the 
motion picture industry; it was their waT propaganda he objected jo , 
"he saidT not theirjreligion.^ Ön September Ç’.Tîÿè^êrâborated on his 
views wTien*he testiFied before Senator Clark's subcommittee. He con
tended that those charging him with anti-Semitism were doing so “ to 
cover the tracks of those who have been pushing our country on the 
way to war with their propaganda." He flatly denied that he, Clark, 
or the investigation were anti-Semitic, and he promised to battle 
against racial prejudice and anti-Semitism if war brought such prej
udice to America. In his testimony he complained that motion pictures 
portrayed “ a lot of glory for war" and exaggerated “ the glory of cer
tain peoples engaged in that w ar." He said the movies were “ not re
vealing the sons of mothers writhing in agony in trench, in mud, on 
barbed wire, amid scenes of battle or sons of mothers living legless, or 
lungless, or brainless, or sightless in hospitals."41

On October 2, Senator Wheeler told a large audience at an Amer
ica First rally in Los Angeles that he could not understand how Ameri
can leaders in the motion picture industry were “ willing to pervert 
their genius from entertainment to war propaganda." He insisted that 
no one in the Senate wanted to “ curb free speech" or “ provide cen
sorship,”  but the legislators did expect the motion picture industry 
“ not to carry on propaganda to try to take American boys to the 
slaughter pen of Europe and A sia."4*

Despite their denials and protestations to the contrary, the charges 
that the probe was anti-Semitic probably encouraged an early ad
journment of the hearings in the fall of 1941. They were never re
newed. The subcommittee made no report before Pearl Harbor, and 
on December 18 it recommended that “ in the interests of national 
unity" it would not be desirable to submit a detailed report on its find
ings.47 The Nye-Clark resolution and the subcommittee hearings did 
not change the character of motion pictures, but they did further iden
tify leading isolationists with anti-Semitism in the minds of many 
Americans.
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There was continual tugging and pulling as both sides in the for
eign policy debate sought radio time. Each side worried that the other 
got too much time on the air. In 1938 administration leaders were an
gered by attacks from radio commentator Boake Carter. They tried to 
silence him through his sponsor. Roosevelt told Secretary of Labor 
Frances Perkins that he wished it might be found that Carter was in 
the country illegally. He had immigrated to the United States from 
England and was a naturalized citizen. His record was investigated. 
When Boake Carter’s sponsor’s contract for his broadcasts ended late 
in 1938, the White House tried to persuade that company to sponsor 
the more friendly John Franklin Carter (Jay Franklin) as a commen
tator. The White House also closely followed the steps that finally 
ended Father Charles E. Coughlin’s inflammatory broadcasts. At the 
same time the White House had cooperative relations with commen
tators who supported Roosevelt’s foreign policies, including Walter 
Winched, a vehement critic of isolationists.4'

Isolationists complained that most radio commentators were anti
isolationist, thus distorting equal time calculations to the disadvantage 
o f noninterventionists. Isolationists benefited, however, in having 
Burton K. Wheeler as chairman of the Senate Interstate Commerce 
Committee. He had good relations with the chairman of the Federal 
Communications Commission, and broadcast executives could not 
lightly ignore the senator. Wheeler tried to see to it that the networks 
and stations did not discriminate against noninterventionists in allo
cating broadcast time.4*

During 1941 the America First Committee served as unofficial 
clearing house for noninterventionist broadcasts, including those not 
made under America First auspices. It was a difficult task. As Ruth 
Sarles wrote later, *'’America First had to scratch and claw at the net
works, to cajole and humor, to plead and threaten, in order that it 
might present a small percentage of the aggregate propaganda of its 
opponents. America First's problem was acute. The time it weaned 
away from the networks was frequently given grudgingly and seldom 
without the admonition: ‘Now don’t ask again until next m onth.’” 10

Roosevelt and interventionists saw the situation differently. In 
1941 the president asked the chairman of the FCC to provide him with 
a report showing how much time the networks were giving America 
First as compared to the time given those supporting the administra
tion’s foreign policies. When that report was not quickly forthcoming, 
FDR firmly renewed his request. The tabulation he received in No-
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vember showed a fairly equitable distribution during the first ten 
months of 1941, but with interventionists getting more broadcast time 
than isolationists.” Almost certainly neither Roosevelt nor the isola
tionists found the allocation of radio time satisfactory from their dif
fering perspectives.

-  Roosevelt’s standing with the press on foreign policy matters was 
much stronger than it had been on domestic issues. Colonel Robert R. 
McCormick's Chicago Tribune and the Hearst newspapers headed the 
list of isolationist newspapers in the United States. They were unre
lenting in their attacks on the president and his policies. They were by 
no means alone. But some of the more prestigious and influential 
news publications strongly supported the president on foreign affairs. 
Those included, among others, the New York Times, the New York 
Herald Tribune, Frank Knox’s Chicago Daily News, and Henry 
Luce’s Time Magazine. Papers supporting Roosevelt’s foreign poli
cies, as often as not, were conservative, Republican, and anti-New 
Deal on domestic issues. The publications supporting him on foreign 
affairs were most numerous in the interventionist East and South, but 
they were by no means limited to those sections. For example, the 
Gardner Cowles papers in Iowa, the Des M oines Register and 
Tribune, were internationalist rather than isolationist in their perspec
tives. Some newspapers were as biased in their attacks on isolationists 
as the Chicago Tribune was in its attacks on interventionists. They in
cluded, among others, PM, which began publication in New York in 
June, 1940, under the editorial direction of Ralph Ingersoll. In a letter 
to Ingersoll, Roosevelt welcomed the inauguration of the newspaper, 
just as in 1941 he applauded the founding of Marshall Field’s Chicago 
Sun to challenge McCormick’s Tribune in that heartland city.12

Roosevelt was a master at the art of conducting press conferences, 
though he had an easier task than later presidents who would have to 
face the unforgiving glare of live television. FDR permitted no direct 
quotes without explicit permission. He was free to make comments off 
the record or only for background purposes if he chose (which he 
often did). And newsmen found it unwise to break his rules. In addi
tion, FDR’s warm personality, good humor, timing, sense for the dra
matic, and talent for obfuscation usually kept him in command of the 
situation; newsmen rarely caught him off balance. Generally he was 
more attracted to writers who urged him to lead boldly than by those 
who advised caution in pressing his foreign policy moves. In that sense 
he preferred the outspoken interventionist columnist Dorothy Thomp
son to an Arthur Krock. The White House courted sympathetic news
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men and cooperated in providing them with “ inside" information 
and guidance, as in 1940 when Joseph Alsop and Robert Kintner 
wrote their book, American White Paper, making the case for FDR's 
foreign policies."

The most sensational, controversial, and damned newspaper item 
in the contest between isolationists and the administration was the 
publication, on December 4, 1941, in the Chicago Tribune and Wash
ington Times-Herald of secret War Department contingency plans for 
an American expeditionary force for the military invasion of Hitler's 
Europe. Isolationists saw the revelation as further evidence of the war
like intentions of the Roosevelt administration and of the huge magni
tude of the war effort the plans envisaged; administration leaders and 
interventionists saw it as further evidence of the treasonous actions of 
isolationists who would leak such vital information to the world—and 
to the likely enemy. The White House prepared a statement explaining 
the plans as only for contingency purposes; “ To secure surreptitiously 
such a study and publish it as a conclusive plan of the United States 
Government clearly violates the most elemental conception of loyalty, 
patriotism and good citizenship." Interventionists, administration 
leaders, the Justice Department, and the FBI scurried about trying to 
determine who leaked the plans and how. Actually, the same Army 
Air Force officer who had secretly provided Senator Wheeler with in
formation in June, 1940, had made the contingency plans available to 
the Montana Democratic senator. Wheeler, in turn, showed them to 
Chesly Manly, a Washington correspondent for the Chicago Tribune, 
who wrote the article—and stoutly refused to reveal the source for his 
information.14

Both Roosevelt and isolationists followed public opinion jjoIIs 
closeiy, born nliered their evaluations pf.j^olls through their own 
hopes and observations, and both emphasized those findings that rein-' 
forced their different preferences in the foreign policy debate. Roose
velt reliecTon a widc ranee of sources In shaping his conceptions of 
public opinion. Leading pollsters channeled their findings to the 
White House, as did specialized pollsters. Hadley Cantril from Prince
ton fed poll results to Mrs. Anna M. Rosenberg for the White House. 
FDR welcomed polling data, but he did not uncritically let them con
trol his tactical moves.11

Throughout 1941 polls consistently showed that a majority of 
Americans thought it more essential for the United States to help as
sure defeat of the Axis, even at the risk of war, than it was for the 
United States to stay out of the war. Polls indicated majority-support
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for each of the aid-short-of-war steps initiated by Roosevelt. Given 
those patterns, the administration and interventionists pressed for 
"national unity," urging all Americans to unite behind the president's 
policies in the face of the Axis menace. That "unity" theme meshed 
with the interventionist assumption (either explicit or implied) that 
dissent from the administrations’s foreign policies was not really con
sistent with patriotism or loyalty, and that dissent represented irre
sponsible partisanship, fifth-column activity, pro-Nazi sympathies, or 
even treason. Roosevelt did not discourage such attitudes toward non- 
interventionist dissent, and he did and ja id  much to encourage such 
attitudes.14 -

"Isolationists too followed the polls. They particularly emphasized 
that so m ëW percent oPthe American people opposed a declaration of 
war~ByIlR[U nited States. h rl9 4 T th e  America First Committee sup
ported legislation th^TwouldTiäve provided for an advisory referen
dum on whether the United States should or should not declare war; 
committee leaders were confident that such a referendum would result 
in an overwhelming vote against war. Th^committee also financed 
polls on that question in the congressional districts of HamlltoiiTish 
in New Törlc,TCnute Hill in Washington state,'Harry SauthôFfln'Wis- 
consin, and^Paul Shafer in Michigan.^Each of the polls showed exactîy 
wjjai^ttré America First Committee expected it to show—approxi
mately 80 percent opposed to entering the war. The committee consid
ered conducting such a referendunTTn" N ortF Carolina, but Senator 
Robert R. Reynolds there advised against it WcauseJisjöS-Convinced 
it would result in an embarrassingjprowar vote.1'

More than Roosevelt and interventionists, isolationists were skep- 
tical ofpublic opinion poll findings and thÔügfif tKë questions lyecßju- 
asgtftfT fävgf of th e’gtfffltTTlsrrät ion’s policiesv ïn April, Senator Ar
thur H. Vandenberg wrote to Dr. George Gallup criticizing the choice 
of some of the questions used in polling. Vandenberg thought Gallup 
was on "sound ground" when dealing with specific events. He ob
jected, however, to speculative questions, including the question that 
asked whether Americans favored going to war if there were no other 
way to defeat Germany and Italy. He thought that question was nebu
lous and treacherous, " a  menace not only to the British who may be 
misled by it but also to American leadership which may be misled by 
i t ." 11

Early in May, 1941, Senator Nye introduced a resolution calling 
fo ran  inyestigation of pnhlir npjqjpp pn|ls^ln June, he introduced a 
bill that would have required publications reporting public opinion
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polls to publish statistics on the number ofjpersons polled and would 
have'rëquiréd pointers to keep their raw data for at least two years.5* 
Neither of Nye’s proposals was approved in the Senate.

In the summer of 1941 the America First Committee provided 
funds to enable a committee under Robert M. Hutchins, president of 
the University of Chicago, to conduct an independent public opinion 
poll. That survey indicated that the public overwhelmingly believed 
that Congress, rather than the president, should be the source of any 
action likely to involve the United States in war. It indicated that two- 
thirds of those with opinions opposed use of American armed forces 
in bases in Africa, the Azores, or the Cape Verde Islands. Nearly 80 
percent opposed American entry into the war as a full belligerent. But 
approximately two-thirds opposed any offer by the United States to 
.mediate between England and Germany. A clear majority would have 
been willing to go to war if the Western Hemisphere were attacked.40

R. Douglas Stuart, Tr., béIîèvedThârAmericahs wanted fö stay out 
o f war more than they wanted a British victory over Germany,4' but 
his yjews were not verified by the Hutchins committee poll that Amer
ica First fuıancçd. Until after the Japanese attack öh'FeärTHarbor, 
Roosevelt was not able to win national unity behind the administra
tion’s foreign policies. Similarly, the America First Committee was 
never able to focus public attention solely on the simple issue of 
whrthw m rWiar*» war or not. The possible consequences to the 
United States of an Axis victory seriously disturbed most Americans. 
A majority was convinced that Germany had to be defeated even if 
thaTrêquîreï American intervention in the war. Despite noninterven
tionist efforts, the foreign policy debate in 1941 was conducted largely 
on the aid-short-of-war grounds chosen by the president—not on the 
war-or-peace issue the isolationists preferred.

Much of the contest between isolationists and interventionists, 
even as it involved President Roosevelt, was conducted through pri
vate citizens, privately owned facilities, and through nongovernmental 
organizations—including the America First Committee, Committee to 
Defend America, Fight for Freedom Committee, Friends of Democ
racy, and many others. But there were those who wanted the president 
to establish a government propaganda agency to function powerfully 
and positively in efforts to rescue American minds away from isola
tionism. Secretary of Interior Harold L. Ickes was the most persistent 
advocate in the president’s cabinet for the creation of such a govern- 

jment organ.42
~  Ickes had felt a brief flutter of hope for his propaganda scheme in
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1938 when the president had appointed the experienced newsman, 
Lowell Mellett, as director of the National Emergency Council. In
1939 it was abolished, and Roosevelt named Mellett director of a new 
Office of Government Reports, a part of the executive office of the 
president. Mellett conducted a low-key informational and coor
dinating service. He put a premium on building good relations with 
people in the communications media. He encouraged and helped coor
dinate programs and activities by internationalist groups. His style 
was consistent with FDR’s early cautious, step-at-a-time approach. 
Mellett feared that any high-powered government propaganda effort 
might alienate more than influence and could be counterproductive.41

Secretary Ickes had no patience with what he saw as Mellett’s cau
tious, almost timid, approach. For that matter he was impatient with 
Roosevelt's aid-short-of-war, step-at-a-time approach. He respected 
the president but became convinced that the United States must enter 
the war and play its full military role in helping defeat Hitler and the 
Nazis. He believed that required bold leadership, massive military 
preparations, and positive ideological preparations as well. Secretary 
of War Stimson and Secretary of Navy Knox agreed with Ickes, and so 
did other fervent interventionists inside and outside the government.44

Ickes repeatedly tried to prod Roosevelt into a more aggressive and 
positive propaganda effort. By November, 1940, he had persuaded the 
president to appoint a cabinet committee (chaired by Ickes, and in
cluding Stimson, Knox, and others) to consider what Stimson called 
"affirmative propaganda." On November 28, Ickes reported for his 
committee to Roosevelt, "The nation needs adequate defense against 
subversive propaganda in addition to measures now being taken by 
the several intelligence services to combat subversive activities." He 
wrote that "the  transcendent importance of the educational effort in
volved indicates that this agency should be set up and operated by the 
Government of the United States, but that it should work closely with 
all voluntary civic organizations having a common purpose." With 
Mellett's Office of Government Reports probably in mind, Ickes 
wrote that the new agency should "be  kept entirely separate from any 
other informational effort." His committee believed it could be estab
lished without additional legislative authorization or appropriations.41

Not until March 3, as the lend-lease battle drew to a close, did 
FDR finally respond formally to the report Ickes had submitted for 
his committee on November 28. In his letter on March 3, Roosevelt 
approved the report " in  principle" and asked Ickes to submit names 
o f individuals who might serve as director and as members of the ad-
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visory committee.** But nothing happened on the matter in the White 
House—at least not quickly enough for Ickes.

Frustrated and discouraged, Ickes wrote the president again on 
March 12 that he felt “ like a squirrel in a cage" because he had “ been 
getting exactly nowhere" in his efforts to accomplish “ an organiza
tion to fight German propaganda and to sustain and fortify the 
morale of our own people." Since his efforts had “ not been able to 
make the wheels go," he asked FDR to relieve him “ of any further re
sponsibility in this matter" and put it “ in the hands of someone who 
can make" the necessary progress. But Ickes did not entirely give up 
his efforts.*7

At the cabinet meeting on April 17, Stimson, Ickes, Knox, and 
others helped move the president to action. Stimson introduced the 
subject, and all agreed something should be done. Extended discus
sion failed to produce agreement on the person to direct the agency. 
At the suggestion of Ickes, the president asked Vice-President Henry 
A. Wallace to serve as acting director until a permanent director was 
named. Roosevelt suggested that the new agency be named the Office 
o f Civilian Defense. As Stimson recorded it, the new OCD “ should 
encourage home defense but, above all, it should affirmatively stimu
late patriotism." Wallace set to work at his task.**

Finally, on May 20, 1941, President Roosevelt appointed Mayor 
Fiorello H. La Guardia of New York City to be the unpaid director of 
the Office o f Civilian Defense. La Guardia was a Republican and had 
good relations with western progressives. But he was also an out
spoken interventionist and had long denounced Hitler and the Nazis in 
vigorous terms. Early in 1941, as president of the United States Con
ference of Mayors, La Guardia had submitted to Roosevelt a report 
on the requirements for defense of city inhabitants in the event of at
tack. He had a colorful personality, real political skill, and boundless 
energy.**

President Roosevelt’s executive order establishing the Office of Ci
vilian Defense directed it “ to facilitate constructive civilian participa
tion in the defense program, and to sustain national morale." Roose
velt’s conception of the “ morale" aspect was made clear when he 
wrote asking Mellett, Ickes, and Ulric Bell of the Fight for Freedom 
Committee to confer with La Guardia “ in regard to the whole subject 
o f  effective publicity to offset the propaganda of the Wheelers, Nyes, 
and Lindburghs, etc." It was part of the battle against isolationists.70

Ickes had not suggested La Guardia for the appointment. He 
thought the mayor was a good choice for civilian defense, but thought



i t 4‘a mistake to include morale and counter-propaganda under civil
ian defense.”  He doubted whether La Guardia was the right person to  
head that effort. And La Guardia seemed much too busy to confer in 
depth with Ickes.7'

Ickes’s misgivings proved justified from his perspective. La Guar
dia spread his great energies much too thin over too many tasks. De
spite his interventionist convictions, he neglected the propaganda, mo
rale, and antiisolationist aspect. Under La Guardia’s direction the 
Office of Civilian Defense did try to improve morale and build sup
port for the administration’s policies. Some of those efforts provoked 
critical responses, as when the OCD sent clergymen an outline for a  
sermon it suggested they deliver near Armistice Day in November. An 
editorial in the Cincinnati Post claimed that pastors did not object to 
the proposed sermon’s emphases on democracy and freedom of reli
gion; rather, many objected to 44the fact that the suggestion comes 
from a government official.”  Objections were the stronger because 
earlier Colonel Early E. W. Duncan, commanding officer of Lowry 
Field in Colorado, had declared America First headquarters off limits 
for men under his command and had threatened to make churches off 
limits whose pastors 4'preach against true Americanism.” 71 Ickes did 
not necessarily like those steps, but the morale and propaganda efforts 
by the Office of Civilian Defense were more limited and feeble than 
Ickes wanted.

The differences on that matter between Roosevelt and Ickes con
cerned tactics, and perhaps timing; the two did not differ in their at
titudes toward isolationists, Hitler, the Nazis, or on the vital necessity 
for defeating the Axis states. In those troubled times and in that 
heated contest over foreign policy, neither Roosevelt nor Ickes distin
guished clearly between American isolationists on the one hand and 
Hitler’s Nazi agents and sympathizers on the other. And as they faced 
noninterventionist opposition in 1941, neither FDR nor Ickes gave 
priority in their scale of values to tolerance, forbearance, or the right 
to dissent on foreign policy matters.

President Roosevelt was not reticent in trying to use government 
investigative and legal powers to crush isolationists. On balance, the 
Justice Department and J. Edgar Hoover's Federal Bureau of In
vestigation were more restrained in using their resources against isola

t io nists than FDR^was. From time to time the FBI received allegations 
of wrongdoing, foreign connections, or treasonous activities by in
dividual isolationists or isolationist organizations. Often allegations 
clearly were from cranks and had no factual bases. Hoover ac
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knowledged receipt of allegations and had agents check those that ap
peared to have any possible substance. He took particular note of 
them when they came from or were channeled through the White 
House, the attorney general’s office, or members of Congress. The re
sults usually were negative, lhe_charges false, distorted, or providing 
no bases for legal action.71

For eXarrtpler h r  +959^and 1940 the FBI received from various 
sources allegations concerning foreign connections of Senator Gerald 
P. Nye. Hoover responded particularly to a letter forwarded from 
Roosevelt and to a memorandum from Stephen Early, the president’s 
secretary, about Nye and Secretary of War Harry Woodring. As a re
sult, Hoover had FBI agents make a detailed investigation. After the 
probe Hoover informed Early and the attorney general that “ the in
vestigation has failed to develop any substantiation of any of the 
charges made” against Nye or Woodring.74 Similar patterns evolved 
with allegations against other leading isolationists. Charges of misuse 
o f the franking privilege, including those made by Henry Hoke, had 
some substance and helped lead to the grand jury probe in the fall of 
1941 and to subsequent convictions of Viereck, Hill, and others. But 
despite the many charges of pro-Nazi ties and activities that were di
rected against Charles A. Lindbergh, the FBI found no grounds for le
gal actions against him.71 The dearth of actionable evidence, however, 
was not what FDR, Ickes, or fervent interventions expected or 
wanted.

J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI received many communications alleging 
that isolationist organizations were pro-Nazi or subversive, \yith for
eign ties and receiving foreign funds. Such allegations concerning the 
America First Committee began to reach Hoover soon after it was or
ganized in the fall of 1940, even before the committee began to form 
local chapters or hold public rallies. Such charges poured in through
out the history of America First and after. The FBI obtained firsthand 
reports on America First meetings. Some of those reports came from 
unidentified sources, some from antiisolationist individuals and or
ganizations, some from interventionist newsmen and columnists such 
as Walter Winchell, some from military intelligence, and others (gen
erally the most balanced and descriptive) from the FBI’s own agents.7*

From time to time isolationists charged the FBI with using wire
taps. In 1940 Roosevelt had authorized the use of wiretaps in terms 
that could have been directed against isolationists if (like FDR and 
Ickes) one viewed the isolationists as actual or potential fifth colum
nists. The State Department’s Adolf A. Berle, after long discussion
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with Hoover, wrote in his diary that the FBI had "done far less actual 
wire tapping than the Treasury, the S.E.C. and several of these agen
cies." Ickes had, himself, used wire taps in the course of his infighting 
within the administration.77 Hoover was highly sensitive to any criti
cism of the FBI, and throughout the prewar period he flatly denied 
that the FBI used wiretaps on America First offices. Its various re
ports summarizing its information within the FBI on America First 
did not reveal evidence of wire tapping. Indeed, the historian writing 
many years after the committee's records were opened for research 
may be struck by the skimpiness of the FBI's factual information on 
the inside workings of America First, the much erroneous information 
it had, the extent to which its files contained undocumented charges 
from actively antiisolationist sources, and the skepticism and restraint 
that Hoover and the FBI demonstrated in the face of those unsubstan
tiated allegations.71

At the same time, national leaders of America First and leaders of 
some local chapters (in Los Angeles, New York, and Washington,
D.C., for example) invited the FBI to examine their files and sought 
FBI help in their efforts to cleanse its rolls of any pro-Nazi or subver
sive elements. Hoover denied that his agents examined America First 
rolls, but local agents of the FBI did examine America First files in 
Chicago.7*

Roosevelt prodded the FBI and Justice Department to look into 
America First and the affairs of leading isolationists, but he got less 
action than he wanted. On February 21, 1941, during the lend-Iease 
debate, FDR transmitted an America First circular to his secretary, 
Stephen Early, with a memorandum asking: "Will you find out from 
someone—perhaps F.B.I.—who is paying for this?" Early referred 
FDR’s memorandum and the circular to Hoover. He responded 
promptly with a memorandum dated March 1 that, Hoover wrote, 
"no t only furnishes the desired information, but provides additional 
data concerning the America First Committee." Actually, the eight- 
page memorandum provided for the president at that time contained 
largely easily available public information (most of it correct) with lit
tle detail on the committee's finances. On March 19, Hoover for
warded to General Watson, for the president, a memorandum on the 
committee's plans to send senators and congressmen on speaking 
tours across the country.'0 From time to time the White House for
warded to Hoover letters that Roosevelt had received from interven
tionists urging investigation or prosecution of America First and its 
leading figures. At the request of Attorney General Francis Biddle, the
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FBI provided the Justice Department and the White House with a de
tailed report on an America First meeting in Los Angeles on October 2 
that Senator Wheeler addressed."

On November 17, Roosevelt sent a confidential memorandum to 
Attorney General Biddle asking him to speak to him “ about the possi
bility of a Grand Jury investigation of the money sources behind the 
America First Committee." Roosevelt wrote, “ It certainly ought to be 
looked into and I cannot get any action out of Congress.” "  As a re
sult the FBI began preparing an up-to-date summary of what it had in 
its files on America First. By December 4, the FBI had prepared a 
twenty-one-page summary memorandum on the America First Com
mittee for the attorney general. It had not, however, made an exhaus
tive concentrated investigation." And the Justice Department was not 
yet prepared to undertake a grand jury probe or prosecution of Amer
ica First.

J. Edgar Hoover, in his capacity as director of the FBI and under 
the authority of President Roosevelt, also cooperated with British 
agents and agencies in the United States that shared with Roosevelt 
and the interventionists in defeating American isolationists. The Brit
ish Library of Information in New York provided English leaders with 
impressively full and accurate information on the state o f American 
public and press opinion. It actively helped interventionists, including 
the Fight for Freedom Committee, in efforts to move public opinion 
in the direction of aid and involvement on the side of Great Britain's 
struggle against the Axis states. Similarly, William S. Stephenson and 
his British Security Co-Ordination in New York, with Roosevelt’s as
sent and Hoover's cooperation, actively helped in the domestic strug
gle against American isolationists. Stephenson's organization secretly 
worked to discredit America First, Lindbergh, Fish, and other isola
tionists."



Chapter 31

Pearl Harbor

In the contest between Roosevelt and the isolationists, East Asia and 
the Pacific were the “ back door to war.”  Both President Roosevelt 
and leading opponents of his foreign policies looked primarily to Eu
rope rather than to Asia. Roosevelt saw H itler and Nazi Germany jn  
.Europe as the most dangerous threats to peace, freedom, and security: 
isolationism took form in opposition to involvement in European 
wars and alliances. The possibilities of war with Japan seemed less 
alarming both to interventionists and to isolationists than war in Eu
rope. Though most Americans abhorred Nazi Germany and Fascist 
Italy, hard line polirW  Topan pnrnnnrered less opposition
than did comparable policies toward the Axis states in Europe—  

Moreover, most American actions to check or slow~Japanese ex
pansion in Asia and the Pacific were undertaken by executive author
ity rather than through Congress. Noninterventionists had fewer and 
less clear-cut opportunities to battle in Congress against Roosevelt’s 
Far East policies than they had in opposing his policies toward the war 
in Europe. Conceivably lend-lease, draft extension, and revision of 
neutrality legislation in 1941 might have been couched in terms of the 
Pacific war—but for the most part they were not. During seventeen 
months before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor the Roosevelt ad
ministration did not seek congressional approval for legislation or 
treaties that would have given noninterventionists opportunities to 
battle directly against his policies toward the Sino-Japanese war. Not 
until the closing months of 1941 did most isolationists (or interven
tionists) direct much attention to the war in Asia. Even then they never 
fully refocused the foreign policy debate from the Atlantic to the Pa
cific. Even if they had, by the latter part of 1941 executive decisions 
(both in Japan and in the United States) had set in motion develop
ments moving the countries toward war that could not readily have
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been checked by legislative action and were not likely to be reversed by 
administrative action (in either country).

China remained central to Japanese concerns in East Asia and to 
differences between the United States and Japan. By 1940 and 1941, 
however, the Tripartite Pact that bound Japan to Germany and Italy, 
Japanese expansion into French Indochina, the Russo-German war, 
hard-line nudgings on Roosevelt from Britain’s Churchill, and oil 
(Japan’s need for it and the withholding of it by the United States, 
Britain, and the Netherlands) combined to make the compound in 
Asia more complicated and explosive. The Tripartite Pact of Septem
ber, 1940, made the Rome-Berlin-Tokyo Axis seem more formidable 
worldwide and increased the alarming possibilities of a two-ocean war 
for the United States and Britain. The Tripartite Pact and Japan's 
move into northern Indochina in September, 1940, encouraged the 
United States to license exports to Japan (including the export of scrap 
iron). The Russo-German war beginning on June 22, 1941, led Ger
many to press Japan to strike against the Soviet Union in Asia and 
made the Soviet Union vulnerable to such a Japanese move. At the 
same time, the Russo-German war secured Japan's northern flank on 
the Soviet border and left Japan more free to consider military moves 
south (or east). Oil became the lubricant that moved the powers onto 
collision courses.1

Oil was of vital concern in Japanese-American relations. Secretary 
of State Hull and Undersecretary Welles feared that if the United 
States blocked the flow of oil, it would cause Japan to expand further 
(particularly to the Dutch East Indies) to obtain essential oil supplies 
for its war machine. Until the middle of 1941 President Roosevelt 
shared that concern. More militant interventionists, however, led by 
Secretary of Interior Ickes, Secretary of Treasury Morgenthau, and 
Secretary of War Stimson favored banning sale of oil to Japan. Those 
interventionists had the president’s ear in 1941. He continued to be 
alert to the possibility that stopping oil to Japan might lead that coun
try to expand further into the southwest Pacific and the Dutch East 
Indies. For example, according to Morgenthau, as late as July 18 
Roosevelt gave the cabinet “ quite a lecture’’ warning that if the 
United States “ stopped all oil, it would simply drive the Japanese 
down to the Dutch East Indies, and it would mean war in the Pacific.” 
But at that same cabinet meeting the president decided to freeze Jap
anese (and Chinese) assets if Japan took over the rest of Indochina. 
Japan took Indochina, and the United States froze Japanese assets. 
That action, along with comparable steps by Great Britain and the
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Netherlands, soon stopped the flow of oil to Japan. The loss of access 
to petroleum supplies might have stopped Japan's war machine if it 
were prepared to abandon its Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere 
and China. But if it persisted in its original goals (and it did), Japan 
would either have to use diplomatic skills to reopen access to oil sup
plies, or it would have to expand further (probably into the Dutch 
East Indies) to gain assured and controlled access to the oil it must 
have. There were those who predicted each alternative for the Japa
nese. President Roosevelt heard both sets of arguments and in July de
cided to freeze Japanese assets.2

In mid-August, 1941, President Roosevelt met secretly at sea off 
Newfoundland with Britain's Prime Minister Churchill. That dra
matic meeting produced the eight-point Atlantic Charter outlining 
Anglo-American goals “ after the final destruction of the Nazi tyran
ny.”  After the conference, public attention focused on the Atlantic 
Charter. During their secret deliberations aboard ship, however, 
Churchill and Roosevelt had concentrated much of their time and at
tention upon policies toward Japan. Churchill had pressed Roosevelt 
to warn that further Japanese expansion in the southwest Pacific 
“ might lead to war between the United States and Japan.”  Roosevelt 
was not prepared to speak so bluntly, but on his way back to Wash
ington he radioed Secretary Hull directing him to arrange a White 
House appointment with the Japanese ambassador the day he got 
back. Fearful of jeopardizing his continuing negotiations with Japan 
and of provoking war with Japan, Hull persuaded Roosevelt to soften 
the language Churchill had urged. Roosevelt spoke strongly nonethe
less. On the afternoon of August 17, President Roosevelt told Am
bassador Nomura that if Japan took “ any further steps in pursuance 
of a policy or program of military domination by force or threat of 
force of neighboring countries,”  the United States would “ be com
pelled to take immediately any and all steps which it may deem 
necessary toward safeguarding the legitimate rights and interests of 
the United States and American nationals and toward insuring the 
safety and security of the United States.” 1

Those United States policies toward Japan were consistent with a 
concise statement of views in a remarkable letter (drafted in the State 
Department) from President Roosevelt to Francis B. Sayre, the United 
States high commissioner to the Philippines, dated December 31, 
1940: “ We of course do not want to be drawn into a war with Japan— 
we do not want to be drawn into any war anywhere. There is, how
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ever, very close connection between the hostilities . . .  in the Far East
and those . . .  in eastern Europe and the Mediterranean----- If Japan,
moving further southward, should gain possession of the region of the 
Netherlands East Indies and the Malaya Peninsula, would not the 
chances of Germany's defeating Great Britain be increased and the 
chances of England's winning be decreased thereby? I share your view 
that our strategy should be to render every assistance possible to Great 
Britain without ourselves entering the war, but would we be rendering 
every assistance possible to Great Britain were we to give our attention 
wholly and exclusively to the problems of the immediate defense of 
the British Isles and of Britain's control of the Atlantic? The British 
Isles, the British in those Isles, have been able to exist and to defend 
themselves not only because they have prepared strong local defenses 
but also because as the heart and the nerve center of the British Em
pire they have been able to draw upon vast resources for their suste
nance and to bring into operation against their enemies economic, mil
itary and naval pressures on a world-wide scale-----

"The British need assistance along the lines of our generally estab
lished policies at many po in ts .. .  . Their defense strategy must in the 
nature of things be global. Our strategy of giving them assistance to
ward ensuring our own security must envisage both sending of sup
plies to England and helping to prevent a closing of channels of com
munication to and from various parts of the world, so that other 
important sources of supply and other theaters of action will not be 
denied to the British. We have no intention of being 'sucked into’ a 
war with Japan any more than we have of being ‘sucked into’ a war 
with Germany. Whether there will come to us war with either or both 
o f those countries will depend far more upon what they do than upon 
what we deliberately refrain from doing."4

All those considerations in Japanese-American relations were sub
jects for concerned deliberations in the White House. The differences 
between the cautious Hull and Welles of the State Department on the 
one hand and hard-liners such as Ickes, Morgenthau, Stimson, and 
Knox on the other were not clashes between isolationists and interven
tionists; they were differences on tactics among administration lead
ers—all of whom were internationalists or interventionists. None of 
those matters was presented to Congress for legislative action or ad
vice. During 1941 neither Congress nor the American people (nor the 
isolationists) played any direct role in shaping or controlling United 
States policies toward Japan until after the attack on Pearl Harbor on
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December 7. The absence of congressional opportunities to pass on 
policies toward Japan, preoccupation with developments in Europe 
and the Atlantic, government secrecy, and the general hard-line atti
tudes of most Americans toward Japan combined in 1941 to weaken 
isolationist or noninterventionist opposition to Roosevelt's policies to
ward Japan. Isolationists found it difficult to determine what the pres
ident was doing and why, and they found it impossible to block his ac
tions if they discovered or surmised what he was doing.

The secrecy surrounding American policies toward Japan in gen
eral and toward the Churchill-Roosevelt talks in particular aroused 
suspicions and distrust. That secrecy invited flights of imagination. 
But many o f the guesses by isolationist leaders took them closer to the 
mark than they would have been if they had passively and naïvely ac
cepted the Atlantic Charter as the only significant work of the 
Churchill-Roosevelt meeting. Isolationist allegations that the Atlantic 
Charter did not tell the full or most important story of the Roosevelt- 
Churchill deliberations were correct, even though official secrecy 
drove them to imperfect guesses about what did occur between the 
leaders of those two great English-speaking countries.

In October, 1940, R. Douglas Stuart, Jr., national director of the 
America First Committee, wrote to Senator Wheeler’s office in Wash
ington that he thought it "terribly important that we analyze critically 
our Pacific foreign policy at this time. No one has any comprehension 
at all of what the score is out there." An America First advertisement 
in mid-October charged that America was "threatened with self-made 
'emergencies’ that may involve us in a war with Japan (and instantly 
thereafter in the European conflict). Nobody even pretends that such 
a war would be in our own defense. We would have everything to lose. 
Nothing to gain!’”

During 1941 publications of the New York chapter of America 
First under the chairmanship of John T. Flynn repeatedly charged 
that American involvement in war in Asia would defend British impe
rialism—not democracy and freedom. Its publications contended that 
Britain, France, and the Netherlands had "conquered and exploited" 
millions in Asia and the Pacific "just as Italy has exploited Ethiopia." 
That had "nothing to do with either democracy or civilization" and 
was "certainly not something for which we should fight." The chap
ter’s America First Bulletin insisted: "The battle in Asia is Britain’s 
battle—and a battle not for democracy, but to continue her hold on 
300,000,000 people in India, millions more in Malay and other terri-
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tories of Asia, to say nothing of a hundred million in Africa. She is 
parked there for the gold, the oil, the rubber, the silver, the diamonds, 
the rich supplies which her capitalists own there—which belong to the 
peoples of those countries, but which Britain has stolen.” *

In July, after the United States froze Japanese assets, the executive 
committee of the New York America First chapter unanimously voted 
its objections to the United States course. In its official newspaper the 
chapter deplored the Japanese actions but insisted that the United 
States had "n o  business mixing in them,”  and that involvement was 
"done not in the interest of democracy or even of our selves but in the 
interest of Britain’s indefensible empire in the East.’”

On August 11, after the United States had frozen Japanese assets 
and at the very moment that Roosevelt was conferring at sea secretly 
with Churchill, the national executive committee of America First 
under General Wood in Chicago formally approved a resolution op
posing American involvement in war with Japan in the Pacific except 
in case of attack.' After the Roosevelt-Churchill meeting and its At
lantic Charter were made public, General Wood said that if there were 
"n o  secret agreements beyond the signed declaration,”  the America 
First Committee had little objection to the charter. His only objection 
was the use of the phrase, "after the final destruction of Nazi tyr
anny,”  uncertain whether the president had "committed the United 
States to entrance into the European war to destroy the existing Ger
man government”  or whether it was "only a wish on the part of Chur
chill.”  The following day, August 13, Ruth Sarles in Washington 
wrote to Stuart in Chicago reporting a different perspective: "The 
whole Far Eastern situation was thoroughly canvassed by Churchill 
and Roosevelt and they are ready to take immediate action whenever 
Japan moves. It does not mean that we would fight if Japan moved in
to Siam, but we would fight if there were a move toward the Dutch 
East Indies or Singapore.” *

On August 19, America First national headquarters released a 
statement by General Wood complaining "that the English people 
know more about the meeting of the two leaders than do the American 
people.”  According to Wood, "The English people see in the joint 
declaration assurances on the part of President Roosevelt that Amer
ica will soon follow up the proposed peace points by active participa
tion in the war.”  He insisted that Americans were "entitled to know 
the full facts. Secret agreements made by the President have no place 
under our Constitution and democratic system. If he has sought per
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sonally to commit this nation to war he should advise the American 
people so that such purported treaty many be considered—and repu
diated—by the Senate, in accordance with the Constitution."10

John T. Flynn, at the head of the New York America First chap
ter, called the Atlantic Charter a "cover-up" and urged Roosevelt and 
Churchill to "be frank." He charged that "their words about all of 
the peoples in the world naming their own kind of government is 
meaningless unless it applies to such countries as India, Indo-China, 
the Dutch Indies, British Malaya, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia and Fin
land." The America First Research Bureau in Washington produced 
Did You Know  studies critically analyzing the Atlantic Charter and 
implying that secret military arrangements between Roosevelt and 
Churchill were more important than the charter they had made pub
lic."

Isolationist senators advanced similar views. Writing late in Febru
ary, 1941, Republican Senator Arthur Capper of Kansas favored let
ting "the Orient stew in its own juice" and giving the Philippines their 
freedom. He insisted that the United States "had less business in the 
Far East, in the line of military supremacy and conflict, than we have 
even in Europe." In July, Democratic Senator Burton K. Wheeler of 
Montana approved the administration’s decision to freeze Japanese 
assets. He thought it would "slow up Japan from an economic stand
point and call their bluff so they will not start anything." But he did 
not want war with Japan. Wheeler believed that if the United States 
went to war with Japan, it would "be undertaking to preserve the 
British domination of Asia." He described Japan as "one of our best 
customers and we are one of her best customers. There is no reason 
why we should not live in peace with h e r."11

After the Atlantic conference. Republican Senator Hiram Johnson 
of California wrote his son, "W hat Churchill and Roosevelt signed 
was an offensive and defensive alliance, and specifically takes us into 
the w ar." When FDR denied that the United States had advanced fur
ther toward war at the Atlantic meeting, Johnson contended that 
either Roosevelt was deliberately lying or "in  his simplicity, he has 
been taken to town by Churchill." But Johnson did not really believe 
that Roosevelt had been duped; he was convinced that Roosevelt 
"knew just what he was doing, and he did it with malice aforethought, 
and commits us to a fight to the death with the German Reich." His 
reaction was, "G od help America." Former President Herbert 
Hoover believed that the Roosevelt administration was doing every
thing it could " to  get us into war through the Japanese back d o o r.""
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In an address before an America First meeting in the Bronx, New 
York, on August 27, Republican Senator Gerald P. Nye of North Da
kota ridiculed “ the Two Men in a Boat on the bounding waves of the 
Atlantic“  who were “ going to disarm the world, except that part of 
the world which these two men will dominate." He presumed that Bri
tain and the United States would not be able to disarm “ because the 
task is forever to be ours of policing the world, inflicting our ideolo
gies and our wishes upon all the world." He too contended that 
“ much more than the ‘eight points’ were the subjects of conversa
tion" between Roosevelt and Churchill. Nye quoted Churchill’s later 
radio address to the effect that the president and the prime minister 
had “ jointly pledged their countries to the final destruction of the 
Nazi tyranny." But even in his critical guessing about what lay behind 
the facade of the Atlantic Charter, Nye in that speech did not reveal 
substantial awareness of the significance of the Roosevelt-Churchill 
meeting for British and American policies toward the war in Asia.14

During the closing months of 1941, fruitless negotiations contin
ued between the United States and Japan. As tensions mounted, pres
sures for firmness in the negotiations grew stronger on both sides. 
Each side sought fundamental concessions from the other; each of
fered concessions that failed to come to grips with the heart of the dif
ficulties as the other saw them. Neither gave ground on matters it con
sidered vital, including China and oil. Each saw the other as hostile to 
its vital interests; neither trusted the good faith or reasonableness of 
the other. Both braced for the military hostilities that each wanted to 
avoid but both feared were coming. And secrecy in different ways 
veiled citizens and legislators of both countries from specific details in 
the negotiations as the tensions mounted.

In July, 1941, the Japanese government formally determined to es
tablish its Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere and settle the 
“ China affair"—even if that meant war with the United States. Japa
nese naval and air forces began preparing secretly for the attack on 
Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, in the event negotiations should fail. In August 
Japan proposed a meeting between Prince Fumimaro Konoye and 
President Roosevelt. Believing that the Japanese premier would not or 
could not conclude or enforce a satisfactory agreement, Roosevelt and 
Hull rejected the proposal pending agreement on general principles in 
advance of such a meeting. In early September the Japanese govern
ment formally decided on war with the United States if diplomatic ne
gotiations failed. In October the army and hard-liners strengthened 
their position in Japan when General Hideki Tojo replaced Konoye as
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prime minister. In November the Japanese government sent Saburo 
Kurusu to assist Ambassador Nomuro with the negotiations in Wash
ington.'1

On October 16, as leadership in the Japanese government shifted 
from Konoye to Tojo, President Roosevelt canceled his scheduled 
cabinet meeting and instead met for two hours with Hull, Stimson, 
Knox, Hopkins, General Marshall, and Admiral Stark to discuss the 
crisis. As Stimson phrased it in his diary, they faced “ the delicate 
question of diplomatic fencing to be done so as to be sure that Japan 
was put into the wrong and made the first bad move—overt move." 
On November 7 President Roosevelt polled his cabinet to determine 
whether they believed “ the people would back us up in case we struck 
at Japan down there." According to Stimson the cabinet members 
were “ unanimous in feeling the country would support us"—a view 
that Roosevelt shared. The next day Fiorello La Guardia as director of 
the Office of Civilian Defense sent letters to all OCD regional direc
tors arguing that there had been “ too little emphasis in public discus
sion on the threat of trouble in the Far East." He thought that situa
tion was “ immediate and critical" and urged efforts to correct it. In 
his own speeches La Guardia promised “ to stress the Far Eastern 
threat with as much vigor" as he could command and urged that same 
course on others.“

On November 20 Ambassador Nomura and Kurusu presented to 
Secretary Hull a modus vivendi that proved to be Japan's final terms 
for resolving the diplomatic impasse. Japan proposed that neither 
government expand further south militarily and that the United States 
and Japan cooperate to get supplies that each needed in the Nether
lands East Indies. Each would restore the commercial relations that 
had prevailed before the United States had frozen Japanese assets. 
The United States was to supply oil for Japan. And the United States 
was not to interfere with relations between Japan and China (that is, 
the United States was to give Japan a free hand in China).17

Roosevelt and Hull considered responding with an alternative 
modus vivendi. Roosevelt thought it “ a fair proposition for the Jap
anese." In a cable to Churchill, however, he was “ not very hopeful" 
and warned that “ we must all be prepared for real trouble, possibly 
soon." China's Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek vigorously objected to 
the modus vivendi. The British, Dutch, and Australian governments 
had misgivings about it. Churchill cabled Roosevelt asking if it did not 
give Chiang Kai-shek “ a very thin diet." On November 25 Roosevelt 
met at the White House for an hour and one-half with Hull, Stimson,
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Knox, Marshall, and Stark to discuss relations with Japan. According 
to Stimson’s diary, President Roosevelt thought the United States was 
“ likely to be attacked perhaps next Monday, for the Japanese are no
torious for making an attack without warning.“  They discussed the 
question of how “ we should maneuver them into the position of firing 
the first shot without allowing too much danger to ourselves." Later 
that day Stimson learned through Magic (America’s deciphering of 
the secret Japanese diplomatic code) that Japan was preparing to 
move a sizeable expedition of ships and men south. When Roosevelt 
learned of that the next day, he viewed it as “ an evidence of bad 
faith" on the part of the Japanese. "

On November 26 Secretary Hull abandoned the idea for a modus 
vivendi. Instead, he presented Nomura and Kurusu with American 
terms that were as unacceptable to Japan as the Japanese proposals 
had been to the United States. The secretary insisted that Japan en
dorse Hull's principles of conduct in international affairs. He called 
on Japan to withdraw all its military forces from China and Indo
china. Japan was to support the Nationalist government of China 
and, in effect, end its commitments to the European Axis. The United 
States would remove its economic restrictions, conclude a trade treaty, 
and cooperate with Japan in assuring equality of access to raw mate
rials and markets in Asia. In those proposals Hull wanted to make the 
American position clear, but he and the other American leaders knew 
that Japan would reject the terms. As Hull phrased it to Secretary of 
W ar Stimson, “ I have washed my hands of it and it is now in the 
hands of you and Knox—the Army and the N avy."19

Washington sent war warnings to General Walter Short and Ad
miral Husband Kimmel in Hawaii and to General Douglas MacArthur 
in the Philippines. In a memorandum to the president on November
27, General Marshall and Admiral Stark wrote, “ If the current negoti
ations end without agreement, Japan may attack." They pointed out 
that the Japanese troop movements all seemed to be southward. They 
thought, “ The most essential thing now, from the United States view
point, is to gain tim e."20

After conferring with his “ War Cabinet" on Friday, November
28, Roosevelt left to spend Thanksgiving in Warm Springs, Georgia. 
Hull was tired and ill. On December 3, after his return to Washington, 
FDR told Morgenthau that he thought the Japanese were “ doing 
everything they can to stall until they are ready." He said he was 
“ talking with the English about war plans as to when and where the 
U.S.A. and Great Britain should strike." On December 6, as tensions
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mounted, the president sent a message to Emperor Hirohito of Japan 
seeking his help to try to preserve peace.21

Through those mounting tensions noninterventionists floundered 
ineffectively and somewhat blindly in their efforts to combat the pos
sibility of American involvement in the Asian war. They were handi
capped by their lack of precise factual information on Roosevelt's pol
icies toward Japan, on Japan's policies and actions, and on the course 
of the diplomatic negotiations between the two governments. On No
vember 21 Senator Nye told newsmen that he believed the United 
States could end the Sino-Japanese war and prevent further hostilities 
in the Pacific if it were willing to "help Japan save her face”  by agree
ing to minor concessions for Japan in China. He thought war could be 
averted by agreeing to the establishment of Japanese air bases at two 
or three places in China and the resumption of normal trade between 
the United States and Japan. Nye thought that might be enough to get 
the Japanese to withdraw their troops from China and to end their 
war against Chiang Kai-shek. The trouble was, Nye said, "that the 
Administration doesn’t want to settle this thing because it is largely re
sponsible for any war fever that may be felt in this country now.”  In a 
letter at the same time Nye wrote that he thought it "probable that if 
we got into the war it would be through the back door of Japan with 
Britain negotiating the plays for us.'*12

On December 3 Senator Wheeler told newsmen: "The only time 
the Administration had intimated that we should go to war with Japan 
is when the British Empire is threatened. Japan had not threatened 
us.”  He repeated his statement made early in the year that the admin
istration's foreign policies might plow under every fourth American 
boy. As he viewed it, "The only excuse we would have for war with 
Japan is for the purpose of protecting the British Empire.” 21

On December S, Stuart at America First national headquarters in 
Chicago telegraphed Ruth Sarles at the America First Research Bu
reau in Washington urging her to get members of Congress to broad
cast radio speeches opposing involvement in the war in Asia. America 
First national headquarters was working on a statement it might issue 
in the near future on the Far East situation. On Saturday, December 
6, Sarles wrote Stuart that she had "no  clear lead on the Far East situ
ation.”  She had been trying to arouse interest in the possibility of in
troducing a resolution in the Senate asking the president to give the 
Foreign Relations Committee the facts on which his Far East policies 
were based. She had had no luck in getting congressmen to deliver 
radio speeches on the Far East, but promised to continue her efforts.
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Miss Sarles suggested digging out the old arguments about the military 
difficulties of fighting a war in Asia. But neither the efforts at Amer- 
ica First national headquarters nor those at the committee's Washing
ton offices got much beyond the talking stage by Sunday, December 7, 
1941.14

America First News published by the Southern California Division 
o f America First on December 5 carried articles on a range of sub
jects—but none on Japan or the war in Asia. The America First Bulle
tin  published by Flynn's New York chapter on December 6 tried to 
sort through the rumors and concluded: 4'The Administration, and 
the Administration alone, will be completely responsible for any 
breakdown in relations with Japan. The Administration has taken it 
upon itself to demand actions from Japan that in no way concern the 
national interests o f the United States. None of our territorial posses
sions are in any way involved." It complained: "W ithout any author
ity from the people or Congress, the Administration has threatened 
Japan with naval and military opposition. It has talked of war without 
even the faintest suggestion of authorization for such talk from Con
gress." It doubted that Congress would approve waging war "nine 
thousand miles from home, to fight for foreign empires in a war that 
has nothing conceivably to do with our own national interests."11

The chapter publication contended that the United States had 
"never raised a finger for China in all her four years of war until Brit
ain's eastern empire became involved." It maintained that if Congress 
voted a declaration of war, it would "be  plunging the United States 
into a vast Asiatic conflict for no reason in this world but to save the 
British and the Dutch empires in Asia." It asked whether Americans 
were "prepared to send their sons to the battlefields of China, of 
Indo-China, of Malaya and Burma to tell to the people of Asia how to 
manage the affairs of Asia, to save India for the British and Java for 
the Dutch." And it charged that that was "precisely what we may be 
doing before this year is out" if Roosevelt and Hull were "not 
restrained."14

As the sun brought daylight to Washington, D.C., on the east 
coast o f North America on Sunday morning, December 7, 1941, 
Hawaii and the Philippines on the western reaches of American terri
tories slumbered under the cover of darkness. Both Japanese and 
Americans busily decoded the long Japanese reply to Hull’s proposal 
of November 26. When Roosevelt had seen the first parts of that reply 
the evening before (courtesy of Magic), he had exclaimed, "This 
means war." The Japanese response was wholly negative. It rejected
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the American proposal and concluded that it was “ impossible to reach 
an agreement through further negotiations.”  Both American leaders 
and Japanese diplomats in Washington realized that the critical mo
ment had arrived, but neither knew what specific form the immediate 
future might take for Japanese-American relations. The attention of 
Roosevelt and the other top Americans in Washington focused on the 
Japanese reply, on the Japanese military movement southward, on the 
United States course in the event Japan struck militarily (with or with
out striking American installations), and on the possible reactions o f 
the American people to Japanese (and American) policies and actions 
in that critical situation.17

That morning Stimson and Knox conferred with Hull at length. 
According to Stimson, Hull was “ very certain that the Japs are plan
ning some deviltry”  and they all wondered “ where the blow will 
strike.”  Ambassador Nomura, as directed by his government, ar
ranged an appointment with Hull for 1:00 p .m . to transmit the Japa
nese reply, but delay in decoding made it necessary for the ambas
sador to postpone the appointment until 1:45 in the early afternoon. 
Roosevelt had lunch at his desk in the Oval Room of the White House 
with Harry Hopkins. At 1:40 p .m . Secretary of Navy Knox telephoned 
the president to report news that a Japanese air attack was under way 
on Hawaii in the Pacific. The attack had begun twenty minutes earlier 
(at 7:50 a .m . Honolulu time) and continued for about an hour and 
forty-five minutes before the last of the Japanese planes left the flam
ing, smoking ruins at Pearl Harbor. The president telephoned Hull 
just as Nomura and Kurusu arrived at the secretary's office at 2:05. 
He told Hull to receive them coolly without revealing his knowledge of 
the attack. Hull kept the two diplomats waiting fifteen minutes until 
he received them at 2:20. He had already read the Japanese reply be
fore they presented it to him. He kept them standing while he went 
through the motions of reading the document. Then he told them that 
he had “ never seen a document that was more crowded with infamous 
falsehoods and distortions”  and coolly sent them on their way.1*

Roosevelt also telephoned Stimson with news of the Japanese at
tack. The secretary of war's “ first feeling was of relief that the indeci
sion was over and that a crisis had come in a way which would unite all 
our people.”  They had believed that the United States “ must fight if 
the British fought.”  But they were concerned about the reactions of 
the American people (and about continued isolationist and noninter
ventionist agitation) if Japan provoked war with Britain but did not 
directly strike at American territories and installations. “ But now the
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Japs have solved the whole thing by attacking us directly in Hawaii.” 
Stimson believed that a united America had "  practically nothing to 
fear while the apathy and divisions stirred up by unpatriotic men have 
been hitherto very discouraging.” 2*

At 3:05 in the afternoon President Roosevelt met with Stimson, 
Knox, Hopkins, and others in the first of many dramatic White House 
conferences that day.”  At very nearly that same moment an America 
First meeting began at Soldiers and Sailors Memorial Hall in Pitts
burgh, Pennsylvania. Some twenty-five hundred people crowded into 
the hall. Though he was unable to attend personally, the honorary 
chairman of the chapter, former Republican United States Senator 
David A. Reed, had issued a statement questioning the necessity and 
wisdom of war by the United States against Japan. In his statement 
Reed asked, " Is  it possible that somebody is scheming to maneuver us 
into war in the Pacific in order that we might be more easily pushed 
into a greater and more destructive war in Europe and Asia and 
Africa?”  The program scheduled talks by former state Senator C. 
Hale Sipe and Irene Castle McLaughlin, but the main speaker was 
Senator Gerald P. Nye.11

A few minutes before three o'clock, while they were preparing to 
go on the stage, a reporter told them that the White House had an
nounced a Japanese attack on Hawaii and the Philippines. At that 
moment Japanese planes actually were in the midst of the last of their 
assaults on Hawaii. Nye and the others, however, were skeptical of the 
report. Recalling the Greer incident, when the first reports were mis
leading, Nye suspected a hoax or at least exaggeration in the report. 
He told the reporter that he would need more reliable information. He 
then put the incident out of his mind and, with the others, began the 
meeting.

While Sipe was speaking, an army colonel in civilian clothes arose 
in the audience to ask whether they knew that Japan had attacked. 
Those around him noisily drowned out the colonel, and he was ejected 
from the hall. From the speakers platform the disturbance appeared 
like others that hecklers had caused at previous meetings. In the hub
bub the speakers could not hear the colonel's statements and did not 
know his identity. Senator Nye began his address shortly before five 
o'clock, approximately two hours after the meeting began and an 
hour and one-half after the last Japanese planes had left Pearl Har
bor. As he was commenting on the role of British propaganda in 
American relations with Japan, a reporter laid a note before him that 
read: "The Japanese Imperial Government in Tokyo at 4 p .m. an
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nounced a state of war against the United States and Great Britain.** 
Nye was taken aback and flustered by the information and was still 
not certain whether to believe it or not. He finished the point he was 
making at that moment in his speech by citing Sidney Rogerson’s En
glish book, Propaganda in the N ext War, to the effect that the only 
way the United States might be brought into another British war 
would be through war with Japan. He then told the audience of the at
tack and quickly closed his remarks and the meeting—still somewhat 
doubtful about the truth o f the report. That ended the last public 
meeting of the America First Committee. News media, both local and 
national, made that last meeting seem disgraceful and almost treason
ous. But Nye and the others had no apologies. They considered their 
noninterventionist efforts both honorable and patriotic in a democ
racy even up to the very moment they got reliable information that 
Japan had brought war to the United States.12 When newsmen ques
tioned him later, Senator Nye told them, “ If Japan attacked, there is 
nothing left for Congress to do but declare war.*’ He said that would 
not, however, materially change his noninterventionist opinions on 
the war in Europe. The New York Times quoted Nye as saying that the 
attack was “ just what Britain had planned for us*’ and that the United 
States had been “ doing its utmost to provoke a quarrel with Japan.**11 

Though isolationists had been highly critical of Roosevelt and his 
policies, though many believed the administration had provoked 
Japan into attacking, and though many were troubled by the unpre
paredness of American military and naval forces at Pearl Harbor, 
they united behind the United States government in opposition to 
Japan. On December 7, Charles A. Lindbergh had been spending a 
quiet day with his family on the island o f Martha’s Vineyard off Cape 
Cod in Massachusetts. His initial response to news of the attack in
cluded a touch of disbelief. Was it really a major attack, or just an ex
aggerated story by radio commentators? In his journal he wrote that 
he was “ not surprised that the Japs attacked,** believing that the 
United States had “ been prodding them into war for weeks.*’ He had 
expected an attack in the Philippines. He was surprised that the Jap
anese also struck Pearl Harbor, however, and he was surprised by the 
size of the attack and by America’s heavy losses. Ön the Monday 
morning after the Japanese attack, Lindbergh telephoned Stuart at 
America First headquarters to urge that the meeting he had been 
scheduled to address in Boston on December 12 be canceled. He also 
called General Wood. Wood’s first words to Lindbergh on the tele
phone were, “ Well, he got us in through the back door.*’ Lindbergh



Pearl Harbor 503

prepared a statement for immediate release to the press through the 
America First Committee. In his statement he wrote: “ We have been 
stepping closer to war for many months. Now it has come and we 
must meet it as united Americans regardless of our attitude in the past 
toward the policy our government has followed. Whether or not that 
policy has been wise, our country has been attacked by force of arms, 
and by force of arms we must retaliate. Our own defenses and our 
own military position have already been neglected too long. We must 
now turn every effort to building the greatest and most efficient 
Army, Navy, and Air Force in the world.” *4

Much to his surprise, frail old Senator Hiram Johnson, ranking 
minority member of the Foreign Relations Committee, was one of the 
ten congressmen invited to meet with the president, the vice-president, 
and the cabinet at 9:45 on the evening of Pearl Harbor day. He was 
the most prominent isolationist present at that somber gathering. 
(Roosevelt excluded Hamilton Fish, the ranking minority member of 
the House Foreign Affairs Committee.) Despite their sharp foreign 
policy differences and though they had not talked with each other for 
two.years, Secretary of Interior Ickes and Senator Johnson, once good 
friends, exchanged friendly greetings at the White House that evening. 
Like others, Johnson was shaken by the tragedy at Pearl Harbor, but 
he thought the “ worst part o f this Japanese war”  was that it would 
project the United States “ very easily into the European war.”  
Writing to his son on December 14, Johnson emphasized that “ with 
our country at war, we want to see it win, and every one of us will do 
what little we can to promote the cause.”  He was troubled, however, 
that with war so many people “ believe this means we must assent to 
everything that is suggested to us by all of those in power; that we 
must permit ourselves to be deprived of our civil liberties, and must 
have no minds of our own.”  He refused to “ subscribe to this doc
trine.”  He thought it would not be a long war, but feared that it would 
“ last long enough to demolish our internal economy.” *1

After the Japanese attack Senator Wheeler said that “ the only 
thing to do now is to do our best to lick hell out of them.”  Former 
Ambassador Joseph P. Kennedy sent a telegram to the president: “ In 
this great crisis all Americans are with you. Name the Battle Post. I’m 
yours to command.”  Former President Hoover pledged his support to 
the president in the war effort. In personal letters to fellow noninter
ventionists, however. Hoover wrote that the “ continuous putting pins 
in rattlesnakes finally got this country bitten.”  He believed that “ if 
Japan had been allowed to go on without these trade restrictions and
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provocations, she would have collapsed from internal economic 
reasons alone within a couple of years/' He thought history would 
sustain the wisdom of the noninterventionists and the error of the ad
ministration's course/*

On December 7, Senator Arthur H. Vandenberg telephoned the 
White House to inform the president that despite their differences on 
other matters he pledged his support "without reservation” in the re
sponse to Japan. After the declaration of war against Japan on De
cember 8, Vandenberg wrote in his diary that he continued " to  believe 
that a wiser foreign policy could have been followed—although now 
no one will ever be able to prove it/* "W ithout condoning for an in
stant the way in which Japan precipitated hostilities/' Vandenberg 
wrote that he still thought "we may have driven her needlessly into 
hostilities through our dogmatic diplomatic attitudes/' But now that 
the United States was in the war he believed "Nothing matters except 
victory . The ‘arguments' must be postponed.” 17

Senator Capper wrote the president assuring him of his "fullest 
support and cooperation in steps which may be required to bring the 
war to a successful conclusion.”  On December 12, Republican Con
gressman Fish wrote to President Roosevelt offering his "whole
hearted support in helping to achieve final victory.”  Despite their dif
ferences, Fish wrote that "the time for debate and controversy has 
passed.”  He asked for an opportunity to discuss with Roosevelt how 
he could "best help promote unity, uphold your war program, serve 
my country.” 1* Most other prominent prewar noninterventionists, in 
and out of Congress, similarly pledged their support for the war ef
fort.

On the evening of December 7 the America First national head
quarters in Chicago released a statement urging its followers " to  give 
their support to the war effort of this country until the conflict with 
Japan is brought to a successful conclusion. In this war the America 
First Committee pledges its aid to the President as commander in chief 
of the armed forces of the United States.”  The committee instructed 
local chapters to postpone all scheduled rallies, and it stopped distri
bution of noninterventionist literature. The committee's statement, 
however, deliberately was phrased to leave the door open for possible 
continued opposition to participation in the European war.1*

Chapter leaders and noninterventionist congressmen and senators 
were consulted for their views concerning the committee's course. The 
overwhelming majority of chapter leaders believed that America First 
should not dissolve completely. Most recommended that the organiza
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tion be kept intact for use later on some other public issue. The con
gressmen and senators consulted advised against a hasty decision. 
Most of them, including Senators Nye, La Follette, Johnson, and D. 
W orth Clark and Congressman Karl Mundt, believed the committee 
should continue in some form. Their views probably were influenced 
in part by hope for support at the polls. Senator Taft believed the 
committee should dissolve.40

The America First national committee met in Chicago on Decem
ber 11. A minority of those present believed “ some method of ad
journing was preferable to complete liquidation.** The majority, how
ever, including General Wood and John T. Flynn, favored complete 
dissolution. They reasoned that the committee had been identified 
with opposition to participation in the war; continued activity even on 
different issues would be subject to suspicion and criticism. The ma
jority at that meeting approved the following public statement: “ Our 
principles were right. Had they been followed, war could have been 
avoided. No good purpose can now be served by considering what
might have been, had our objectives been attained___ We are at war.
Today, though there may be many important subsidiary considera
tions, the primary objective i s . . .  victory.

*'‘While the executive branch of the government will take charge of 
the prosecution of the war, the fundamental rights of American citi
zens under our Constitution and Bill of Rights must be respected. The 
long range aims and policies of our country must be determined by the 
people through Congress. We hope that secret treaties committing 
America to imperialistic aims or vast burdens in other parts of the 
world shall be scrupulously avoided to the end that this nation shall 
become the champion of a just and lasting peace.

“ The period of democratic debate on the issue of entering the war 
is over; the time for military action is here. Therefore, the America 
First Committee has determined immediately to cease all functions 
and to dissolve as soon as that can legally be done. And finally, it 
urges all those who have followed its lead to give their full support to 
the war effort of the nation, until peace is attained.*’41 The committee 
then undertook the dreary task of dismantling its organization, set
tling its financial accounts, and gathering its records for posterity. By 
February, 1942, the process of dissolution was essentially complete, 
though the America First corporation was not dissolved legally until 
April 22, to prevent use of the committee’s name by other groups.42

At noon on Monday, December 8, President Roosevelt solemnly 
addressed a joint session of Congress. In preparing his speech he had
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rejected Hull’s wishes for a detailed account o f the negotiations and 
events leading to war; he also rejected Lowell Mellett's suggestion that 
the message state America’a peace aims and thereby make it “ more 
difficult for the Senate later to repudiate an intelligent peace treaty.” 
Instead, his was a short, moving address that he composed without 
help of his usual speechwriters. It was broadcast nationwide, and 
countless millions, young and old, listened attentively to his every 
word. “ Yesterday, December 7, 1941—a date which will live in 
infamy—the United States of America was suddenly and deliberately 
attacked by the naval and air forces of the Empire o f Japan.”  He 
promised, “ No matter how long it may take us to overcome this pre
meditated invasion, the American people in their righteous might will 
win through to absolute victory.”  He asked Congress to “ declare that 
since the unprovoked and dastardly attack by Japan on Sunday, De
cember seventh, a state of war has existed between the United States 
and the Japanese Empire.” 41

Both houses of Congress speedily approved a declaration of war 
on Japan. In the House of Representatives there was just one negative 
vote (cast by Republican Congresswoman Jeanette Rankin of Mon
tana, who had also voted against war in 1917). Vandenberg made the 
only speech in the Senate before the vote. Against administration 
wishes, the Michigan isolationist “ felt it was absolutely necessary to 
establish the reason why our non-interventionists were ready to 'go 
along’—making it plain that we were not deserting our beliefs, but 
that we were postponing all further argument over policy until the bat
tle forced upon us by Japan is won.** He also thought it necessary “ in 
order to better swing the vast anti-war party in the country into unity 
with this unavoidable decision.”  When Vandenberg had finished his 
statement, old Senator Carter Glass, a fervent interventionist, crossed 
the aisle to shake his hand and thank him for his statement. Others 
similarly commended Vandenberg. The Senate vote for war with 
Japan was unanimous with no negative votes. When Germany and 
Italy declared war on the United States three days later, at the presi
dent’s request both houses of Congress voted unanimously for war 
against those two European Axis states.44

Over the course of years Franklin D. Roosevelt had been winning 
his contest with the isolationists. As noninterventionists they were de
feated by the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and by the decisions o f 
Hitler and Mussolini to war against the United States. The isola
tionists had taken a severe mauling before Pearl Harbor; they braced 
for worse after war was declared. Despite wartime unity, Roosevelt
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never relaxed his determination to crush the isolationists and the for
eign policies they represented. For their part, most leading isola
tionists never confessed error. Despite their support for the war effort, 
most leading isolationists continued to believe that they had been right 
before Pearl Harbor, that Roosevelt and his policies had been both 
unwise and evil, and that history would vindicate them. For example, 
on December 11, after he had joined with other senators in voting for 
the declaration of war against Germany and Italy, Senator Vanden- 
berg wrote in his diary: "W e ‘asked for it’ and 'we got it.' The in
terventionist says today—as the President virtually did in his address 
to the nation—'See! This proves we were right and that this war was 
sure to involve us.* The non-interventionists says (and I say)—'See! 
We have insisted from the beginning that this course would lead to 
war and it has done exactly that.*** Perhaps, in a sense, we are both 
right. But I do not see, on the face of the record, how it can be denied 
that we certainly have been right. . . .  I say that when, at long last, 
Germany turned upon us and declared war against her most aggressive 
enemy on earth, it is no contribution to 'historical accuracy* (to put it 
mildly) for us to pretend to say that this war has been * TH RU ST  
UPON US.’ . . .  But if this war is worth fighting it is worth accepting 
for what it is—namely, a belligerent cause which we openly embraced 
long ago and in which we long since nominated ourselves as active par
ticipants. The 'thrusting* started two years ago when we repealed the 
Arms Embargo.**4’ And despite their support for the war effort, many 
prewar isolationists were not prepared to sit idly by while Roosevelt 
and internationalists shaped America's role in the postwar world once 
the war was won.



Chapter 32

War and Peace

A few isolationists continued to oppose the war even after Pearl Har
bor—but they were the exceptions. Most prewar noninterventionists 
supported the war effort. Many did so on active duty in the armed 
forces and in combat. But they did so without abandoning their belief 
that they had been right before Pearl Harbor. And some were able to 
serve only over objections from the White House and the Roosevelt 
administration.

Brigadier General Robert E. Wood, national chairman of America 
First, had graduated from the United States Military Academy at 
West Point in 1900 and had served in the army before retiring from ac
tive duty in 1919 after World War I. Though sixty-two years old in 
1941, Wood was in excellent health and actively sought military com
bat duty in any capacity. He was denied that privilege. On December 
7, 1942, in a private memorandum to Chief of Staff George C. Mar
shall, President Roosevelt wrote: “ I do not think that General R. E. 
Wood should be put into uniform. He is too old and has, in the past, 
shown far too great approval of Nazi methods. If General Arnold 
wishes to continue to use him in a civilian capacity in the supply situa
tion, I have no serious objection.”  Marshall forwarded FDR's memo
randum to General Henry H. Arnold, chief of the Army Air Forces. 
Consequently, though Wood served as an adviser for Army Ordnance 
in Chicago, and though he went on worldwide tours for General Ar
nold advising the air force on supply matters during the war, he did so 
as a civilian. Roosevelt blocked restoration of his military commis
sion.1

R. Douglas Stuart, Jr., founder and national director o f America 
First, held an Army Reserve Officers Training Corps commission in 
the field artillery reserve. He promptly asked for active duty and early 
in 1942 was ordered to Fort Sill, Oklahoma. He rose to the rank of ar
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my major and served on General Dwight D. Eisenhower's SHAEF 
staff in England. He was in combat, landing in Europe shortly after 
D-Day.*

Hanford MacNider, Iowa industrialist and national vice-chairman 
o f America First, had been one of America's most decorated military 
heroes in World War I, awarded medals by France and Italy in addi
tion to the United States. Among his medals was a Purple Heart for 
wounds suffered in combat. He had been a national commander of 
the American Legion and had served as assistant secretary of war 
from 1925 to 1928. After Pearl Harbor, at the age of fifty-two, he 
again volunteered for military duty. He served as an army combat of
ficer in the southwest Pacific, won promotion to brigadier general, 
and added more medals to those he had won earlier in World War I— 
including another Purple Heart.1

Major General Thomas S. Hammond, Chicago industrialist and a 
member of the America First executive committee, headed the Army 
Ordnance District in Chicago during World War II. Former Governor 
Philip F. La Follette of Wisconsin, adviser to America First and active 
opponent of Roosevelt’s foreign policies, volunteered for military ser
vice after Pearl Harbor, though he was then forty-four years old, mar
ried, and the father of three children. He served on the staff of Gen
eral Douglas MacArthur in the southwest Pacific from October, 1942, 
until June, 1945, and was a colonel by the end of the war. Republican 
Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr., of Massachusetts, who had spoken 
for America First, resigned his Senate position in 1944 at the age of 
forty-one and served as as army combat officer in Europe. Other 
younger men active in America First also volunteered for service in the 
armed forces during World War II, some of them undergoing close 
scrutiny because of their prewar noninterventionist activities and asso
ciations.4

Charles A. Lindbergh was nearly forty years old, married, and the 
father of three living children when the United States entered World 
War II. He had been a colonel in the Air Corps Reserve until his resig
nation in April, 1941. Proud of his commission and his flying skills, 
and devoted to his country, Lindbergh earnestly wanted to serve the 
United States in the war. And he did so—even in combat. But Presi
dent Roosevelt and the more fervent interventionists in his cabinet 
blocked his attempts to regain his air force commission and prevented 
him from serving as a member of America's armed forces during 
World War II.

Lindbergh wrote to General Arnold offering his services to the
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Army Air Force. The press and others gave the air force and the White 
House conflicting advice on whether to accept the offer or not. 
Though some urged “ forgive and forget,”  others vehemently objected 
to allowing a man they called “ a traitor”  and a “ Nazi”  to serve in 
America's armed forces. One couple wrote, “ Our son is in the service 
and we want no Quislings behind his back.'M

Several in Roosevelt’s cabinet had strong feelings on the matter. 
As usual, Secretary of Interior Ickes was in the vanguard. He wrote 
the president vigorously opposing acceptance of Lindbergh's services. 
Ickes charged that Lindbergh was “ a ruthless and conscious fascist, 
motivated by a hatred for you personally and a contempt for democ
racy in general.”  He charged that Lindbergh’s actions were “ coldly 
calculated with a view to attaining ultimate power for h im self and 
that “ a military service record”  was part o f that effort. Ickes warned 
that it would be “ a tragic disservice to American democracy to give 
one of its bitterest and most ruthless enemies a chance to gain a mili
tary record.”  He urged that Lindbergh “ be buried in merciful obliv
ion.”  Roosevelt's response was prompt and unequivocal: “ What you 
say about Lindbergh and the potential danger of the man, I agree with 
wholeheartedly.”  Without identifying its author, the president sent 
copies of Ickes's letter to Secretary of War Stimson and Secretary o f 
Navy K nox/

Secretary Knox’s response was equally blunt. He wrote to Roose
velt that if it were a navy matter he “ would offer Lindbergh an oppor
tunity to enlist as an air cadet, like anybody else would have to do. He 
has had no training as an officer and ought to earn his commission.”  
Knox's facts were wrong, but his attitude was clear. President Roose
velt endorsed the view and forwarded Knox's memo to Secretary o f 
War Stimson. FDR suggested, “ For the time being the matter can be 
possibly maintained 'under consideration.’ ' ”

On January 7,1942, Lindbergh took the night train to Washington 
and spent ten days there trying to determine how he might best serve 
the war effort. It was a discouraging sojourn. He met with Colonel 
William J. Donovan, who headed the secret Office of Strategic Ser
vices throughout World War II, but nothing came of that initiative.'

He telephoned General Arnold’s office seeking an appointment. 
The general's aide advised him to make an appointment directly with 
the secretary of war. Believing that that course had been prearranged, 
Lindbergh telephoned the War Department and got an appointment 
with Secretary Stimson. Lindbergh told Stimson that he wanted to be 
of service in the war effort. He was considering taking some position
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in the aviation industry, but first wanted to see if he could help in the 
air force, where he really preferred to serve. Lindbergh confirmed that 
he still held the opinions he had expressed before Pearl Harbor, but 
now that the United States was at war he wanted to help in whatever 
way he might be most effective. Because of Lindbergh's views (Lind
bergh thought Stimson held mistaken impressions about them), the 
secretary of war doubted that Lindbergh would feel the necessary ag
gressiveness in a “ position of command.’**

Stimson then called in Assistant Secretary of War for Air Robert 
A. Lovett. Lindbergh felt uncomfortable as Stimson explained to 
Lovett, in his presence, that because of his “ political views’’ and con
sequent “ lack of aggressiveness”  it was inadvisable to place him in a 
“ position of command.”  Lovett arranged for Lindbergh to meet with 
him and General Arnold the next day.10 The discussion was courteous, 
but the differences proved irreconcilable. Lovett and Arnold thought 
Lindbergh might not be able to serve “ loyally”  under the president 
without repudiating his prewar beliefs. Lindbergh was willing to issue 
additional statements, but he would not retract his earlier views. He 
said he had “ very little confidence in the President”  and would like to 
see the administration changed, but if he returned to the air force he 
“ would follow the President of the United States as Commander-in- 
Chief of the Army.”  That was not sufficient for Lovett and Arnold. 
Consequently, Lindbergh concluded that, under the circumstances, it 
would be a mistake for him to return to the air force and that it would 
be better for him to make his contribution to the war effort through 
the aviation industry. Lindbergh regretted not being in the air force 
during the war, but he was “ convinced” that the stand he “ took on 
the war was right”  and that that would “ be realized eventually.” 11 

The Roosevelt administration not only blocked Lindbergh's ef
forts to serve as an air force officer during World War II, it also pre
vented him from serving as a civilian with various aviation businesses 
that had government contracts. He had many friends in the aviation 
industry. Among the companies with which he sought positions were 
Pan American Airways, United Aircraft Corporation, and Curtiss- 
Wright. In each instance the corporation would have welcomed Lind
bergh’s services; in each instance executives checked with the War De
partment or the White House to determine whether there would be 
any objections; in each instance there were objections that made it in
expedient for the corporation to employ Lindbergh. None of those 
businesses felt free to use Lindbergh in their war work in 1942. It 
seemed that whatever direction he turned, Lindbergh came against a
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wall. His failures and frustrations produced one of the rare instances 
when he allowed his spirits to flag and his discouragement to show. 
He wrote in his personal journal: “ 1 have always believed in the past 
that every American citizen had the right and the duty to state his 
opinion in peace and to fight for his country in war. But the Roosevelt 
Administration seems to think otherwise.” 11

Despite the unwillingness of the Roosevelt administration to use 
his knowledge and talents in the war effort, Lindbergh found oppor
tunities to serve. And he did so without ever repudiating the stands he 
had taken on American foreign policies before Pearl Harbor. It was 
old Henry Ford who provided the first opportunity. A prewar nonin
terventionist himself, Ford was independent, unconventional, and 
powerful. He was no more awed by Roosevelt than was Lindbergh. 
Ford used his company’s production facilities for America’s war ef
fort, but, like Lindbergh, he did not abandon his personal indepen
dence and private convictions in the process. Lindbergh had known 
Ford since 1927 and had given him a ride in the Spirit o f  St. Louis 
(Ford’s first airplane ride). Though the industrialist was nearly forty 
years older than the aviator, the two men had developed affection and 
respect for each other. Both had emerged from rural backgrounds and 
simpler times in the Middle West, and each retained values rooted in 
those backgrounds. In their tenacious independence they were kindred 
spirits; each felt responsibilities toward others, but neither was pre
pared to sell his genius for the mess of pottage of personal popularity. 
Both resisted attempts to beat them into conformist molds.11 Late in 
1940 the government contracted for the Ford Motor Company to be
gin producing Pratt and Whitney aircraft engines at its River Rouge 
plant. In 1941 the War Department arranged for Ford to produce 
Consolidated B-24 Liberator four-engine bombers. The company 
built the huge Willow Run plant for that purpose.14

In March, 1942, Ford approached Lindbergh about helping at the 
Willow Run factory. The War Department had no objections, and 
that time the White House did not block the arrangement. Ford paid 
the Lindbergh’s moving expenses to Michigan, but the airman did not 
draw any salary or retainer for his work for the Ford Motor Company 
during the war. Lindbergh quickly put his technical expertise to work 
on problems in design, production, and testing of the B-24 bombers 
and Pratt and Whitney aircraft engines that Ford was building. Lind
bergh avoided public comment on the war and foreign affairs. When 
President Roosevelt visited Willow Run in September, 1942, Lind
bergh quietly absented himself.11
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In 1943 Henry Ford’s production of Pratt and Whitney engines, 
along with Lindbergh’s own personal friendships, brought him into 
consulting and flight-testing projects for the United Aircraft Corpora
tion in Connecticut, in addition to his continuing work for Ford. In 
that capacity he helped improve the Navy Marine Corsair F4U fighter 
that used a Pratt and Whitney engine. In April, 1944, Lindbergh went 
to the Pacific as a technical representative for United Aircraft to study 
fighters under combat conditions. He was then forty-two years o l d -  
middle-aged by usual standards and little less than ancient for a 
fighter pilot. During a period of nearly five months from April to Sep
tember, Lindbergh, a civilian, flew fifty combat missions against the 
Japanese in the South Pacific. Half of those were in Army Air Force 
twin-engine Lockheed P-38 Lightning fighters, and half were in Ma
rine Corps Vought Corsair F4U single-engine fighters. They included 
patrol, escort, reconnaissance, strafing, and dive-bombing missions. 
On some he came under heavy fire from the Japanese. And on July 
28, 1944, in a thrilling encounter in which he narrowly missed a head- 
on crash with his adversary, Lindbergh, flying a P-38, shot down a 
Japanese plane.1* Less spectacular, but important for the war effort, 
while he was in the South Pacific he improved the combat effec
tiveness of the P-38 by developing procedures that greatly increased 
the plane's range. Lindbergh also experimented with carrying heavier 
bomb loads on Corsairs.17

Though he performed superbly, both the army and the navy were 
uneasy about having a civilian, particularly one so famous and contro
versial, flying in combat. Twice Lindbergh was called to Brisbane, 
Australia, where he had meetings with General MacArthur. Both 
army and marine commanders managed to look the other way most of 
the time with regard to his combat flying. But their uneasiness in
creased, especially when he went on notably risky missions. In mid- 
August, General George C. Kennedy, commander of the air force in 
the South Pacific, finally ordered that he do no more combat flying. 
By the middle of September he was back in the United States. "

His combat was over, but Lindbergh continued to serve America’s 
war effort through United Aircraft and Ford. And in May, 1945, he 
again traveled abroad. That time he went to Europe as a United Air
craft representative with a naval technical mission to Germany at the 
close of World War II to study advanced German military airplanes. 
He was particularly interested in German jet and rocket propulsion. It 
was his first visit since he had left Europe more that six years before in 
the spring of 1939. He traveled more than two thousand miles by jeep
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during some three weeks in American-occupied areas of Germany and 
Austria. He and others on the technical mission obtained detailed 
plans of jet engines, helped arrange for shipment of engines to the 
United States for tests, and aided some Junkers technical experts to 
move with their families from the Soviet to the American zone. On 
June 11, while inspecting an underground factory at Nordhausen that 
had produced the V-l and V-2 weapons, Lindbergh came on Camp 
Dora, a Nazi extermination camp. It was a horrifying scene. As he 
flew back to the United States later, Lindbergh felt no cause to regret 
his opposition to the beginning of the war or his opposition to Ameri
can entry into that war. After World War II Lindbergh inconspicu
ously channeled his energies and talents into air force affairs. Pan 
American Airways, writing, and activities relating to conservation and 
ecology. His autobiographical Spirit o f  St. Louis won a Pulitzer Prize 
in 1954. When Republicans regained the White House, President 
Dwight D. Eisenhower and Congress in 1954 restored his commission 
in the Air Force Reserve and promoted him to brigadier general. In 
1974 Lindbergh died on the island of Maui in Hawaii at the age of 
72.'*

Even before Pearl Harbor, Americans in and out of government 
began to think and plan for postwar peace settlements. Roosevelt, iso
lationists, the American people generally, and millions in other parts 
of the world gave priority to the immediate task of defeating the Axis, 
but they also looked ahead to shaping enduring peace after the war 
had ended. Administration leaders and internationalists wanted to 
make certain that the United States and the American people did not 
turn their backs on world responsibilities and international organiza
tions as they had done after World War I. They wanted to make cer
tain that American isolationism did not revive and triumph after 
World War II as it had after World War I. On the other side, isola
tionists did not want Roosevelt to use wartime unity as a cover for im
plementing internationalist solutions for postwar peace settlements. 
People on all sides pointed to alleged lessons of history (particularly to 
lessons to be learned from the history of World War I and the Ver
sailles settlement) for guidance on what to do and what not to do after 
World War II. Those concerns extended all the way from the White 
House to grass-roots America. Political partisanship intruded, but 
most on all sides earnestly and honestly groped for the best path to a 
secure and enduring peace for the United States and the world.20

President Roosevelt gave priority to the military requirements for 
winning the war. He wanted to postpone consideration of peace terms
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that might divide and weaken the Allies warring against the still pow
erful and dangerous Axis states. He feared that detailed consideration 
o f  postwar peace terms would divide the American people, weaken the 
war effort, and play into the hands of isolationists. Furthermore, in 
his usual undoctrinaire way, Roosevelt did not want to get locked into 
rigid formulas for peace settlements that might make it difficult to ad
just flexibly and realistically to practical conditions as he found them 
at home and abroad when the war ended; he wanted to keep his op
tions open.

Roosevelt favored American membership in an international or
ganization after World War II, much as he had after World War I. He 
did not, however, have utopian expectations for such a world organi
zation. He favored American membership partly as a way of com
bating isolationism and isolationists in the United States. He never be
lieved that world organization, by itself, could assure enduring peace. 
He did not favor or expect an equal role for all states in such an inter
national organization.

Instead, as an undoctrinaire realist Roosevelt assumed that the 
great powers (those that played the largest roles in defeating the Axis) 
would have to play dominant roles in any world organization and in 
preserving peace and security after the war. He saw the great powers 
(the United States, the Soviet Union, Great Britain, and China) as 
serving as 'T o u r  Policemen" in the postwar period. If the great 
powers could work together for peace after the war as they were doing 
to accomplish victory during the war, enduring peace and stability 
could prevail; if they could not work together effectively after the war, 
world organization was not likely to be effective. He was alert to the 
role of power in international affairs and in the maintenance of endur
ing peace.

Roosevelt shaped his peace views over the course of many years, in 
countless private conversations, and in hours of private reflection. For 
example, on September 21, 1943, in a personal letter to George W. 
Norris of Nebraska, he wrote: "The real problem lies in the methods 
to be used to attain peace without hate------time is an essential in dis
seminating the ideals of peace among the very diverse nationalities and 
national egoes of a vast number of separate peoples who, for one 
reason or another over a thousand years, have divided themselves into 
a hundred different forms of hate___ That is why I am inclined to be
lieve that we should have a trial or transition period after the fighting 
stops—we might call it a period of trial and error___ 1 have been vis
ualizing a  superimposed—or if you like it, superassumed—obligation
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by Russia, China, Britain and ourselves that we will act as sheriffs for 
the maintenance of order during the transition period. Such a period 
might last two or even three or four years. And, in the meantime, 
through the holding of many special conferences the broad ideals 
which you and I have in mind might be cleared up.'*21

As early as January, 1940 (nearly two years before Pearl Harbor), 
the Department of State had set up a commission under Undersecre
tary of State Sumner Welles and Ambassador Hugh R. Wilson to plan 
policies for the postwar period. It modified and restructured its plan
ning organs from time to time during the war. In August, 1941, the 
Roosevelt-Churchill Atlantic Charter was a dramatic signpost point
ing toward an enlightened postwar peace settlement.22

In October, 1943, Secretary of State Cordell Hull personally trav
eled to Moscow to meet with Britain’s Foreign Secretary Anthony 
Eden and the Soviet Union's Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov to 
advance wartime planning for postwar peace arrangements. They 
agreed to a four-power (including China) declaration calling for un
conditional surrender of the Axis powers and for the creation after the 
war of “ a general international organization, based on the principle o f 
sovereign equality of all peace-loving states, and open to membership 
by all such states, large and small, for the maintenance of interna
tional peace and security." That language reflected Hull’s perspective 
and style. But both Hull and Roosevelt comfortably shared in its anti
isolationist connotations.21

At the same time, isolationists were not prepared to remain silent 
while internationalists worked to shape the kind of peace arrangement 
they wanted. In 1942 and 1943, while still supporting the war effort, 
isolationists began to speak out on postwar planning. In 1942 former 
president Herbert Hoover and Hugh Gibson wrote a thoughtful book, 
Problems o f  a Lasting Peacet that won widespread attention. In a let
ter to Hoover, Senator Taft of Ohio wrote that *‘we must look for
ward to assuming obligations greater than we have ever assumed be
fore in order to reduce the danger of war." But Taft insisted that the 
policy "should be determined on the basis of intelligent discussion, 
and not forced upon us by the President and a few Utopian thinkers, 
whose interest appears to be more in foreign peoples than in the wel
fare of our own." He wanted no "free trade policy" and opposed any 
"international W .P .A ."24

From December, 1942, onward Senator Nye of North Dakota 
spoke on postwar peace settlements. He attacked "interventionists 
who have now become globalists." He warned against utopian expec-
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tâtions and urged Americans to be “ realistic.”  He pointed out that the 
United States could not shape the postwar world in its own image, that 
America’s allies (including the Soviet Union) would have much to say 
about peace terms, that its allies would be moved by self-interest, that 
their attitudes would be different from those of the United States, and 
that the United States ought to look out for its own interests and sov
ereignty. Nye objected to efforts by internationalists to smear isola
tionists while those same isolationists were prevented by the war from 
freely expressing their views.11

Though plagued by political reverses and failing health, old 
George W. Norris of Nebraska was much interested in planning for 
peace and expressed his views in personal letters. He particularly em
phasized the necessity for disarmament if peace were to endure—dis
armament of the Axis states and eventually disarmament for all. In 
April, 1942, he wrote, “ If men are deprived of the means of carrying 
on war by being completely and absolutely disarmed, there will grad
ually grow up a feeling of trust and friendship which will ultimately 
bring about, of its own accord, a disarmament which, gradually as it 
may seem to start with, is necessary in order to pave the way for the 
universal brotherhood of man.”  In December, 1942, he wrote that 
“ the peace of the world”  would “ depend upon Russia, England, the 
United States, and perhaps China”  and that “ it would probably be 
wise to let them frame the treaty without trying to get all the nations o f 
the world at the peace table.” 16

Among the more moderate and politically effective of the prewar 
noninterventionists in the wartime consideration of postwar peace was 
Republican Senator Arthur H. Vandenberg of Michigan. After World 
War II he became a leading architect of bipartisanship and contain
ment in foreign affairs. Even during the war he tried to bridge the gap 
between the president and Congress in the conduct of the war and on 
postwar planning in foreign affairs. He tried to find common ground 
on which Americans could unite in considering postwar policies.17

Until 1945, however, Vandenberg functioned in that role without 
encouragement from President Roosevelt; during his third term as 
president FDR made little or no direct effort to win Vandenberg’s 
friendship or confidence. Similarly, the Michigan senator undertook 
his efforts on behalf of postwar planning in foreign affairs without 
abandoning his continuing political opposition to and personal dis
trust of Roosevelt. Not until the beginning of FDR’s fourth term in 
1945, not long before Roosevelt’s death, did the two make gestures 
toward each other that softened their disenchantment with each other
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a bit. Furthermore, Vandenberg denied that he had become an inter
nationalist, and he never repudiated or apologized for the isolationist 
or noninterventionist positions he had served so vigorously in the 
1930s and before Pearl Harbor. In the middle o f 1943 he wrote, “ If I 
have become an 'internationalist' then black is white.'* He saw him
self as battling against Wendell Willkie and his “ One W orld" ap
proach within the GOP, and against Roosevelt and his New Deal 
foreign policy nationally. Vandenberg sought common ground in the 
Republican party, in the Senate, and in the nation that might assure 
unity for winning the war and for building an enduring peace after the 
war, while at the same time safeguarding American interests, 
American sovereignty, and the constitutional authority of the Senate 
and Congress in foreign affairs. President Roosevelt, interventionists, 
the Japanese attack, and war combined to bludgeon isolationism into 
a nearly helpless remnant of its once-great power. Isolationists and 
isolationism suffered under a near-treasonous public image that made 
their every word or act suspect during the war. Nonetheless, Vanden
berg, with impeccable credentials as an isolationist, in the course of 
his continued opposition to FDR and while battling against Willkie’s 
version of internationalism, played a major role in helping build a 
bipartisan consensus behind foreign policies that salvaged very little of 
traditional isolationism.2'

Throughout World War II various leaders and factions maneu
vered for power and position within the Republican party. Isola
tionists and internationalists contested for control of the party, its 
presidential nomination, and its foreign policy program. Wendell L. 
Willkie of New York and Governor Harold E. Stassen of Minnesota 
spoke for doctrinaire internationalism. Governor Thomas E. Dewey 
of New York had not been an isolationist, but he was sufficiently am
biguous in his foreign policy statements to make both internationalists 
and isolationists uneasy about him. Old William Allen White of Kan
sas worked patiently and persistently in his efforts to draw Hoover, 
Landon, Willkie, and other GOP leaders to unite behind a moderate 
and responsibly internationalist approach to foreign affairs. Arthur 
H. Vandenberg of Michigan, Robert A. Taft of Ohio, Herbert 
Hoover of California, and supporters of General Douglas MacArthur 
were identified with prewar isolationism. Concern for national unity 
and fear of harmful political effects caused isolationist Republicans to 
play down isolationist-internationalist differences within the party 
during the war. They contended that grandstanding efforts by Willkie 
to commit the GOP to reject isolationism and to embrace bold inter
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nationalism would seem like a confession of past error and a repudia
tion of those Republicans who had espoused isolationism earlier. Such 
a course, they believed, would play into the hands of President Roose
velt’s Democratic party and would hurt many Republicans politically.

Wendell Willkie won a skirmish at a Chicago meeting of the Re
publican National Committee in April, 1942. The national committee 
adopted resolutions originally proposed and publicized by Willkie as
serting that the United States had an obligation “ to assist in the bring
ing about of understanding, comity and co-operation among the na
tions of the world in order that our liberty may be preserved and that 
the blighting and destructive processes of war may not again be forced 
upon us and upon the free and peace loving peoples of the world." 
Senator Taft opposed the action. His supporters in the committee 
watered down Willkie's original proposals, but the press publicized 
the episode as a victory for Willkie and a Republican repudiation of 
isolationism and isolationists.2*

Though Willkie’s original resolutions had been softened consider
ably, Senator Taft feared that “ any declaration would be taken as a 
repudiation of the position of many Republican Congressmen, and 
would be used against them in the November election by their Demo
cratic opponents." Taft feared they were “ heading for a direct fight 
for control of the Party machinery" and that “ it would be fatal to the 
future of the Party if Willkie and Luce and Dorothy Thompson, to
gether with the wealthy crowd in the east, succeed in their aim ." He 
was convinced that Willkie was wrong if he thought the GOP could 
win “ by being more warlike than Roosevelt." Senator Vandenberg 
took a different view. He thought it was “ all sheer bunk” to portray 
the episode as “ the death of so-called ‘isolationism’ ’’ and “ a great 
victory" for Willkie. He thought it was “ mere shadow-boxing with 
platitudes." Vandenberg could agree with the general statement 
adopted by the national committee and could not see “ how anybody 
could disagree with it."  He thought Taft had “ made a great mistake" 
in opposing the declaration, thereby giving Willkie “ the pretense of a 
‘victory.’

That episode was a preview of more extended deliberations in Con
gress and in the Republican party during 1943. Various legislators in 
both houses of Congress introduced resolutions pointing to what they 
hoped would be enduring peace after the war. Initially neither Presi
dent Roosevelt nor Secretary Hull wanted congressional action on the 
matter at that time. They feared divisive consequences and were un
easy lest debate on the resolutions revive isolationist opposition.
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Nonetheless, Democratic Senator Guy Gillette of Iowa introduced a 
resolution in February, 1943. A month later Republican Senators 
Joseph H. Ball of Minnesota and Harold H. Burton of Massachusetts 
along with Democratic Senators Carl A. Hatch of New Mexico and 
Lister Hill of Alabama introduced a stronger and more specific resolu
tion. It would have had the president call meetings of the United Na
tions to form an international organization with authority to ad
minister economic relief and to establish an international police force. 
The Senate Foreign Relations Committee referred those and other 
such resolutions to a special subcommittee composed of Senators Tom 
Connally, Walter George, Alben Barkley, Guy Gillette, Robert La 
Follette, Jr., Arthur Vandenberg, and Wallace White. None of the 
members of that subcommittee liked the Ball resolution, the so-called 
B2 H 2 resolution; they thought it too specific and divisive. All isola
tionists in and out of Congress disliked it.11

Senator Taft feared that the international conferences called for in 
the B2 H 2 resolution might divide the United Nations and interfere with 
prosecution of the war. He objected to “ the tremendous power given 
the President" by the resolutions. He wanted to be certain that any 
agreement for the formation of an international organization be a 
treaty subject to Senate approval. Senator Wheeler approved interna
tional trade and world wide humanitarian efforts, but he opposed giv
ing “ some international super-government the authority to carry on 
these activities." In his opinion “ the goal should be instruments of or
dered change; not for the enforcement of the status quo." He insisted 
that “ enforcement of peace" was “ a contradiction in terms." Senator 
La Follette battled against the Ball resolution and other resolutions 
within the subcommittee. In May, 1943, Senator Nye delivered a 
political address in Chicago in which he tried to arouse Republicans to 
“ come out of their corner swinging and clubbing" against “ global
ism." He predicted that Americans would “ never tolerate any such 
policing job as globalists seem to contemplate" and warned that “ this 
international policeman isn't going to be the most popular fellow on 
earth ."»

Senator Vandenberg wanted to “ proceed with extreme prudence 
lest we disunite the war effort through a premature attempt in any sort 
of detail to unite the peace effort." On July 2, 1943, Vandenberg and 
Wallace White of Maine introduced the first “ all Republican" Senate 
resolution for postwar peace planning. It called for postwar coopera
tion to prevent aggression and “ to establish permanent peace with jus
tice in a free world." But it also emphasized that that should be done
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by “ sovereign nations”  and that it be “ by due constitutional pro
cess,”  assuring the Senate’s role in any treaty-making process. That 
proposed resolution was not old-fashioned isolationism, but it was 
more acceptable to Senate isolationists that the B}Hj resolution. Van- 
denberg contended that his resolution was “ at total odds with Mr. 
Willkie’s ’One World.’ ”  He believed his resolution recognized Ameri
ca's “ new and unavoidable obligations,”  but also “ speaks up for 
‘America first.” ’»

In response to a query from Life Magazine, Senator Arthur Cap
per of Kansas wrote that he was “ in favor of international coopera
tion”  and always had been. But he opposed “ merging the United 
States into any form of super-state or union which would place our 
people, our resources, our country, under international control or the 
control of any other nation.”  He could support the Vandenberg- 
White resolution, but not “ the Executive blanket powers to make for
eign commitments that are implied in the Ball Burton Hatch Hill 
resolution.” “

Former Democratic congressman Samuel B. Pettengill of Indiana, 
who had been an influential America First adviser, wrote that he was 
“ prepared to go farther” than he “ would have gone before Pearl Har
bor” ; he had no desire to spend the rest of his life “ standing at aban
doned camp Tires.”  But “ if this ‘one world’ stuff means that we have 
got to spill our blood from now on to put down every uprising every
where in the world that does not immediately affect American in
terests,”  he “ would respectfully decline participating in the negotia
tions.” »

On August 26,1943, Senator Robert A. Taft delivered a major ad
dress before the American Bar Association in Chicago summarizing 
his developing peace views. Like most Americans, Taft favored pursu
ing the war to complete victory and advocated adequate military de
fense forces for the United States. He proposed that “ after the initial 
period of relief and reconstruction we must keep out of the internal af
fairs of other nations, and we must learn to treat with tolerance condi
tions and ideologies which we may not understand or sympathize 
with.”  Taft thought the United States “ should attempt again to pre
vent the occurrence of any war in the world by international action.” 
He advocated a peace settlement providing for “ the self-determina
tion of nations.”  He thought “ any effort to impose democracy on the 
entire world, however, would be impossible and far more likely to 
cause war than prevent it.”  And he called for “ the revision of the 
world code of international law, extending it to provide the rules and
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ideals which shall govern the relations of sovereign nations in times of 
crisis and with relation to vital national interests.” 1*

Taft attacked the alliance arrangement urged by Walter Lippmann 
in his book, U.S. Foreign Policy: Shield o f  the Republic. He believed 
alliances were “ as likely to fall apart at crucial moments as any defen
sive plans based on a nation's own armed forces.”  He thought Lipp- 
mann’s book might “ appeal to the do-gooders who regard it as the 
manifest destiny of America to confer the benefits of the New Deal on 
every Hottentot.”  Taft saw Lippmann's approach as “ imperialism” 
and contended that the United States was “ not fitted to a role of im
perialism and would fail in any attempt at world domination.” 17

Senator Vandenberg played a central role in compromising Repub
lican foreign policy views at a major Republican meeting at Mackinac 
Island in Michigan in September, 1943. That conference brought to
gether Republican state governors and national leaders of the party in
cluding Vandenberg, Dewey, Taft, and others. Willkie and Stassen on 
the internationalist extreme were not there; neither were isolationists 
Hiram Johnson, Gerald Nye, or Hamilton Fish. Senator Vandenberg 
chaired the Republican Post-War Advisory Council at Mackinac that 
hammered out a major foreign policy resolution. In his efforts Van
denberg saw himself as “ hunting for the middle ground between those 
extremists at one end of the line who would cheerfully give America 
away and those extremists at the other end of the line who would at
tempt a total isolation which has come to be an impossibility.”  The 
resolution approved at Mackinac called for “ responsible participation 
by the United States in postwar cooperative organization among sov
ereign nations to prevent military aggression and to attain permanent 
peace with organized justice in a free world.”  At the same time, in 
shaping the resolution Vandenberg insisted on guarding American 
sovereignty, rejecting world government, and maintaining the consti
tutional powers of Congress and the Senate in foreign affairs. Van- 
denberg's effort at Mackinac won the endorsement of both Senator 
Taft and Governor Dewey, leading contenders for the GOP presiden
tial nomination in 1944. As Taft phrased it, in adopting the Mackinac 
resolution the Republican leaders excluded “ any international state, 
as well as extreme isolation.”  Vandenberg was proud that he had 
“ succeeded in putting forty-nine primadonnas together at Mackinac”  
and had “ discovered the necessary formula.”  He believed it “ an ut
terly sound formula.” 1'

Later in September, 1943, the House and Senate renewed consider



War and Peace 523

ation of foreign policy resolutions. With the approval of Roosevelt 
and Hull» on September 21 the House of Representatives approved 
360 to 29 a resolution introduced by Democrat J. William Fulbright of 
Arkansas calling for "the creation of appropriate international 
machinery with power adequate to establish and to maintain a just 
and lasting peace, among the nations of the world, and as favoring 
participation by the United States therein through its constitutional 
processes.”  Some thought the resolution too vague, but it clearly 
pointed away from old-fashioned isolationism. Hamilton Fish of New 
York was among those who voted for the Fulbright resolution. Most 
who voted against it were Republicans from the Middle West.1*

In the Senate, Democrat Tom Connally of Texas, chairman of the 
Foreign Relations Committee, introduced a compromise resolution 
that he hoped would win approval. The subcommittee promptly re
ported Connally’s resolution to the Foreign Relations Committee, 
which then voted twenty to two to recommend its adoption by the Sen
ate. On November 5, 1943, after two weeks of debate, the Senate ap
proved the Connally resolution eighty-five to five. In its final form it 
called for American participation "in  the establishment and mainte
nance of international authority with power to prevent aggression and 
to preserve the peace of the world.”  In deference to Vandenberg and 
the isolationists, however, it emphasized "free and sovereign nations”  
and that American adherence should be "only by and with the advice 
and consent of the Senate of the United States, provided two-thirds of 
the Senators present concur.” 40

The roles of Senate isolationists in consideration of the Connally 
resolution dramatized the enfeebled and discredited state to which 
they had been reduced during World War II. Young Senator La Fol
lette was a member of the subcommittee considering the various reso
lutions. He opposed both the B2H2 and Connally resolutions. He was 
struck down by pneumonia during the fall of 1943, however, and was 
reduced to the ineffective expedient of expressing his opposition from 
his hospital bed and home in Wisconsin. He telegraphed Vandenberg 
that he thought " a  great mistake”  was "being made by the committee 
in its present efforts to commit the United States to a future course in 
world relationship when the committee and the people of the United 
States are still in the dark as to the peace table demands and the post
war policies of the other United Nations, including Great Britain, 
China and Russia.”  For the final Senate vote La Follette could do no 
more than make certain that the text of his telegram to Vandenberg



524 War and Peace

was printed in the Congressional Record and that he was paired 
against the Connally resolution with a clear indication that he would 
have voted against it had he been present.41

Most leading isolationists addressed the Senate during the debate 
on the Connally resolution. But theirs was a defensive and ineffective 
effort. They complained o f unfair attacks and smears directed at them 
during the war. They denied that they wanted to isolate the United 
States or that they were “ isolationists”  in any literal sense of the 
word. Most, in their comments on the Connally resolution, spoke in 
“ yes, but”  terms that were out of tune both with their bolder prewar 
isolationism and with the internationalist and collective security con
notations the resolution had for the administration and most senators. 
Senator Nye, for example, pointed out that any treaty made to imple
ment the resolution should “ be made only by and with the advice and 
consent of the Senate of the United States, provided two-thirds of the 
Senators present concur.”  He suspected that that paragraph might 
“ ultimately prove to be the only part of the resolution that has real 
and direct meaning and force.”  Nye defended America First and iso
lationists; he voiced skepticism about postwar cooperation by Ameri
ca’s allies, including Britain and the Soviet Union. But he was “ not 
ready to close the door to whatever might develop in the way of a 
chance to win and enjoy the cooperation o f the world.”  In his remarks 
Nye summarized his own recommendations for the peace settlement, 
with emphasis on self-determination and antiimperialism. He thought 
the United States might eventually “ be more definitely and over
whelmingly isolationist in its determination to avoid involvement in 
more foreign wars than has ever been true in the past.”  Others spoke 
in similar terms.42

But it was old Hiram Johnson of California who provided the 
most pathetic symbol for the erosion of isolationist strength. He had 
been hospitalized four and one-half months in the middle of 1943. He 
returned to his Senate seat to learn that his like-minded colleague on 
the Foreign Relations Committee, Robert La Follette, was similarly 
absented by hospitalization. On October 13, Johnson telegraphed La 
Follette in Wisconsin that he had been “ very lonely”  until he had 
learned that the Wisconsin senator “ had voted against the proposed 
resolution of the subcommittee.”  He knew that his defeat on the reso
lution was “ certain.”  On the day of the final Senate vote, November 
5, the old senator, frail and weak, took his feet briefly to explain that 
on advice of his doctors and his wife he had refrained from an active 
role in the deliberations. He thanked his doctors and his wife, but
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took his seat without marshaling for the Senate his reasons for oppos
ing the resolution. Given the old senator's once great vigor, boldness, 
oratorical powers, and tactical skills, it was a pathetic scene.41

Those voting for the Connally resolution included such prewar 
noninterventionists as Capper, D. Worth Clark, Bennett Champ 
Clark, Nye, Taft, Vandenberg, and others. The only senators voting 
against the resolution (in addition to La Follette’s pair against it) were 
three Republicans (Johnson of California, Langer of North Dakota, 
and Shipstead of Minnesota) and two Democrats (Wheeler of Mon
tana and Reynolds of North Carolina). All were noninterventionists 
before Pearl Harbor, and all but Reynolds were western progressives 
on domestic issues.44

As the Senate debated the Connally resolution, Irving Brant of the 
the Chicago Sun wrote to President Roosevelt complaining that "the 
nearer it comes to unanimity the less it will be worth." He thought the 
"effort to find a formula that would not drive all of the isolationists 
into opposition" would "m ake the resolution worthless as an assur
ance to other governments about American postwar policy." Brant 
feared that the resolution might be "a  political godsend to isolationist 
senators running for re-election next year. They will vote for it and go 
before the people on that record, then come back to sabotage the 
peace." In his opinion, 4'Any resolution Senator Nye can support 
must be fatally deficient." In his response Roosevelt wrote that he 
wondered "how much weight should be attached at this time to any 
Senate or House Resolution." He contended that he was "paying very 
little attention to the language of the debate. The affairs of ‘mice and 
men* are becoming less and less affected by verbiage." On November 
5, the president wrote to Senator Connally congratulating him on the 
Senate’s action and facetiously asking, "But why, oh, why did you let 
Nye vote for it?"45 The overwhelming approval by Congress of the 
Fulbright and Connally resolutions, just as Hull was shaping and re
turning to Washington the four-power Moscow Declaration on Gen
eral Security, encouraged conviction that the isolationists would not 
prevail, that the Senate would not bar American membership in a 
world organization, and that the United States would play an active 
and leading role in preserving peace after the war.

Roosevelt and Hull continued to build on those foundations. Sec
retary Hull had attempted throughout the war to marshal bipartisan 
support for a responsible role by the United States in a world organi
zation after the war. In 1944, his final year as secretary of state, he 
stepped up those efforts. Of particular importance was the formation
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of a Committee of Eight—eight senators to confer with him and State 
Department advisers on developing plans for a postwar international 
organization. That secret committee included four Democrats (Tom 
Connally of Texas, Alben Barkley of Kentucky, Walter George o f 
Georgia, and Guy Gillette of Iowa), three Republicans (Vandenberg 
of Michigan, Wallace White of Maine, and Warren Austin of Ver
mont), and one Progressive (La Follette of Wisconsin). It was not just 
a token or rubber-stamp group; in its many sessions with Hull its 
members conducted spirited, thoughtful, responsible discussions. 
Vandenberg and La Follette resisted committing their committee or the 
Senate to approval of an international organization without first de
termining what peace terms would be concluded among the victors 
after the war. Despite sharp differences among them, the tone in the 
committee's deliberations was nonpartisan and constructive. Its con
tributions were evident in the United States positions at the Dumbar
ton Oaks conference in 1944 and at the United Nations Conference on 
International Organization in San Francisco that drafted the United 
Nations Charter in 1945.4‘

That bipartisan, or nonpartisan, approach toward postwar plan
n in g  for peace continued through the presidential election of 1944. 
The Democratic party nominated Roosevelt for a fourth term, and the 
vice-presidential nomination went to Senator Harry S. Truman of 
Missouri. The party platform pledged " to  join with the other United 
Nations in the establishment of an international organization based on 
the principle of the sovereign equality of all peace-loving states, open 
to membership by all such states, large and small, for the prevention 
of aggression and the maintenance of international peace and secu
rity.”  That organization, the platform asserted, "m ust be endowed 
with power to employ armed forces when necessary to prevent aggres- 
sion,and preserve peace.”  The platform also endorsed, as it had many 
tim^s before, "an  international court of justice” that would include 
theUnited States. And it pledged the party’s "support to the Atlantic 
Charter and the Four Freedoms and the application of the principles 
enunciated therein to the United Nations and other peace-loving na
tions, large and small.” 47

The Republican party again rejected prewar isolationists and nom
inated Governor Thomas E. Dewey for president and Governor John 
W. Bricker of Ohio for vice-president. On foreign affairs the platform 
closely followed the formula worked out by Vandenberg at the Mack
inac conference nearly a year before. The GOP platform sought to ac
complish its peace aims "through organized international cooperation
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and not by joining a World S ta te /' It favored "responsible participa
tion by the United States in post-war cooperative organization among 
sovereign nations to prevent military aggression and to attain perma
nent peace with organized justice in a free world." The platform 
promised to "keep the American people informed concerning all 
agreements with foreign nations" and that treaties and agreements 
making peace after the war would "be made only by and with the ad
vice and consent of the Senate of the United States provided two- 
thirds of the Senators present concur." It promised "a t all times" to 
"protect the essential interests and resources of the United States."4'

By mutual consent the two parties and their candidates largely kept 
foreign policy issues out of the campaign. The reelection of FDR to a 
fourth term surprised no one.4*

With Dumbarton Oaks and the Yalta conferences resolving many 
details on a world organization, plans went forward for the San Fran
cisco conference to draft the charter for the new world organization. 
Among the persons President Roosevelt named to the American dele
gation for the conference was Senator Vandenberg. The Michigan Re
publican was pleased, but delayed final acceptance until he success
fully won assurances from the president that he would be free to speak 
his own mind at the conference and in the Senate after the conference 
had completed its deliberations/0

Roosevelt's death on April 12, 1945, after his return from Yalta 
preceded the San Francisco conference. But the new president, Harry 
S. Truman, did not postpone the conference, and he kept the same 
persons named earlier by FDR to the American delegation (including 
Vandenberg)/1

By the time the completed United Nations Charter finally was sub
mitted to the Senate in July, 1945, the outcome was no longer in 
doubt. The total effort on behalf of a new international organization 
to keep the peace and on behalf of American membership in that or
ganization was so overwhelming that it demolished any serious 
thought of effective opposition. The Mackinac resolution, the Ful- 
bright and Connally resolutions, the four-power Moscow declaration, 
the organized bipartisan support, the negotiation on detailed matters 
at Dumbarton Oaks and Yalta, the active educational and propaganda 
roles by countless individuals and organizations all over the country, 
the advantages accruing from the war effort against the Axis, the dis
credited and enfeebled status of isolationism and isolationists—all 
magnificently orchestrated under the inspiring leadership of President 
Roosevelt, with dedicated assistance from the ailing old Secretary of
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State Hull and from his handsome and energetic successor Edward R. 
Stettinius, Jr.—combined to make the creation of the United Nations 
organization and American membership in that organization near cer
tainty.

In the final vote on July 28, 1945, eighty-nine senators voted yea, 
and only two voted nay. The lone negative votes were cast by progres
sive Republican Senators Henrik Shipstead of Minnesota and William 
Langer of North Dakota. Hiram Johnson was on his deathbed. He 
asked to be paired against the United Nations Charter and would have 
voted against it if he had had the strength to attend. All other senate 
isolationists either voted for the United Nations Charter or had been 
removed by death or defeat at the polls.’2 Isolationism was not com
pletely dead, but its vital signs were just barely evident by the time the 
United States approved the United Nations Charter. Isolationists and 
isolationism had taken a beating during World War II from which 
they never recovered. And there were few who felt any sadness or shed 
any tears on their behalf.
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End o f an Era

In April, 1945, death took Franklin D. Roosevelt, Benito Mussolini, 
and Adolf Hitler. On April 12, Roosevelt suffered a massive cerebral 
hemorrhage and died at his cottage in Warm Springs, Georgia. On 
April 28, the already ousted Mussolini was shot and killed as he tried 
to flee to Switzerland. Two days later on April 30, Hitler committed 
suicide in his bunker in the heavily bombed city of Berlin, Germany. 
But out of the carnage and rubble of that terrible war Franklin D. 
Roosevelt won his victory even in death. Along with Britain’s Winston 
S. Churchill and the Soviet Union’s Joseph Stalin, he had provided 
leadership for the United Nations allies that crushed the Axis powers. 
The government of Italy under Marshal Pietro Badoglio had sur
rendered on September 9, 1943. A thoroughly beaten Germany for
mally surrendered on V-E Day, May 8,1945.

Three months later, at 8:15 in the morning of August 6, 1945, a 
United States Army Air Force B-29 Superfortress four-engine 
bomber, the Enola Gay, dropped an atomic bomb on the city of Hiro
shima, Japan. That bomb killed seventy thousand people, injured an
other seventy thousand, caused the eventual deaths of many more 
later. It and a second atomic bomb on Nagasaki brought a quick end 
to the war with Japan. The formal surrender was signed aboard the 
U.S.S. Missouri in Tokyo Bay on V-J Day, September 2, 1945. On the 
same day that that lone bomber dropped the atomic bomb on Hiro
shima, August 6, some seven thousand miles further east at the Be- 
thesda Naval Hospital on the outskirts of Washington, D.C., old Sen
ator Hiram Johnson died. He was nearly seventy-nine. That day had 
both literal and symbolic significance. It symbolized Roosevelt’s tri
umphs over the last of the Axis states and over the isolationists as well.

During World War II the isolationists were crushed nearly as com
pletely as the Axis powers. The federal government, private individu-
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als and groups, the news media, and voters at the polls shared in de
stroying them. Other societies in other times had treated and would 
treat losing factions with more savage physical brutality. But the 
methods used to destroy isolationists and their values were decisively, 
even ruthlessly, effective. Their assailants demolished the isolationists 
in a spirit of triumphant self-righteousness that left no room for com
passion, empathy, or sadness—then or later. Not only was the once 
great power of isolationism shattered, its public image was so tarn
ished that “ isolationist”  became (then and later) a smear word used to 
connote much that was evil and even subversive in America and for
eign affairs. (The word had never been of the isolationists's own 
choosing, and it had never accurately described their views.) In the 
midst of wartime passions, hatreds, and intolerance, isolationists were 
identified with Hitler, fascism, totalitarianism, anti-Semitism, and 
even treason—though in fact most isolationists were no more enam
ored of alien or totalitarian ideologies than those who assailed them.

The America First Committee had ceased its noninterventionist ac
tivities and disbanded after Pearl Harbor. The FBI and the War De
partment G-2 Military Intelligence Division, however, received reports 
alleging that the committee or some o f its members proposed to go 
underground and prepare for political action later. Reports that won 
particular prominence concerned a meeting on December 17, 1941, in 
the home of Edwin S. Webster, Jr., secretary o f the New York Amer
ica First chapter. Some fifty America First workers had attended, and 
Charles Lindbergh had spoken informally to the group. Allegations 
about America First and the meeting in Webster's home were circu
lated widely by the Reverend Leon Birkhead of Friends of Democ
racy, Walter Winchell, Drew Pearson, and others through the press, 
radio, and mails. Reports of the Webster-Lindbergh gathering in New 
York reached President Roosevelt, Mrs. Roosevelt, Secretary Stim- 
son, and others in the administration.1

On February 13, 1942, FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover wrote the 
White House and Attorney General Francis Biddle about reports of 
America First plans for future activity and about the gathering in 
Webster's home. According to Hoover's sources, Lindbergh had told 
his listeners that America First could “ again be a political force”  and 
that “ there may be a time soon when the Committee can advocate a 
negotiated peace.”  Hoover also provided the White House and the 
attorney general with a twenty-one-page memorandum on the Amer
ica First Committee.2 Lindbergh’s personal account of the gathering
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differed substantially from those accounts reported to the FBI and to 
the president. According to Lindbergh's journal the party was a com
bination of an engagement dinner with Webster's fiancée and a fare
well dinner for former “ street speakers”  for America First.1 Regard
less of what had or had not occurred that evening, reports of the 
gathering helped trigger serious concern about possible future activi
ties by America First.

President Roosevelt was impatient with Attorney General Biddle 
for being too solicitous about the rights of dissenters and critics of the 
government. As Biddle phrased it in his memoirs later, Roosevelt 
“ was not much interested. . .  in the constitutional right to criticize the 
government in wartime. He wanted this anti-war talk stopped.”  FDR 
persistently prodded his attorney general to take action. Biddle felt the 
president’s coolness and recognized his nudgings.4

With the approval of Biddle, on March 16, 1942, Hoover ordered 
a  major nationwide FBI investigation of America First. He directed 
FBI agents to determine whether the committee was “ being kept alive 
and in operation by individuals and groups who may plan at some 
time in the future using the organization in a manner detrimental to 
the internal security of this country.”  He wrote, “ The primary pur
pose of the inquiries at this time is to ascertain whether the structure 
set up by the America First Committee is now being used by foreign 
interests, or by individuals cooperating with foreign interests, in such 
a manner as to interfere with the national defense effort.”  He directed 
the agents to be “ discreet,”  but to give the case “ a preferential investi
gative status.”  When some agents were slow to report, Hoover firmly 
pressed them to action. He ordered follow-up inquiries when uncer
tainties appeared.1

FBI special agents in cities all across the country promptly pro
ceeded with their investigations and reported their detailed findings to 
Hoover in Washington. The reports made clear that the America First 
national headquarters, regional facilities, and local chapters had in 
fact disbanded and ceased their noninterventionist activities. The re
ports provided no evidence that the committee or its leaders were lying 
low and readying for renewed activity later. Some extremists wanted 
to continue, and groups such as Gerald L. K. Smith's Committee of 
1,000,000 in Detroit, Horace J. Haase's Americans For Peace in New 
York, and Father Charles E. Coughlin's Social Justice movement 
sought the support of former America Firsters. Those and other com
parable fringe groups were subject to continued investigation and sur-
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veillance by the FBI. But the reports from FBI agents across the land 
provided a remarkably clean bill for the America First Committee, 
given its loose-knit, heterogeneous, and controversial character.'

In addition to the FBI investigation, the Internal Revenue Bureau 
of the Treasury Department also conducted a meticulous probe of 
America First. Internal Revenue Bureau agents examined America 
First financial, membership, and correspondence records in Chicago, 
New York, Washington, and California. Those agents also studied, 
page by page, an unofficial typescript history of America First written 
by Ruth Sarles, former director of the America First Research Bureau 
in Washington. All that was done without making clear just what they 
were looking for or why.7

In September, 1941, three months before Pearl Harbor, Demo
cratic Congressman Samuel Dickstein of New York had called for an 
investigation of America First by the House of Representatives Com
mittee on Un-American Activities under the chairmanship of Demo
cratic Congressman Martin Dies of Texas. In urging the probe, Dick- 
stein had charged that America First “ was engaged in the business of 
appeasing the dictators and seeking to organize the American people 
for fascistic aims.*7 He thought its source of funds “ questionable.** 
General Wood promptly wrote Dies welcoming an investigation and 
promising full cooperation. In November, 1941, the Dies Committee 
began an investigation of America First and other groups involved in 
the foreign policy debate. Its agents got masses of information from 
America First offices in Chicago and Washington. Dies said he 
wanted to find out how many members of America First also belonged 
to the German-American Bund and other subversive organizations. 
He also wanted to determine how strong the influence of Nazis was in 
the councils of America First and its local chapters. Dies committee 
agents continued their work after the Japanese attack on Pearl Har
bor, but the committee never published a report on the findings of its 
probe of America First.*

The Federal Bureau of Investigation also responded to specific al
legations against individual isolationists. For example, on July 16, 
1941, the fervently interventionist newspaper columnist Dorothy 
Thompson had written to J. Edgar Hoover protesting that Senator 
Wheeler and some of his associates had “ been actively participating in 
a program of abuse and vilification** and a “ boycott** of her activi
ties. She wrote that her attorney had advised her that the available evi
dence indicated “ a clear violation of law and an illegal interference'* 
with her work and activities. Thompson believed Wheeler’s activities
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were “ part and parcel of what may be fairly termed ‘Fifth Column 
Activities.’ “  After Pearl Harbor on December 19, her attorney pro
vided the Justice Department and FBI with a fourteen-page “ Memo
randum of Facts, Law and Exhibits re Senator Burton K. Wheeler" 
making major allegations against the Montana Democrat. It con
cluded that there had been “ a deliberate and malicious conspiracy to 
undermine American defense and to give aid and succor to a foreign 
and unfriendly power.“ *

Attorney General Biddle sought the advice of Hoover and Assis
tant Attorney General Wendell Berge on the allegations. Berge 
thought only one of the complaints warranted investigation. It con
cerned an alleged payment of twenty-five thousand dollars to Wheeler 
by the German consul in San Francisco, Fritz Wiedemann. Hoover re
ported, however, that the FBI had no information that would confirm 
the allegation. And the Justice Department found that the individual 
who had made the allegation to the attorney concerning payment of 
money to Wheeler had a long record of irresponsibility, dishonesty, 
and untrustworthiness. Consequently the Justice Department decided 
not to proceed further with the m atter.10 Other wartime allegations 
against prominent prewar noninterventionists (generally from in
terventionist and antiisolationist sources) similarly produced negative 
or inconclusive findings with insufficient grounds for legal action— 
even in wartime.

The federal grand jury in Washington, D.C., that had begun its 
probe of foreign propaganda in the middle of 1941 continued its work 
after Pearl Harbor. It produced indictments leading to various convic
tions, including those of George Hill, George Sylvester Viereck, Laura 
Ingalls, Frank B. Burch, and Ralph Townsend, mainly for failure to 
register as foreign agents. Ingalls, a colorful aviatrix, had addressed 
America First meetings; Burch was a sponsor of the Akron, Ohio, 
chapter o f America First; and Townsend had spoken at local meetings 
o f America First. FDR was pleased when the grand jury returned in
dictments."

On July 21, 1942, with William P. Maloney serving as prosecuting 
attorney, the grand jury indicted twenty-eight persons for conspiracy 
to undermine the morale of the armed forces. On January 4, 1943, it 
produced a superseding indictment. In February, O. John Rogge re
placed Maloney as special assistant to the attorney general in charge of 
the wartime sedition case. He tried to distinguish between loyal dis
senters or isolationists on the one hand, and subversive agents o f 
enemy governments on the other. A third and final indictment on
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January 4,1944, charged thirty persons with conspiracy with the Ger
man government to undermine the morale o f United States armed 
forces. Among those indicted were Gerald B. Winrod, William Dud
ley Pelley, Lawrence Dennis, Joseph E. McWilliams, George E. 
Deatherage, Elizabeth Dilling, Edward James Smythe, and Garland
L. Alderman. Most were obscure figures o f comparatively little signif
icance or influence. The indictments also listed various publications 
and organizations that had been used by those indicted to spread their 
propaganda. The America First Committee was listed as one o f those 
organizations in the first indictment, but not in the third. Only the 
third indictment was brought to trial.12

Though leading isolationists were not indicted, their names were 
drawn into the unsavory atmosphere o f suspicion and distrust that 
surrounded the sedition indictments and trial. In April, 1942, Town
send asked Senator Nye to write the court on his behalf. He did so. 
The North Dakota Republican had found Townsend “ a loyal and pa
triotic American citizen." He thought Townsend, like Nye, had only 
been trying to keep America "free from involvement in the hatreds 
which were obsessing other parts o f the w orld ."11

In August, 1942, Charles Lindbergh was subpoenaed to testify for 
the defense for William Dudley Pelley, head of the fascistic Silver 
Shirts. Lindbergh had never met Pelley personally and was on the wit
ness stand only twelve minutes. But the episode further identified that 
leading isolationist in the public mind with seditious elements.14

Senators Taft of Ohio, Wheeler of Montana, and Nye were among 
leading prewar noninterventionists who criticized the grand jury in
dictments as witch hunts partly aimed against loyal Americans who 
had criticized the government and its foreign policies before Pearl 
Harbor. They called on Attorney General Biddle and made their views 
clearly known to him.11

On January 14, 1943, Nye took the floor in the Senate to defend 
himself against an allegation in the press by columnist Drew Pearson 
that he had "been active behind the scenes in aiding the appeal of 
George Sylvester Viereck." Nye called the charge " a  deceitful false
hood" and " a  lie." He insisted that he had talked with Viereck "only 
once or twice" and not at all since Pearl Harbor. He conceded that he 
had *'‘grave doubts about the merit of the charges" against some of 
those indicted by the grand jury, and he wondered "concerning the 
issue o f personal liberty." He said he held "n o  br ief . . .  for anyone 
guilty of contributing to the undermining of our defense, or under
mining the morale of our armed forces," but he thought most o f those
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indicted were “ no more guilty than are millions o f other Americans 
who, prior to Pearl Harbor, were giving their voice to their feelings re
specting possible involvement in this war.“  Nye’s speech probably ac
complished little more than further identify him in the eyes of many 
Americans with sedition and seditionists.'*

An FBI agent interviewed General Robert E. Wood concerning his 
relations with Lawrence Dennis. Wood told the agent that he thought 
Dennis was “ patriotic“  and a good citizen. Wood contributed money 
to  help with the legal costs of defending Dennis in the trial.17

In November, 1943, Nye took the Senate floor to defend himself 
against what he called “ a spreading of insidious poison by newspapers 
such as the Communist Daily Worker, PM, the Chicago Sun, the Chi
cago Daily News, the New York Post, and individuals such as Edgar 
Mowrer, Dorothy Thompson, Walter Winchell, and other radio and 
newspaper commentators.“  He said he detested “ fascism and com
munism with a firmness and conviction as deep as is my love and solic
itation for the future o f our American form o f government.“ 1*

In June, 1944, when Nye was in the final days o f his primary 
campaign to win renomination for another term in the Senate, news 
reached him that a defense attorney in the sedition trial had filed an 
affidavit alleging that he had failed to provide promised evidence for 
the defense. That news report so infuriated Nye that he scribbled a let
ter to Attorney General Biddle charging him with bringing the senator 
“ under a cloud o f suspicion just five days before“  the primary elec
tion. He complained that though there were three sedition indict
ments, the government waited until 1944, an election year, to bring 
them to tria l."

Judge Edward C. Eicher tried to conduct the sedition trial fairly, 
but he was not able to cope effectively with the antics of defense at
torneys. They exhausted his energies, his skills, and his health. The 
trial dragged on and on. It ended in a mistrial when Judge Eicher died 
on November 30, 1944. The case was never retried.,# From whatever 
perspective, it was an unpleasant and unsavory part of America's par
ticipation in World War II. Though none of the leading isolationists 
was indicted, tried, or convicted in the sedition case, it further be
smirched their reputations. The distinctions that Biddle and Rogge 
tried to make between seditionists and isolationists were badly blurred 
in the press and in the public eye. Though President Roosevelt at that 
time was preoccupied with more pressing concerns o f winning the war 
and planning for postwar peace, there is no evidence that he felt any 
remorse about the damaging effects of the grand jury hearings, the in-
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dictments, or the trial upon the reputations of isolationists. The per
spectives that he iiad helped shape earlier and the viewpoints that he 
made clear to Biddle and others at the topwere nö ton  the side of free
dom of expression or the fight o f dissent! *

Father Charles E. Coughlin; the outspoken isolationist and anti- 
Semitic Roman Catholic priest in Royal Oak, Michigan, was not 
amongst hose indicted during the war. But Attorney General Biddle 
played a key role in bringing the priests pofiticaFanff propaganda ac
tivities to an end. Biddle.explored the possibility of denying SociBt 
Justice use of the mails, and he considered legal actions. But he"wor- 
ried about divisive consequences. Instead, he worked through'The 
church. He won the help of Leo T. Crowley, chairman of the Federal 
Deposit Insurance Corporation. Crowley was a Catholic and a friend 
of President Roosevelt. He agreed to approach Archbishop Edward 
Mooney o f Detroit, under whom Coughlin served. As a result the 
archbishop told Coughlin that he must stop all political and propa
ganda activities or be unfrocked. That applied both to publication of 
Social Justice and to radio broadcasts. According to Biddle: "F.D .R . 
was delighted with the outcome. That was the end o f Father Cough- 
lin.” 21

In addition to federal government actions, countless private in
dividuals and groups added their voices, pens, and dollars to the 
forces that crushed isolationists and isolationism during World War 
II. Some of those were established organizations and prominent in
dividuals; others were obscure or masked and not clearly identifiable 
then or later. Many newspaper columnists, editorial writers, and radio 
commentators slashed away at the isolationists. Walter Winchell, 
Dorothy Thompson, and Drew Pearson were more virulent than 
most, but others shared their general perspectives. Despite the prom
inence of the Chicago Tribune and the Hearst newspapers on the anti- 
Roosevelt side, most leading newspapers, from the New York Times 
and New York Herald Tribune on down, shared in discrediting isola
tionists. More obscure publications did their bit.21

Books published during the war further inflamed hatred of isola
tionists. Among those were Sabotage! The Secret War against Am er- 
ica, by Michael Sayers and Albert E. Kahn, and Black M ail by Henry 
Hoke. They left little doubt that prominent isolationist&were sinister 
people representing evil and possibly subversive influences in.Amer^ 
ica. Most widely distributed of such wartime books was Undec-CoveT: 
M y Four Years in the Nazi Underground o f  America—-The Am azing  
Revelation o f  How A xis Agents and Our Enemies Within A re Now
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Plotting to Destroy the United States, by John Roy Carlson, the pen 
nanife.of jAvedis Derounian. He u&ed various aliases inJiis probe, be
gan working for Friends of Democracy in 1940, and for a few months 
in 1942 was on the payroll of the FBI. Published in 1943, the book 
sold more than 800,000 copies. By associating prominent isolationists 
in various ways, often indirect or casual, with pro-Nazis and anti- 
Semites the book had the effect of giving sinister images to opponents 
of Roosevelt’s foreign policies.”

Isolationists tried to defend themselves and fight back, but they 
were ineffective. Senator Wheeler proposed an investigation of Der
ounian, but it never materialized. InJ942 William Regnery, formerly 
on F irc t  PY grntivi» enable
RuthSjirJesao.write.ahistory of the America First Committee, but her 
detailed manuscript was never published.14 In 1940 John T. Flynn had 
written a critical book on FDR called Country Squire in the White 
House. With financial help from various isolationists, he investigated 
sources of attacks on isolationists, and in 1944 he wrote a confidential 
report, “ The Smear Offensive." In his report Flynn described an or
ganized program 4‘to silence all opposition to the foreign policy of the 
present administration." He charged that “ the agencies engaged in 
this program have organized and carried on a ruthless campaign of vil
ification and slander deliberately to destroy the reputations of all per
sons opposing their policies and with a view to intimidating them and 
any others who might be disposed to follow them ." According to 
Flynn's report, the groups collaborating in the program were the 
American Communist Party, Friends of Democracy, Inc., the Anti- 
Defamation League, the Non-Sectarian Anti-Nazi League, and vari
ous New Deal agencies. On April 23, 1945, the Washington Times- 
Herald carried an article by Flynn entitled “ Uncovering ‘Under 
Cover': The Real Facts about the Smear Book’s Odd A uthor." Early 
in 1947 the Chicago Tribune carried a series of five articles by Flynn 
entitled “ The Smear Terror," developing some of the themes ad
vanced in his earlier 1944 confidential report. In addition, John T. 
Flynn, William L. Neumann, Harry Elmer Barnes, and others began 
to write revisionist pamphlets challenging official explanations for the 
background of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. General Wood, 
William Regnery, Henry Ford, and other prewar isolationists pro
vided financial help for some of those efforts to fight back.”  They 
had little effect, however. They did not significantly damage Roose
velt or his foreign policies. They did not improve the public images o f 
isolationists or isolationism. And they did not prevent isolationists in
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elective offices from going down to defeat at the hands of voters dur
ing and after World War II.

Isolationists held on better than one might have expected in the 
elections of 1942, the first general elections after Pearl Harbor. The 
war was not going well for the United States abroad, and wartime 
planning, production, and controls within the United States had their 
problems. After weeks of careful deliberation the America First Com
mittee had announced on December 1, 1941, that it would support 
noninterventionists in the 1942 elections regardless of party affilia
tions. It began making the changes necessary to comply with legal re
quirements for that nonpartisan political activity. With the coming o f 
war, the committee stopped its activities and disbanded; it did not 
function as an organization in the elections of 1942. But there was a 
residue of political concern that affected individual voters.24

By chance fewer isolationist senators faced the voters in 1942 than 
would face them in 1944 or 1946. Among isolationists no longer in 
Congress after the elections of 1942 were Republican Congressmen 
James C. Oliver o f Maine and George H. Tinkham o f Massachusetts, 
and Democratic Senator William J. Bulow of South Dakota. But pro
gressive Republican Arthur Capper won reelection to a fifth term in 
the Senate by a wider vote margin than he had six years before. Sena
tor C. Wayland Brooks won reelection in Illinois, as did Senator 
Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr., in Massachusetts. And Hamilton Fish won 
again in FDR's home district, just as he had many times before.2'

Most shocking was the defeat of 81-year-old independent pro
gressive George W. Norris in Nebraska. Norris had turned away from 
his earlier isolationism and by 1942 generally identified with Roose
velt’s policies on both domestic and foreign affairs. Age was taking its 
toll on his energies and image. He had already served forty years in 
Congress—ten in the House and thirty in the Senate. He was weary 
and seriously considered not running in 1942. But many urged him on, 
including his friend Franklin Roosevelt. He finally agreed to be an in
dependent candidate again, but did little campaigning. Though Roose
velt warmly endorsed him in 1942, as he had in 1936, the Democratic 
senatorial candidate and Norris split the pro-Roosevelt vote in 1942. 
Farmers in Nebraska were unhappy with administration policies.2*

On election day Norris was soundly beaten by Republican Kenneth 
S. Wherry, who identified with small business and was critical of the 
administration's foreign policies. The old man was emotionally shat
tered by his defeat. He was disappointed that he had lost much o f the 
farm vote. He was troubled and saddened by the virulence o f anti-
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Roosevelt sentiment. He wrote later that 4'hate against Roosevelt 
seems to a great extent to have brought about my defeat for re-election 
to the Senate.’4 Foreign affairs had not figured prominently in the 
campaign.29 Nonetheless, both Roosevelt and foreign affairs affected 
the results. Roosevelt’s conduct o f foreign affairs enhanced his 
strength nationally; it was less helpful in Great Plains states. The same 
policies that helped make Roosevelt a winner nationally helped make 
Norris a loser in the farm state o f Nebraska. Norris was in tune with 
FDR and the nation on foreign affairs; but among wheat farmers and 
cattle growers on Nebraska farms and businessmen on the main streets 
o f small towns in Nebraska, those foreign policy views were less popu
lar. Industry, urbanization, and internationalism were coming to Ne
braska as they had to the nation—but not fast enough to save Norris 
in 1942.

Norris’s many friends were deeply saddened by his defeat. Fiorello 
La Guardia and others raised funds (particularly in the East) to give 
Norris a sabbatical year in Washington, where he could continue to 
advise on progressive programs. But Norris saw it as just a 4 4 kind
ness”  and turned it down. Roosevelt offered him various positions in 
his administration. Norris would have liked a place of influence at the 
peace negotiating table, but declined the other positions offered to 
him. He struggled to write his autobiography at his home in McCook, 
Nebraska. His health deteriorated. On August 29, 1944, when Norris 
suffered his final illness, Roosevelt sent him an affectionate telegram 
that brought a feeble smile to the old man’s face. He died four days 
later on September 2.20

The Democrats retained control in both houses o f Congress after 
the elections of 1942. But the Republicans gained forty-four seats in 
the House and nine in the Senate.11 Despite inhibitions imposed by the 
war and their badly damaged public image, isolationists were not 
much weaker numerically in Congress after the election than they had 
been before.

The elections of 1944 served Roosevelt and internationalists much 
better, however, and further weakened isolationists. The fourth term 
for FDR was not the controversial issue in 1944 that the third term had 
been in 1940. Neither Roosevelt nor his Democratic party felt any po
litical need to appease isolationist sentiment in 1944 on either the vice- 
presidential nomination or the party platform. Though recording his 
personal preference for Henry A. Wallace, FDR was persuaded that 
the Iowa Democrat was a political liability. The Democratic conven
tion turned, instead, to Harry S. Truman o f Missouri. Like Wallace,
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Truman was a mid western liberal Democrat who had consistently sup
ported the president on both domestic and foreign affairs. He was not 
an isolationist. The foreign policy plank in the Democratic platform 
that year called for “ the establishment o f an international organiza
tion based on the principle of the sovereign equality of all peace-loving 
states, open to membership by all such states, large and small, for the 
prevention of aggression and the maintenance of international peace 
and security.“  It favored “ the maintenance of an international court 
o f justice of which the United States shall be a member." It pledged 
support to the Atlantic Charter and the Four Freedoms. It endorsed 
the Good Neighbor policy.12

The Republican party faced a much more difficult political task in 
1944. It had been unable to beat Roosevelt before; the odds against 
doing so in the midst of war against the Axis were almost impossible, 
even in the eyes of persons obsessed by hostility to FDR. The party 
ranged all the way from Wendell Willkie and Governor Harold Stas- 
sen on the internationalist extreme to Hamilton Fish and Gerald Nye 
on the isolationist extreme, with others scattered in between. To ac
complish party unity on foreign affairs for such a broad spectrum 
would be an almost impossible political task. Willkie and others 
would have handled the problem by quashing the isolationists, but 
many feared his tactics would divide and further weaken the party. 
Nye and Fish wanted the GOP to come out boldly against what Nye 
called “ globalists," but they had little voice in party leadership. In
deed, party leaders believed that one of their more essential tasks was 
to cleanse the GOP of the damaging taint of isolationism. Even unre
pentant prewar noninterventionists such as Taft, Hoover, and Van- 
denberg believed it necessary to free their party from identification 
with that damaging label and image.11

William Allen White of Kansas and Senator Arthur H. Vanden- 
berg o f Michigan, in their separate and different ways, were among 
many Republican leaders who worked to build party unity on foreign 
policy. White, a moderate internationalist who favored Willkie, and 
Vandenberg, a prewar noninterventionist who opposed Willkie, dif
fered in their perspectives and tactics. But both tried to find some 
common ground on foreign affairs on which Republicans could stand 
while fighting Roosevelt and his New Deal. Neither White nor Van
denberg was a progressive on domestic issues, nor were most others 
who were working to build common ground within the party on for
eign affairs. The old western progressivism that had been so much a
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part o f isolationism in the 1930s was even more absent from those 
unity efforts than isolationism itself.

White tried to draw former Republican presidential candidates 
Hoover, Landon, and Willkie together, along with a few Senate and 
House leaders, to endorse a common foreign policy statement. He 
never quite accomplished his goal, though personally he believed Hoo
ver, Landon, and Willkie were not all that far apart on fundamen
tals.»4

Vandenberg was more hostile to Willkie and more sympathetic to 
isolationists than was White. In a letter to Thomas W. Lamont on Au
gust 4, 1943, Vandenberg worried about “ the everlasting recurrence 
o f the ‘isolationist* theme" in efforts to build GOP unity. He insisted 
that he did “ not know of any ‘isolationists' (in the original and literal 
sense of the word) since Pearl H arbor." He did “ not blame the New 
Dealers for trying to keep this idea alive," but he regretted that “ some 
o f our own anti-isolationists continue to bestir the issue just as though 
nothing had happened since Pearl H arbor." He thought it was “ not 
the so-called 'isolationists* who keep the issue alive, but it is the ‘anti
isolationists' who sometimes act as though they were afraid that they 
might lose their shibboleth.*’ In that same letter, however, Vanden
berg wrote that he was “ hunting for the middle ground between those 
extremists at one end of the line who would cheerfully give America 
away and those extremists at the other end o f the line who would at
tempt total isolation which has come to be an impossibility."11 Ac
tually, none o f the party leaders was trying either to give America 
away or to accomplish total isolation—but those stereotypes persisted 
nonetheless.

By negotiating the Mackinac resolution in September, 1943, Van
denberg was more effective and successful in his unity efforts than 
Willkie, Hoover, Landon, or White. He was tremendously proud of 
his accomplishment. As outsiders in the process, Willkie, Hoover, 
Landon, and White were less pleased. But all conceded that the Mack
inac resolution that Vandenberg had helped to hammer out at least 
pointed in the right direction. The result was better than they had ex
pected.14

Prominent prewar noninterventionists had no serious chance to 
win the Republican presidential nomination in 1944 during the war. 
Vandenberg removed himself from consideration very early. Taft con
centrated his political energies on his campaign for reelection to an
other term in the Senate, on domestic issues, and on support for the



542 End o f an Era

nomination o f Ohio's Governor John W. Bricker for president." 
Bricker was as unacceptable to internationalists in the party as Taft 
would have been. Governor Thomas E. Dewey of New York was not 
prominently identified with either isolationism or internationalism. 
On that issue he won neither enthusiastic support nor spirited opposi
tion from either side. /

As minorities in American political history had done before and 
wouET db again, luululioiiisis during World War 11 turned to a military 
hero in their efforts to give strength to their slight chance o f defeating 
Roosevelt and his foreign policies during the war. They turned to Gen
eral Douglas MacArthur. Key figures in the abortive MacArthur-for- 

J^resident effort in 1944 included General Wood in Chicago, Senator 
Vandenberg in Michigan, Major Philip La Follette on MacArthur’s 
staff in the South Pacific, and publisher Frank E. Gannett in upstate 
New York. Lansing Hoyt in Wisconsin and Joseph P. Savage in Il
linois, both of whom had supported the America First Committee 
earlier, took the initiative for organizing support for MacArthur in 
their states.1'

General Wood had known MacArthur when they were both cadets 
at West Point. Their paths had touched in Panama and in World W ar 
I during their military careers. Wood remembered MacArthur as hav
ing “ an unusually brillant mind and magnetic personality." He 
thought MacArthur had “ real possibilities as a presidential can
didate" and came to believe that he was the only man who could de
feat Roosevelt in 1944. When he went on tour for the Army Air Force 
in the South Pacific, Wood conferred personally with General Mac
Arthur there.1'

Vandenberg had never personally met or communicated directly 
with MacArthur. In April, 1943, however, he received a hand-carried 
cable from General MacArthur thanking the senator for his “ attitude 
of friendship" and expressing “ absolute confidence" in the Michigan 
Republican’s “ experienced and wise mentorship." As Vandenberg re
corded in his diary, “  ’Mac’ certainly is not ’running away’ from any
thing.”40

Vandenberg wrote that he considered MacArthur “ incomparably 
our most available nominee and incomparably the best qualified man 
to lead America in the next administration." But he believed that the 
chance to win the presidential nomination for MacArthur lay in hav
ing a deadlock between Willkie and Dewey at the GOP convention. 
The “ only chance" was “ as a ‘compromise’ and not as a ’con
tender.'"  To that end Vandenberg favored a low-key effort ready
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to make its move when and if the proper moment came. Most of the 
communications about MacArthur in letters between Vandenberg, 
Wood, and others were veiled and guarded. They referred to “ our 
candidate“  or “ our m an" without mentioning MacArthur by name. 
Extant written communications contain little on specific issues; it was 
the man and his political potential they sought.41

The slight chance for any convention deadlock between Willkie 
and Dewey disappeared with the Republican presidential primary in 
Wisconsin. Against the advice o f Vandenberg and Wood and without 
the general’s permission, Hoyt entered MacArthur’s name in the Wis
consin primary. With his political strength fading, Willkie proposed 
to  make a “ do or die”  effort in the Wisconsin primary. Given Wis
consin’s strong isolationism and progressivism in the La Follette tradi
tion, Willkie chose a poor place to make his stand. And so did Hoyt 
for MacArthur. Dewey won the Wisconsin primary. MacArthur (with 
a  small budget and little organization) came second in total votes and 
third in the number of delegates. Stassen was next. Willkie was dead 
last. The Wisconsin primary knocked Willkie out o f contention (he 
died in October before the general election). But in a different way it 
also eliminated MacArthur. Victory for Dewey and defeat for Willkie 
eliminated any chance for a convention deadlock on which Vanden
berg had placed his hopes for the nomination o f MacArthur. MacAr
thur also did poorly in the Illinois primaries. And when a Nebraska 
congressman indiscreetly published private correspondence from 
MacArthur, it became necessary for the general to remove himself 
from any further consideration for the nomination. As Vandenberg 
phrased it in a letter to Wood, “ And so our great adventure ends!” 42

Vandenberg was prepared to concede failure for their effort grace
fully and throw his support to  Dewey in the interests of a strong united 
GOP effort to unseat Roosevelt. Wood was more reluctant to give up 
and had more doubts about Dewey. He wrote Landon asking whether 
a man could be elected governor o f New York “ without the support of 
Wall Street interests and of New York’s Jewish interests»”  Ho worried 
whether Dewey had given any “ pledge”  to  those interests. He was 
troubled by Dewey's endorsement of a military alliance between the 
United States and Britain, and about his statements on Palestine that 
Wood believed were “ directed at the Jewish population in this coun
try .”  He feared that if Dewey were elected, the United States might 
4’continue Roosevelt's foreign policy.”  He would have preferred hav
ing the Republican party nominate “ either a national figure like Mac
Arthur or a man from the Middle West”  such as Bricker, Taft, or
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Landon. He was “ frankly suspicious o f any New York candidate.'* 
Wood never warmed to Dewey and thought him too close " to  the 
same crowd of New York internationalists which backed W illkie."41

At the national convention in Chicago, Dewey won the Republican 
presidential nomination on the first ballot. The vice-presidential nom
ination went to Governor Bricker. If General Wood had had his way 
(which he did not), the platform would have included a "strongly 
worded" plank on immigration calling for quotas "by  race instead o f  
country—the English race, the Scotch race, the Italian race, the He
brew race, etc." He thought refugees entering the United States "ille
gally or on temporary certificates" should "be  deported at the end o f  
the w ar." He also favored a plank calling for military demobilization 
"as rapidly as possible" after the war.44 But Vandenberg, not W ood, 
played the central role in shaping language on foreign policy for the 
platform. He had worked earnestly during the spring of 1944 to win 
agreement among party leaders for language conforming closely to his 
"Mackinac idea." According to Vandenberg, "The job was just 
about done before we ever got to Chicago—and thereafter, it was 
fairly plain sailing."41

In its final form the Republican platform called for prosecuting 
the war " to  total victory against our enemies in full cooperation with 
the United Nations." It proposed to accomplish the objectives of the 
war and peace "through organized international cooperation and not 
by joining a World State." It endorsed "responsible participation by 
the United States in post-war cooperative organization among sover
eign nations to prevent military aggression and to attain permanent 
peace with organized justice in a free world." It insisted that any 
peace treaty or agreement "be  made only by and with the advice and 
consent of the Senate o f the United States provided two-thirds of the 
Senators present concur." It endorsed the Good Neighbor policy to 
ward Latin America. It favored a two-term limit for the presidency. 
And it favored opening Palestine to unrestricted Jewish immigration 
and land ownership and called for implementation of the Balfour Dec
laration in Palestine.44

Though Roosevelt was skeptical about the effort, Secretary o f  
State Cordell Hull negotiated an agreement with Dewey's foreign pol
icy spokesman, John Foster Dulles, that during the 1944 campaign 
politics would (in Vandenberg’s words) stop " a t the water's edge." 
After three meetings Hull and Dulles issued a joint statement to the 
press on August 25. In it Hull asserted that the American people con
sidered "the  subject of future peace as a nonpartisan subject which
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must be kept entirely out of politics/' Dulles made it clear that Dewey 
shared that view “ on the understanding, however, that it did not pre
clude full public nonpartisan discussion of the means of attaining a 
lasting peace.”  That agreement generally was honored on both sides 
in the presidential race.4'  But it did not prevent isolationism from be
ing drawn into the campaign.

In his endorsement of the Dumbarton Oaks proposals for an inter
national organization, Dewey may have been trying to free his party 
and his presidential bid from the stigma of isolationism. At least As
sistant Secretary of State Breckinridge Long thought so. He wrote 
Hull that Dewey “ apparently tried to associate himself with our par
ticipation in the world organization”  and tried “ to squeeze every po
litical advantage out of it but still live up to the letter of the agree
ment.” 4*

In a major foreign policy campaign address before a dinner 
meeting of the Foreign Policy Association in New York on October 
21, Roosevelt effectively identified his Republican opposition with 
isolationism. He reminded his listeners that one of the Republican iso
lationists who had “ killed international cooperation in 1920”  after 
World War I was Senator Hiram Johnson, who would become chair
man of the Foreign Relations Committee if the Republicans won con
trol o f the Senate. He said that in the years following 1920 “ the for
eign policy of the Republican Administration was dominated by the 
heavy hand of isolationism.”  If the Republicans won in 1944, FDR 
said, isolationist Gerald Nye would be chairman of the Senate Com
mittee on Appropriations and isolationist Hamilton Fish would chair 
the House Committee on Rules. Concerning those and others he 
asked, “ Can anyone really suppose that these isolationists have 
changed their minds about world affairs?”  He thought politicians 
“ who embraced the policy of isolationism, and who never raised their 
forces against it in our days of peril”  were not “ reliable custodians of 
the future of America.”  He conceded that some Republicans were not 
isolationists (Henry Stimson, for example). And he conceded that 
some Democrats were isolationists, but he insisted that they were “ few 
and far between”  and had “ not attained great positions of leader
ship.”  He expressed pride that his administration did not “ have the 
support of the isolationist press,”  specifically “ the McCormick-Pat- 
terson-Gannett-and-Hearst press. ” 4*

Dewey was not an isolationist, but one of the burdens he had to 
carry in his race with Roosevelt was the charge of Republican isola
tionism. He would have lost to Roosevelt with or without that burden,
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but FDR made the most o f it. With cities providing his greatest 
strength, Roosevelt easily defeated Dewey on November 7, carrying 
thirty-six states and winning 432 electoral votes to 99 for Dewey. 
Dewey was strongest in agricultural states of the Great Plains, Middle 
West, and upper New England.50

Republican Senator Taft o f Ohio won reelection by a narrow m ar
gin to a second term. He did poorly in urban centers, but the rural 
voters saved him. A number o f prewar isolationists held on to their 
seats in the House of Representatives, including Dewey Short o f Mis
souri, Karl Mundt o f South Dakota, Clare Hoffman and Paul Shafer 
o f Michigan, and William Lemke o f North Dakota.51

But isolationists took beatings in other Senate and House contests. 
From FDR’s perspective probably the most satisfying isolationist de
feat in 1944 ended Republican Hamilton Fish's stay o f nearly a quar
ter of a century as congressman from Roosevelt’s home district. 
Roosevelt and Fish despised each other personally, in addition to their 
sharp differences on both domestic and foreign policies. Roosevelt 
had hoped for years for the defeat o f Fish. He worked with both Dem
ocrats and Republicans inside and outside the district to find the right 
formula for beating him. In May, 1934, more than a decade before 
Fish’s defeat, Roosevelt wrote the chairman o f the Dutchess County 
Democratic committee suggesting that the party find a popular inde
pendent Republican, run him against Fish in the GOP primaries, and 
run him unopposed in the Democratic primaries. Roosevelt kept that 
tactic in mind over the years. He also favored redistricting to increase 
the voting strength o f Fish’s opponents. In 1944 those determined to  
oust Fish finally accomplished their objective. August W. Bennett, 
after losing in the Republican primaries, filed as an independent Re
publican. He won support against Fish from Republicans Wendell 
Willkie and Thomas E. Dewey as well as from Democrats. That coali
tion accomplished the defeat o f Fish on November 7. Fish, a colonel 
in the Officers Reserve Corps, then wrote the president asking for ac
tive duty in the army. He assured the president of his "utm ost cooper
ation in winning the war as speedily as possible and in securing a  
lasting peace.’* Roosevelt responded that the W ar Department felt his 
"call to active duty would not be consistent with its needs.” 52

When the Seventy-ninth Congress began its first session on Janu
ary 3, 1945, only two o f the seven members o f the Senate Munitions 
Investigation Committee of 1934-36 remained. They were Democratic 
Senator Walter George o f Georgia and Republican Senator Arthur 
Vandenberg o f Michigan. Republican Senator W. Warren Barbour
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had died in office on November 22,1943. Democrat James P. Pope of 
Idaho had lost in the 1938 primaries to D. Worth Clark. Clark, in 
turn, was ousted in the 1944 Democratic primaries by Glen Taylor, 
after serving only one term in the Senate. Democrat Homer T. Bone 
o f Washington resigned in November, 1944, after Roosevelt had 
appointed him a judge on the United States Circuit Court o f Appeals 
in San Francisco. Democrat Bennett Champ Clark of Missouri, who 
had shared with Nye in so many spirited battles against Roosevelt’s 
foreign policies during his two terms in the Senate, suffered defeat in 
the 1944 Democratic primary. In 1945, after Roosevelt’s death, 
Clark’s fellow Missouri Democrat President Harry S. Truman ap* 
pointed him associate justice o f the United States Court o f Appeals in 
the District o f Columbia. And Republican Gerald P. Nye of North 
Dakota, who had been chairman o f the Munitions Investigating Com
mittee and one of the most persistent and uncompromising opponents 
o f  Roosevelt's foreign policies, went down to defeat at the polls on 
November 7,1944.**

The tactics used to defeat Nye in North Dakota were similar to 
those used against Fish in New York. The basic approach was to di
vide the votes o f those who shared Nye’s views on public issues and to 
combine one part with an internationalist vote cutting across party 
lines in opposition to Nye. The split in the agrarian-oriented isolation
ist vote was accomplished by political forces within North Dakota— 
the bitter contest there between Langer and Nye. But interests (and 
money) from outside the state provided additional input that helped 
make the difference between victory and defeat for Nye in November.

Nye and Langer shared similar views on both domestic and foreign 
affairs; both were progressives and both were isolationists. In the 
1930s and 1940s, however, they battled against each other for political 
survival and dominance in North Dakota. By winning support from a 
mixed bag of Republicans and Democrats who opposed Langer, Nye 
triumphed in the senatorial election of 1938. But Langer won election 
to  the Senate two years later, and he determined to crush Nye at the 
first opportunity. In the 1944 Republican primary Langer and his 
Nonpartisan League threw their support to Usher Burdick in opposi
tion to Nye. That opposition, by itself, would have given Nye a real 
battle, but there was more.’4

Willkie Republicans—largely urban, business, and internationa
list—supported the candidacy of Fargo attorney Lynn U. Stambaugh. 
He had been national commander of the American Legion and was ex
pected to win votes from veterans. Many who had voted for Nye in
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1938 only because he opposed Langer shifted in 1944 to Stambaugh. 
In his aggressive campaign Stambaugh denounced the senator’s isola
tionism and charged that Nye “ would wrap the United States in a  
blanket and deny it relationships with any other nation. He hates the  
British and has contempt for our Allies. He believes the Nazis should 
be permitted to continue their government o f hatred and oppression if  
they want to. He thinks the United States invited attack by our ene
mies. Had he succeeded in his efforts to  defeat lend-lease, selective 
service, neutrality revision and other last minute preparedness mea
sures, German and Jap forces might be converging on Bismarck 
[the capital city o f North Dakota] tonight.”  Those in the Farmers* 
Union who supported President Roosevelt generally opposed Nye. 
Substantial opposition to Nye originated outside the state—particu
larly from internationalists and the East. Nye had won labor support 
in his earlier campaigns, but in 1944 organized labor actively opposed 
him, particularly the CIO Political Action Committee. During the 
campaign the opposition distributed many copies of John Roy Carl
son’s book, Under Cover, in efforts to discredit Nye. The senator’s 
divorce hurt him politically. Nye had little chance for victory if his op
ponents united behind a single candidate. In the June primary, how
ever, they unintentionally opened the door for his renomination by 
scattering their support among Burdick, Stambaugh, and the Demo
cratic candidate, John Moses.”

Moreover, Nye campaigned aggressively and won substantial sup
port in and out of North Dakota. The Republican state convention en
dorsed his candidacy. He aroused sympathy by charging that “ Will- 
kieites.”  “ New Dealers,”  Jews, Communists, and eastern newspapers 
and columnists were out to “ get”  him. In effect, he asked whether the 
people of North Dakota were going to choose their own senator or let 
easterners determine their choice. Like his opponents, however, Nye 
won support outside the state. Edwin S. Webster, Jr., of New York 
City, a former member o f the America First national committee, 
helped solicit funds for Nye’s campaign. Numerous former America 
Firsters and isolationists contributed. On June 18, the Chicago Sun
day Tribune prominently carried a laudatory feature article by Walter 
Trohan, “ Gerald Nye—Man of Courage.”  That article was distrib
uted widely in North Dakota. In striking contrast to his progressive 
tone earlier, Nye’s speeches in 1944 were distinctly conservative on do
mestic issues—though they retained their agrarian orientation.”

Nye won renomination on June 27, but it was an extremely close 
contest. Stambaugh ran second (only 972 votes behind Nye).”



End of an Era 549

The campaign before the general elections in the fall was fought as 
bitterly as the primary had been. One unidentified pamphlet opposing 
Nye charged, “ Consciously or unconsciously, Senator Nye has done a 
lot for the Nazis and their sympathizers in this country." By 1944 the 
term “ isolationist" had become so derogatory that it hurt Nye even 
among people who had shared his specific views on foreign policy. To 
try to protect himself against the damning charge of isolationism, in 
October, 1944, Nye summarized his foreign policy views in different 
terms from those he had used earlier. He called for military prepared
ness, checking aggressor countries, and cooperation with other coun
tries to maintain peace. But he still insisted that “ there can be no 
power given any cooperative international body or force that would 
let that body or force take our country to war without Constitutional 
consent."5'

In a two-man contest with the Democratic candidate, John Moses, 
Nye might have been reelected on November 7. But Stambaugh ran 
for the Senate as an independent in the fall, thus splitting the Republi
can vote between himself and Nye. That obviously pleased (and may 
have been encouraged by) the Democrats. On September 12, 1944, 
Nye took the floor in the Senate and charged that, a year before, a 
former member o f the Department of Justice who was “ very close to 
the White House," Joseph B. Keenan, had urged Fay De Witt, a 
World War I veteran from Minot, North Dakota, to run for senator in 
the primary against Nye and had promised to finance De W itt’s cam
paign to the extent of $110,000. According to Nye, Senator Langer 
had introduced Keenan to De Witt. Nye claimed that De Witt was told 
that if he lost in a three-way race, “ he would be taken care of, ap
pointed United States marshal, for instance." When De Witt rejected 
the offer, he allegedly was told that he was “ making a mistake in not 
accepting the proposition, that there could be a guaranty that some 
serviceman would be in the race for the United States Senate." Nye in
troduced statements and affidavits to support his account. Senator 
Langer then took the floor and denounced “ as entirely false the state
ment that Mr. Joseph B. Keenan ever offered anybody a single dollar 
to be a candidate against the senior Senator from North Dakota in the 
coming election." He admitted, however, being at the conversation 
between Keenan and De W itt.5* Though they disagreed with Stam- 
baugh’s foreign policy views, Langer’s followers in the Nonpartisan 
League backed Stambaugh in their determination to beat Nye. Nye 
and Stambaugh combined got more votes than Moses, but the Demo
crat got more votes than either of them individually and was elected.
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Stambaugh carried only one county, but he took enough votes away 
from Nye to help beat the three-term senator. When the Democratic 
administration then appointed the Republican Stambaugh to the 
board of the Export-Import Bank in 1945, many interpreted that as 
his political reward for helping defeat Nye. Moses died soon after tak
ing office, and Governor Fred Aandahl appointed Milton R. Young 
to fill that Senate seat. Ironically, Young had been Nye’s campaign 
manager in 1944.*° Senator Young quietly and responsibly served his 
North Dakota constituents during the generation that he held that of
fice. He was not a doctrinaire internationalist on foreign affairs, but 
neither did he play the kind of role in foreign affairs that Nye had 
played (and that Langer would continue to play).

There was fundamental significance in the contrasting patterns of 
the postwar careers of Gerald P. Nye of North Dakota and Arthur H. 
Vandenberg of Michigan. On December 19, 1944, his fifty-second 
birthday, Nye delivered his farewell address to the Senate; it was, in 
effect, a funeral dirge for his political career and for American isola
tionism. Three weeks later on January 10,1945, Vandenberg delivered 
the most important address of his life before the United States Senate; 
it was, in effect, a triumphal processional for his emergence as the 
leading Republican statesman in the Senate for the bipartisan consen
sus behind America’s internationalism, collective security, and con
tainment policies after World War II.

Both Vandenberg and Nye were Republicans. Neither had gradua
ted from college. Both had been newspapermen. Both took their Sen
ate seats initially by appointment. Both had been fervent isolationists. 
They had cosponsored the resolution calling for Senate investigation 
of the munitions industry, and both served actively on that investigat
ing committee. Neither repudiated his earlier noninterventionist views 
or activities. And both supported the war effort after Pearl Harbor. 
But Nye had operated from an agrarian progressive base in the Great 
Plains farming state of North Dakota; it had little industrial or urban 
development. In contrast,Vandenberg was a conservative in the state 
o f Michigan, which included huge heavy industries as well as 
agriculture; its large cities played major roles in wartime military pro
duction for the United States and its allies. Nye wj&aaaggressive cru
sader for agrarian isolationism against urban-industrial-creditor- 
eastern internationalism; Vandenberg was more ready, to compromise 
and seek common ground.withjTis adversaries in Michigan, in Wash
ington, and abroad in opposition to the^Axis andTo the~Sovlet Union. 
Nye spoke for an America that was disappearing; Vandenberg increas
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ingly spoke for what was becoming. Vandenberg survived politically 
and was lauded for his statemanship; Nye had gone down to defeat 
and was the object o f widespread scorn and disdain. It was entirely ap
propriate that President Roosevelt asked Vandenberg to serve as a 
member of the American delegation to the United Nations Conference 
in San Francisco at the same time that Nye’s political career ended and 
his voice on foreign affairs fell silent.

Nye devoted most of his farewell address on December 19 to a dis
cussion of American foreign relations during his two decades in the 
Senate and to his views on the future. He said that the United States 
“ must prosecute the war to a victorious end, and we must have these 
allies with us if we are to do it.”  But he ridiculed the idea that World 
War_H would be “ followed by the~gofden age for America.“  He 
fearedtKat within ten or twenfy years Ttie'UHÎlêa "Slates would “ be 
to ld that we must go into another European war to keep Russia from 
seizing control of the world.“ ^ In Asia, Nye saw “ a revived im
perialism . . . with the United States held responsible by all Asiatics 
for having wiped out the one nonwhite empire and having restored all 
the white, European empires.“  Senator Nye also predicted: “ Our peo
ple will be staggering under a debt that may even go beyond the 
$300,000,000,000 mark. We shall have a standing army that will fill 
this capital with an  officer cast with insatiable appetites for power 
and-ihat will militarize the whole educational system of our Nation. 
We shall have the most enormous Navy that ever covered the seas, 
with all the enormous costs that such a Navy entails. We shall be in
volved in every quarrel between our partners in this new world order, 
for they, will know how necessary it is for them to be able to count on 
using our power to win their quarrels, and there will be other quarrels 
directly between them and us. And when World War No. 3 comes 
alon& as it certainly will as a result o f this attempt to divide up Europe 
andjhe Near and Middle East between Russia and England, we will be 
in it frgpi the first day.“  He said that the only way the United States 
could keep out of World War III was: “ By minding our own business. 
By keeping out of these entangling alliances. By dgyeloping_ our own 
markets here in this hemisphere and devoting Q.ur strength KonesTTy 
and solely to the defense of our own territory.“. Appropriately,~He 
cited Charles A. Beard’s book, The Open Door at Home, to support 
his contention that “ it is quite possible for us to find, in our own do
mestic market and in the trade which we can easily develop on friendly 
terms with our neighbors in this hemisphere, all the prosperity we need 
for our American people.”  He did not repudiate or apologize for any
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part o f his career in the Senate. He closed his oration with an expres
sion of *4 faith in the good purpose and patriotic spirit of the plain peo
ple of America and in what I have come to know, during 20 years, to  
be the purpose and spirit of the Senate/* His address got little atten
tion. The New York Times buried it in a half-column on page 16 and 
in a short editorial concluded that the only 44good effect** of the talk 
was to 4‘prove to the complete satisfaction of the voters of North 
Dakota how right they were when they rejected him in the last elec
tion.** Nye made a futile effort to regain a seat in the Senate in 1946. 
He died in Washington at the age of seventy-eight in 1971. By that 
time one of his sons had been seriously wounded in combat in Viet
nam. His youngest son was serving as an air force pilot in Southeast 
Asia. And at the moment the former isolationist senator died, the 
United States was pressing on with its unpopular war in Vietnam that 
ended with defeat after his d e a th /1

Vandenberg’s address on January 10, 1945, got a much different 
reception. He labored hard in its preparation and considered it o f ma
jor import. The press and the public pointed to the address as Senator 
Vandenberg’s repudiation o f his earlier isolationism and the an
nouncement of his sudden endorsement of internationalism. Except 
for the drama of the presentation, however, there was little abrupt 
about it. He did say that the “ oceans have ceased to be moats which 
automatically protect our ramparts,*’ but he did not explicitly men
tion isolationism or repudiate his prewar noninterventionist efforts. In 
his address Senator Vandenberg included many attitudes that he had 
been emphasing for years, including concern for guarding America’s 
self-interests, supporting American military power, and taking a criti
cal and distrustful view of the Soviet Union’s role (and England’s) in 
world affairs. Furthermore, in his speech the Michigan Senator ad
vanced ideas that he had been developing all during World War II, in
cluding the need for national and allied unity in defeating the Axis and 
in planning the peace. He criticized President Roosevelt for not can
didly reasserting America's postwar objectives in the terms outlined 
long before in the Atlantic C harte r/2 Like Roosevelt, Vandenberg was 
moving with the currents in Michigan, in the United States, and in the 
Western world; he was on his way to the pinnacle of his career. In con
trast, Nye was beaten, rejected, and (with his foreign policy views) 
cast on the political junk heap.

The political careers of other leading Senate isolationists outlasted 
Roosevelt and continued on after his death on April 12, 1945. But in 
most cases they did so largely because their six-year terms prevented
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voters and internationalists from ousting them sooner. Each suc
cessive election after the war removed more of the prewar isolationists 
from public office.

In the elections of 1946 the Republicans^ won control o f both 
houses of Congress for the first time since Herbert Hoover was presi
dent. Vandenberg won reelection to another term in the Senate, and as 
ranking Republican he became chairman of the Foreign Relations 
Committee in the Eightieth Congress, beginning in 1947.“

Other prewar noninterventionists, however, fell by the wayside in
1946. Democrat David I.Walsh of Massachusetts lost in November to 
Republican Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr. Both had been nonintervention
ists before Pearl Harbor, but Lodge had resigned his Senate seat to 
serve in the army in the Mediterranean and European theaters before 
returning to run against Walsh after the war. He was an attractive per
sonality who successfully put his isolationist past behind him and 
identified with the internationalist wing of his party after the war.*4

Two of the three Republicans who had opposed Senate approval 
o f the United Nations Charter in 1945 were gone when the Eightieth 
Congress began its sessions. Hiram Johnson had been too ill to vote 
but had been paired against the United Nations Charter. He died on 
August 6,1945, the year before his fifth term in the Senate would have 
ended. California Governor Earl Warren appointed William F. Know- 
land to fill the vacancy, and in 1946 Knowland won election to a full 
term. Unrepentant isolationist William Langer of North Dakota won 
reelection in 1946 to a second term in the Senate without either repudi
ating or compromising his agrarian radical, antieastern, anticolonial 
isolationism. From 1953 until 1959 he served on the Foreign Relations 
Committee but had little influence on its course. He was very nearly 
alone on many issues, domestic and foreign. That does not seem to 
have troubled him greatly so long as his North Dakota constituents 
were content with him. He was still in the Senate when he died in 1959. 
Minnesota’s Henrik Shipstead, along with Langer, had voted against 
Senate approval of the United Nations Charter. He was defeated in 
the Republican primary in 1946 in his bid for a fifth term. He died in 
I960.45

In 1946 Young Bob La Follette lost to Joseph R. McCarthy in the 
Republican primary in Wisconsin. Many variables accounted for his 
defeat, including overconfidence, opposition from regular Republi
cans on the right and from labor and the CIO Political Action Com
mittee on the left, McCarthy’s aggressive campaign, and La Follette’s 
failure to give his campaign the time and energy it required. After it
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was all over, La Follette and many o f his supporters believed that op
position from Communists and Communist-led labor unions con
tributed to his defeat. La Follette’s isolationist image hurt him. The 
candidate for the Democratic nomination charged that “ La Follette 
spent five years before the war voting for Hitler.”  McCarthy's margin 
of victory was only five thousand votes, but it ended the career o f that 
able progressive and prewar noninterventionist. Seven years later, in 
1953, La Follette committed suicide.“  His brother Philip La Follette, 
former governor o f Wisconsin, returned after World War II from mil
itary service on General MacArthur's staff in the South Pacific. He 
engaged in some political activity, particularly trying to win the GOP 
presidential nomination for MacArthur. But he never again ran for 
political office."

Further west in Montana, Burton K. Wheeler, after twenty-four 
years in the Senate, was defeated in the Democratic primary in his bid 
for a fifth term. He had won by a huge margin in 1940 and allowed 
too little time for campaigning in 1946. He quickly sensed that he was 
in difficulty when he felt the unfamiliar coolness and remoteness o f 
the audiences he addressed. Despite his long record as a progressive, 
for the first time in his political career he faced formidable opposition 
from the Farmers’ Union and labor unions. Initially he had begun his 
political career by battling the Anaconda Copper Mining Company in 
Montana, but in 1946 he was accused o f being a “ company man.”  
Though Wheeler’s campaign did not lack money, his opponent bene
fited from contributions from outside Montana from liberal, labor, 
and internationalist sources in the urban Northeast. Like La Follette, 
Wheeler believed that Communist-controlled unions played energetic 
roles in his opposition; detailed reports in FBI files confirm his belief 
that Communists had targeted him for defeat. And, o f course, 
Wheeler's isolationist reputation hurt him.*'

Though he might have lost anyway, the most spectacular blow 
against Wheeler during the primary campaign was the publication o f a  
book entitled The Plot against America: Senator Wheeler and the  
Forces behind Him. Written by David George Kin, the pen name for 
David George Plotkin of New York City, the book was a vicious 394- 
page diatribe. For example, it referred to the “ Benedict Arnold like 
Wheeler”  who was “ the saboteur o f the People’s War Against Hit
ler.”  It charged that “ the Nazi-fascist Wheeler”  was “ the tool of Wall 
Street-in-America.”  It contended that Wheeler “ had dreams o f be
coming an American Quisling, Hitler’s handyman, after Big Business 
in Wall Street and Big Business in Berlin had made a deal to divide the
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world between them.’* Wheeler asked the Senate Campaign Investi
gating Committee to investigate the background and character of the 
book. When it reported on February 1, 1947, the Senate committee 
called the book “ one of the vilest, most contemptible, and obscene 
pieces of so-called literature ever to be published concerning a man in 
public office in the United States.** But by that time the damage was 
done. Wheeler lost by a margin o f six thousand votes in the Demo
cratic primary. His opponent, in turn, lost to the Republican candi
date, Zales Ecton, in the general election. After one term Ecton was 
defeated in his bid for reelection in 1952 by Democrat Mike Mans
field, who was to have a long and distinguished career in the Senate. 
Wheeler never again ran for public office. Instead, he practiced law in 
Washington in partnership with one of his sons. He died there in 1975 
at the age of 92.'*

The Eightieth Congress, which assembled in the Capitol on Janu
ary 3, 1947, was the first elected after the death of Roosevelt. It had 
Republican majorities in both houses, but most o f Roosevelt’s old iso
lationist adversaries were gone. O f the leading prewar Senate nonin
terventionists, Brooks, Capper, Edwin Johnson, Langer, Lodge, Mc
Carran, Taft, Tobey, Vandenberg, and White remained. Vandenberg 
and Lodge had successfully identified with leadership of Senate inter
nationalists. Brooks was defeated in 1948. Old age and growing oppo
sition led Capper to decide against running for reelection in 1948. He 
died in 1951 at the age of eighty-six.70 Younger senators and represen
tatives elected after Pearl Harbor would take nationalist or so-called 
neoisolationist positions on foreign affairs. But prickly old William 
Langer was more nearly alone on public issues than he would have 
been if he had been in the Senate a decade earlier.71 Death had taken 
President Roosevelt on April 12, 1945. But even in death he had tri
umphed decisively over his isolationist adversaries.

Continuity and change are constants in human history. Neither 
isolationism nor the socioeconomic-emotional bases for isolationist 
perspectives entirely disappeared. Remnants of rural and small-town 
America survived, as did foreign policy projections o f that America. 
As long as they lived, old isolationists continued to believe that history 
would vindicate them and would demonstrate the wisdom of their 
guidance on foreign affairs (and the accuracy of their charges against 
Roosevelt). Critics of American involvement in Vietnam thirty years 
later (many o f them Democratic urban liberal internationalists) resur
rected arguments that isolationist&.had used earlier.72 But the socio
economic bases for those older unilateralist and noninterventionist
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policies had eroded. A way of life and a mode o f thinking were fading
from the American sceri&..........— ............. .........................'

Franklin ~D. "Roosevelt was more nearly in tune with what the 
United States and the world were becoming. Science and technology, 
industry and finance, urbanization, modern transportation and com
munication systems, and the terrible destructiveness of military weap
ons in the nuclear age swept away most o f the bases for isolationism 
during the century that followed Roosevelt’s birth. If he had lived on, 
Roosevelt would have disliked many of the developments in the 
United States, in foreign affairs, and in the world during the second 
half of the twentieth century. But he would have moved with the in
creasingly dominant urban forces as they projected into a vastly en
larged and expanded multilateral role for the United States in world 
affairs.
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