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Foreword

Richard Holbrooke

In diplomacy, as in life itself, one often learns more from failures
than from successes. Triumphs will seem, in retrospect, to be
foreordained, a series of brilliant actions and decisions that may in
fact have been lucky or inadvertent, whereas failures illuminate
paths and pitfalls to be avoided—in the parlance of modern
bureaucrats, lessons learned. With this in mind, it is time to look
again at what happened in Paris in 1919. Margaret MacMillan’s
engrossing account of that seminal event contains some success
stories, to be sure, but measured against the judgment of history
and consequences, it is a study of flawed decisions with terrible
consequences, many of which haunt us to this day.

In the headline version of history, the road from the Hall of
Mirrors to the German invasion of Poland only twenty years later is
usually presented as a straight line. But as MacMillan forcefully
demonstrates, this widely accepted view of history distorts the
nature of the decisions made in Paris and minimizes the importance
of actions taken in the intervening years.

The manner in which the war ended—with an “armistice” and
no fighting on German soil—played a significant role in subsequent
events. “Things might have been different,” MacMillan writes, “if
Germany had been more thoroughly defeated.” Most Germans
outside the High Command did not realize that Germany was
finished militarily, and therefore did not regard November 11, 1918,
as a day of surrender. Hitler would capitalize on this; his promise to
undo the Treaty of Versailles was a potent and popular theme
during his rise to power. But MacMillan corrects the widely held
view that the reparations payments imposed by the victors were so
onerous as to have caused the wreck of the German economy that
paved the way for Hitler.



By any standard, the cast of characters that assembled in
Paris in 1919 was remarkable, from Lawrence of Arabia to a small
Vietnamese kitchen hand later known as Ho Chi Minh. And for the
first time in history, an American stood at the center of a great
world drama. Woodrow Wilson inspired tens of millions who never
met him, and frustrated those who worked with him. He was
idealistic and remote, naive and rigid, noble and conflicted. His
strengths and weaknesses, his health, even the influence of his
overbearing and ignorant wife, were all critical factors in events of
historic importance.

In the eighty years since he left office, Wilson’s reputation has
risen and fallen regularly—but he remains as fascinating and
central to an understanding of modern American foreign policy as
ever. His many supporters, from Herbert Hoover to Robert
McNamara, have argued that his enemies in both Paris and the
United States Senate were responsible for the undoing of one of
history’s noblest dreams. Others, including Senator Jesse Helms,
have viewed Wilson’s determined adversary, Senator Henry Cabot
Lodge, as a principled protector of American sovereignty and
charged Wilson with seeking to undermine the American
Constitution. Another school of thought, especially prevalent in the
latter years of the Cold War, criticized Wilson for unrealistic, overly
moralistic goals; among its best-known practitioners are George F.
Kennan and Henry Kissinger, who accused Wilson of “extraordinary
conceit,” even while conceding that he “originated what would
become the dominant intellectual school of American foreign
policy.” (To Kissinger’s horror, his president, Richard Nixon, placed
Wilson’s portrait in the place of honor in the Cabinet Room.)

Through the fog of this never-ending debate, one thing is clear:
as Wilson arrived in France in December 1918, he ignited great
hopes throughout the world with his stirring Fourteen Points—
especially the groundbreaking concept of “self-determination.” Yet
Wilson, often ill-informed or badly prepared for detailed
negotiations, seemed vague as to what his own phrase actually
meant. “When I gave utterance to those words,” he admitted later, “I



said them without the knowledge that nationalities existed, which
are coming to us day after day.”

Even at the time it was recognized that the concept of self-
determination was, as MacMillan puts it, “controversial and
opaque.”

“When the President talks of ‘self-determination,” Secretary of
State Robert Lansing asked, “what unit has he in mind? Does he
mean a race, a territorial area, or a community?... It will raise
hopes which can never be realized. It will, I fear, cost thousands of
lives. In the end it is bound to be discredited, to be called the dream
of an idealist who failed to realize the danger until it was too late.”

Lansing was one of the first to recognize a dilemma that lies at
the core of many of today’s bitterest disputes. Still, it was not
Wilson’s dreams but his decision to compromise them (by letting
Japan take the Shantung peninsula in China, for example) that cost
the world so dearly. Ironically, when Wilson returned home, he
made the opposite mistake: by refusing to make relatively minor
compromises with Senate moderates, he lost his chance to get the
treaty (and American membership in the League of Nations) ratified.

Some of the most intractable problems of the modern world
have roots in decisions made right after the end of the Great War.
Among them one could list the four Balkan wars between 1991 and
1999; the crisis over Iraq (wWhose present borders resulted from
Franco-British rivalries and casual mapmaking); the continuing
quest of the Kurds for self-determination; disputes between Greece
and Turkey; and the endless struggle between Arabs and Jews over
land that each thought had been promised them.

As the peacemakers met in Paris, new nations emerged and
great empires died. Excessively ambitious, the Big Four set out to
do nothing less than fix the world, from Europe to the far Pacific.
But facing domestic pressures, events they could not control, and
conflicting claims they could not reconcile, the negotiators were, in
the end, simply overwhelmed— and made deals and compromises
that would echo down through history.



Even then, they sensed that they were laying the seeds for
future problems. “I cannot say for how many years, perhaps I
should say for how many centuries, the crisis which has begun will
continue,” predicted Georges Clemenceau, whose own behavior
contributed to the failure. “Yes, this treaty will bring us burdens,
troubles, miseries, difficulties, and that will continue for long
years.”

MacMillan brings back to life some great dramas: the Italian
walkout after the failure of their effort to gain control of much of the
Yugoslav coast; the Japanese grab of the Shantung peninsula,
which launched the May Fourth Movement in China and started the
path to war and revolution in Asia; the dismemberment of Hungary,
which left millions of Hungarians permanently outside their own
country’s borders; the inability of the Big Four to deal with the new
Soviet government, other than by sending a feckless expeditionary
force into the Russian civil war; the dissolution of the Ottoman
empire and the rise of one of the twentieth century’s most
remarkable leaders, Kemal Atatiirk; and last but not least, the
creation of Yugoslavia (originally, the Kingdom of the Serbs, Croats,
and Slovenes) out of the disparate peoples of the south Balkans.
This state would survive under Marshal Tito’s communist
dictatorship for decades, but when the patchwork put together in
1919 fell apart in the early 1990s, four wars followed—first
Slovenia, then Croatia, then Bosnia-Herzegovina, and finally
Kosovo. (A fifth, in Macedonia, was barely averted.)

As our American negotiating team shuttled around the
Balkans in the fall of 1995 trying to end the war in Bosnia, the
Versailles treaty was not far from my mind. Reading excerpts from
Harold Nicolson’s Peacemaking 1919, we joked that our goal was to
undo Woodrow Wilson’s legacy. When we forced the leaders of
Bosnia, Croatia, and the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia to come
together in Dayton, Ohio, in November 1995 and negotiate the end
of the war, we were, in effect, burying another part of Versailles. In
the spring of 2002, the last two parts of the Versailles creation still
linked as “Yugoslavia” took another step, moving to the brink of a
full and final divorce by agreeing to rename their country “Serbia



and Montenegro”—probably a way station on the path to full
separation.

At Dayton we were working on only one small part of the
puzzle; in Paris they worked on the world. Margaret MacMillan’s
brilliant portrait of the men of Paris, what they tried to do, where
they succeeded, and why they failed, is especially timely now. This
story illuminates, as only great history can, not only the past but
also the present. It could help guide us in the future. I only regret
that it was not available a decade ago. But here it is: an irresistible
voyage through history.
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NOTE ON PLACE-NAMES

Many of the places mentioned in this book have several names. For
example, L'viv (in present-day Ukraine) is variously Léopol,
Lemberg, Lwow or Lvov. I have generally given the names currently
used, but where there is a familiar name in English, for example
Munich, I have used that. In the case of particular controversies at
the Peace Conference, I have followed the usage of 1919: Danzig
(Gdansk), Fiume (Rijeka), Memel (Klaipéda), Shantung (Shandong),
Teschen (Cieszyn or T€Sin), Tsingtao (Qingdao).
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Introduction

FOR SIX MONTHS IN 1919, Paris was the capital of the world. The
Peace Conference was the world’s most important business, the
peacemakers its most powerful people. They met day after day. They
argued, debated, quarreled and made it up again. They created new
countries and new organizations. They dined together and went to
the theater together, and between January and June, Paris was at
once the world’s government, its court of appeal and its parliament,
the focus of its fears and hopes. Officially, the Peace Conference
lasted into 1920, but those first six months are the ones that count,
when the key decisions were taken and the crucial chains of events
set in motion. The world has never seen anything quite like it and
never will again.

The peacemakers were there because proud, confident, rich
Europe had torn itself to pieces. A war that had started in 1914
over a squabble for power and influence in the Balkans had drawn
in all the great powers, from tsarist Russia in the east to Britain in
the west, and most of the smaller ones. Only Spain, Switzerland,
the Netherlands and the Scandinavian countries had managed to
stay out. There had been fighting in Asia, in Africa, in the Pacific
islands and in the Middle East, but most had been on European
soil, along the crazed network of trenches that stretched from
Belgium in the north down to the Alps in the south, along Russia’s
borders with Germany and its ally Austria-Hungary, and in the
Balkans themselves. Soldiers had come from around the world:
Australians, Canadians, New Zealanders, Indians, Newfoundlanders
to fight for the British empire; Vietnamese, Moroccans, Algerians,
Senegalese for France; and finally the Americans, maddened beyond
endurance by German attacks on their shipping.

Away from the battlefields, Europe still looked much the same.
The great cities remained, the railway lines were more or less intact,
ports still functioned. It was not like the Second World War, when
the very bricks and mortar were pulverized. The loss was human.
Millions of combatants—for the time of massive killing of civilians



had not yet come—died in those four years: 1,800,000 Germans,
1,700,000 Russians, 1,384,000 French, 1,290,000 from Austria-
Hungary, 743,000 British (and another 192,000 from the empire)
and so on down the list to tiny Montenegro, with 3,000 men.
Children lost fathers, wives husbands, young women the chance of
marriage. And Europe lost those who might have been its scientists,
its poets and its leaders, and the children who might have been
born to them. But the tally of deaths does not include those who
were left with one leg, one arm or one eye, or those whose lungs had
been scarred by poison gas or whose nerves never recovered.

For four years the most advanced nations in the world had
poured out their men, their wealth, the fruits of their industry,
science and technology, on a war that may have started by accident
but was impossible to stop because the two sides were too evenly
balanced. It was only in the summer of 1918, as Germany’s allies
faltered and as the fresh American troops poured in, that the Allies
finally gained the upper hand. When the war ended on 11
November, everywhere people hoped wearily that whatever
happened next would not be as bad as what had just come to an
end.

Four years of war shook forever the supreme self-confidence
that had carried Europe to world dominance. After the Western
Front, Europeans could no longer talk of a civilizing mission to the
world. The war toppled governments, humbled the mighty and
upturned whole societies. In Russia the revolutions of 1917
replaced tsarism, with what no one yet knew. At the end of the war
Austria-Hungary vanished, leaving a great hole at the center of
Europe. The Ottoman empire, with its vast holdings in the Middle
East and its bit of Europe, was almost done. Imperial Germany was
now a republic. Old nations—Poland, Lithuania, Estonia, Latvia—
came out of history to live again, and new nations—Yugoslavia and
Czechoslovakia—struggled to be born.

The Paris Peace Conference is usually remembered for
producing the German treaty, signed at Versailles in June 1919,
but it was always about much more than that. The other enemies—
Bulgaria, Austria and Hungary, now separate countries, and the



Ottoman empire—had to have their treaties. New borders had to be
drawn in the center of Europe and across the Middle East. Most
important of all, the international order had to be re-created on a
new and different basis. Was the time now ripe for an International
Labour Organization, a League of Nations, for agreements on
international telegraph cables or international aviation? After such
a great catastrophe, the expectations were enormous.

Even before the guns fell silent in 1918 the voices, plaintive,
demanding, angry, had started. “China belongs to the Chinese.”
“Kurdistan must be free.” “Poland must live again.” They spoke in
many languages. They made many demands. The United States
must be the world’s policeman; or, The Americans must go home.
The Russians need help; no, They must be left to their own devices.
They complained: Slovaks about Czechs; Croats about Serbs; Arabs
about Jews; Chinese about Japanese. The voices were worried,
uncertain whether the new world order would be an improvement
on the old. In the West, they murmured about dangerous ideas
coming from the East; in the East, they pondered the threat of
Western materialism. Europeans wondered if they would ever
recover and how they would manage their brash new American ally.
Africans feared that the world had forgotten them. Asians saw that
the future was theirs; it was only the present that was the problem.

We know something of what it is to live at the end of a great
war. The voices of 1919 were very like the voices of the present.
When the Cold War ended in 1989 and Soviet Marxism vanished
into the dustbin of history, older forces, religion and nationalism,
came out of their deep freeze. Bosnia and Rwanda have reminded
us of how strong those forces can be. In 1919, there was the same
sense of a new order emerging as borders suddenly shifted and new
economic and political ideas were in the air. It was exciting but also
frightening, in a world that seemed perilously fragile. Today, some
argue, resurgent Islam is the menace. In 1919, it was Russian
Bolshevism. The difference is that we have not held a universal
peace conference. There is not the time. The statesmen and their
advisers meet in brief meetings, for two, perhaps three days, and
then take flight again. Who knows which is the better way of
settling the world’s problems?



To struggle with the great issues of the day and try to resolve
them, statesmen, diplomats, bankers, soldiers, professors,
economists and lawyers came to Paris from all corners of the world:
the American president, Woodrow Wilson, and his secretary of
state, Robert Lansing; Georges Clemenceau and Vittorio Orlando,
the prime ministers of France and Italy; Lawrence of Arabia,
wrapped in mystery and Arab robes; Eleutherios Venizelos, the
great Greek patriot who brought disaster on his country; Ignace
Paderewski, the pianist turned Polish politician; and many who had
yet to make their mark, among them two future American
secretaries of state, a future prime minister of Japan and the first
president of Israel. Some had been born to power, such as Queen
Marie of Rumania; others, such as David Lloyd George, the prime
minister of Britain, had won it through their own efforts.

The concentration of power drew in the world’s reporters, its
businessmen, and spokesmen and spokeswomen for a myriad of
causes. “One only meets people off to Paris,” wrote the French
ambassador in London. “Paris is going to become a place of
amusement for hundreds of English, Americans, Italians and shady
foreign gentlemen who are descending on us under the pretext of
taking part in the peace discussions.”" Votes for women, rights for
blacks, a charter for labor, freedom for Ireland, disarmament: the
petitions and the petitioners rolled in daily from all quarters of the
world. That winter and spring, Paris hummed with schemes, for a
Jewish homeland, a restored Poland, an independent Ukraine, a
Kurdistan, an Armenia. The petitions poured in, from the
Conference of Suffrage Societies, the Carpatho-Russian Committee
in Paris, the Serbs of the Banat, the anti-Bolshevik Russian Political
Conference. The petitioners came from countries that existed and
ones that were just dreams. Some, such as the Zionists, spoke for
millions; others, such as the representatives of the Aland islands in
the Baltic, for a few thousand. A few arrived too late; the Koreans
from Siberia set out on foot in February 1919 and by the time the
main part of the Peace Conference ended in June had reached only
the Arctic port of Archangel.”



From the outset the Peace Conference suffered from confusion
over its organization, its purpose and its procedures. The Big Four
—Britain, France, Italy and the United States—had planned a
preliminary conference to hammer out the terms to be offered, after
which they intended to hold a full-scale peace conference to
negotiate with the enemy. Immediately there were questions. When
would the other allied powers be able to express their views? Japan,
for example, was already an important power in the Far East. And
what about the smaller powers such as Serbia and Belgium? Both
had lost far more men than Japan.

The Big Four gave way, but the plenary sessions of the
conference became ritual occasions. The real work was done by the
Four and Japan in informal meetings, and when those in turn
became too cumbersome, by the leaders of the Four alone. As the
months went by, what had been a preliminary conference
imperceptibly became the real thing. In a break with diplomatic
precedent that infuriated the Germans, their representatives were
eventually summoned to France to receive their treaty in its final
form.

The peacemakers had hoped to be brisker and better
organized. They had carefully studied the only available example—
the Congress of Vienna, which wound up the NapoLéonic Wars. The
Foreign Office commissioned a distinguished historian to write a
book on the Congress for guidance in Paris. (He later conceded that
his work had almost no impact.®) The problems faced by the
peacemakers in Vienna, large though they were, were
straightforward by comparison with those in Paris. The British
foreign secretary at the time, Lord Castlereagh, took just fourteen
staff with him to Vienna; in 1919 the British delegation numbered
nearly four hundred. In 1815 matters were settled quietly and at
leisure: Castlereagh and his colleagues would have been appalled at
the intense public scrutiny of 1919. There were also many more
participants: more than thirty countries sent delegates to Paris,
including Italy, Belgium, Rumania and Serbia, none of which had
existed in 1815. The Latin American nations had still been part of
the Spanish and Portuguese empires. Thailand, China and Japan
had been remote, mysterious lands. Now their diplomats appeared



in Paris in pinstriped trousers and frock coats. Apart from a
declaration condemning the slave trade, the Congress of Vienna
paid no attention to the non-European world. In Paris, the subjects
covered by the Peace Conference ranged from the Arctic to the
Antipodes, from small islands in the Pacific to whole continents.

The Congress of Vienna also took place when the great
upheavals set off by the French Revolution in 1789 had subsided.
By 1815 its effects had been absorbed, but in 1919 the Russian
Revolution was only two years old, its impact on the rest of the
world unclear. Western leaders saw Bolshevism seeping out of
Russia, threatening religion, tradition, every tie that held their
societies together. In Germany and Austria, Soviets of workers and
soldiers were already seizing power in the cities and towns. Their
own soldiers and sailors mutinied. Paris, Lyon, Brussels, Glasgow,
San Francisco, even sleepy Winnipeg on the Canadian prairies had
general strikes. Were these isolated outbreaks or flames from a vast
underground fire?

The peacemakers of 1919 believed they were working against
time. They had to draw new lines on the maps of Europe, just as
their predecessors had done in Vienna, but they also had to think of
Asia, Africa and the Middle East. “Self-determination” was the
watchword, but this was not a help in choosing among competing
nationalisms. The peacemakers had to act as policemen and they
had to feed the hungry. If they could, they had to create an
international order that would make another Great War impossible.
And, of course, they had to draw up the treaties. Clearly Germany
had to be dealt with, penalized for starting the war (or was it just for
losing, as many suspected?), its future set on more pacific lines, its
boundaries adjusted to compensate France in the West and the new
nations in the East. Bulgaria had to have its treaty. So did the
Ottoman empire. Austria-Hungary presented a particular problem,
for it no longer existed. All that was left was a tiny Austria and a
shaky Hungary, with most of their territory gone to new nations.
The expectations of the Peace Conference were enormous; the risk
of disappointment correspondingly great.



The peacemakers also represented their own countries, and
since most of these were democracies, they had to heed their public
opinion. They were bound to think ahead to the next election and to
weigh the costs of appeasing or alienating important sections of
opinion. They were thus not completely free agents. It was also a
time to bring out the old demands and the new ones. Clemenceau
complained to a colleague: “It is much easier to make war than

peace.”

* k k* %

In their months in Paris the peacemakers were to achieve much: a
peace treaty with Germany and the bases for peace with Austria,
Hungary and Bulgaria. They drew new borders through the middle
of Europe and the Middle East. Much of their work, it is true, did
not last. People said at the time, as they have ever since, that the
peacemakers took too long and that they got it wrong. It has
become a commonplace to say that the peace settlements of 1919
were a failure, that they led directly to the Second World War. That
is to overestimate their power.

There were two realities in the world of 1919, and they did not
always mesh. One was in Paris and the other was on the ground,
where people were making their own decisions and fighting their
own battles. True, the peacemakers had armies and navies, but
where there were few railways, roads or ports, as in the interior of
Asia Minor or the Caucasus, moving their forces was slow and
laborious. The new aircraft were not yet big enough or strong
enough to fill that gap. In the center of Europe, where the tracks
were already laid, the collapse of order meant that even if tracks,
engines and cars were available, the fuel was not. “It really is no use
abusing this or that small state,” Henry Wilson, one of the cleverest
of the British generals, told Lloyd George. “The root of evil is that
the Paris writ does not run.”

Power involves will, as the United States and the world are
discovering today: the will to spend, whether money or lives. In
1919 that will had been spent in Europe. The leaders of France,
Britain and Italy no longer had the capacity to order their peoples to



pay a high price for power. Their armed forces were shrinking day
by day and they could not rely on the soldiers and sailors who were
left. Their taxpayers wanted an end to expensive foreign adventures.
The United States alone had the capacity to act, but it did not see
itself as having that role, and its power was not yet great enough. It
is tempting to say that the United States lost an opportunity to
bend Europe to its will before the competing ideologies of fascism
and communism could take hold. That is to read back into the past
what we know about American power after another great war. In
1945, the United States was a superpower and the European
nations were much weakened. In 1919, however, the United States
was not yet significantly stronger than the other powers. The
Europeans could ignore its wishes, and they did.

Armies, navies, railways, economies, ideologies, history: all
these are important in understanding the Paris Peace Conference.
But so, too, are individuals because, in the end, people draw up
reports, make decisions and order armies to move. The
peacemakers brought their own national interests with them, but
they also brought their likes and dislikes. Nowhere were these more
important than among the powerful men—especially Clemenceau,
Lloyd George and Wilson—who sat down together in Paris.
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PART ONE

GETTING READY
FOR PEACE



1

Woodrow Wilson Comes to Europe

On December 4, 1918, the George Washington sailed out of New
York with the American delegation to the Peace Conference on
board. Guns fired salutes, crowds along the waterfront cheered,
tugboats hooted and Army planes and dirigibles circled overhead.
Robert Lansing, the American secretary of state, released carrier
pigeons with messages to his relatives about his deep hope for a
lasting peace. The ship, a former German passenger liner, slid out
past the Statue of Liberty to the Atlantic, where an escort of
destroyers and battleships stood by to accompany it and its cargo of
heavy expectations to Europe.®

On board were the best available experts, combed out of the
universities and the government; crates of reference materials and
special studies; the French and Italian ambassadors to the United
States; and Woodrow Wilson. No other American president had ever
gone to Europe while in office. His opponents accused him of
breaking the Constitution; even his supporters felt he might be
unwise. Would he lose his great moral authority by getting down to
the hurly-burly of negotiations? Wilson’s own view was clear: the
making of the peace was as important as the winning of the war. He
owed it to the peoples of Europe, who were crying out for a better
world. He owed it to the American servicemen. “It is now my duty,”
he told a pensive Congress just before he left, “to play my full part
in making good what they gave their life’s blood to obtain.” A British
diplomat was more cynical; Wilson, he said, was drawn to Paris “as
a debutante is entranced by the prospect of her first ball.””

Wilson expected, he wrote to his great friend Edward House,
who was already in Europe, that he would stay only to arrange the
main outlines of the peace settlements. It was not likely that he
would remain for the formal Peace Conference with the enemy.® He
was wrong. The preliminary conference turned, without anyone’s



intending it, into the final one, and Wilson stayed for most of the
crucial six months between January and June 1919. The question
of whether or not he should have gone to Paris, which exercised so
many of his contemporaries, now seems unimportant. From
Franklin Roosevelt at Yalta to Jimmy Carter or Bill Clinton at Camp
David, American presidents have sat down to draw borders and
hammer out peace agreements. Wilson had set the conditions for
the armistices which ended the Great War. Why should he not
make the peace as well?

Although he had not started out in 1912 as a foreign policy
president, circumstances and his own progressive political
principles had drawn him outward. Like many of his compatriots,
he had come to see the Great War as a struggle between the forces
of democracy, however imperfectly represented by Britain and
France, and those of reaction and militarism, represented all too
well by Germany and Austria-Hungary. Germany’s sack of Belgium,
its unrestricted submarine warfare and its audacity in attempting
to entice Mexico into waging war on the United States had pushed
Wilson and American public opinion toward the Allies. When Russia
had a democratic revolution in February 1917, one of the last
reservations—that the Allies included an autocracy—vanished.
Although he had campaigned in 1916 on a platform of keeping the
country neutral, Wilson brought the United States into the war in
April 1917. He was convinced that he was doing the right thing.
This was important to the son of a Presbyterian minister, who
shared his father’s deep religious conviction, if not his calling.

Wilson was born in Virginia in 1856, just before the Civil War.
Although he remained a Southerner in some ways all his life—in his
insistence on honor and his paternalistic attitudes toward women
and blacks—he also accepted the war’s outcome. Abraham Lincoln
was one of his great heroes, along with Edmund Burke and William
Gladstone.’ The young Wilson was at once highly idealistic and
intensely ambitious. After four very happy years at Princeton and
an unhappy stint as a lawyer, he found his first career in teaching
and writing. By 1890 he was back at Princeton, a star member of
the faculty. In 1902 he became its president, supported virtually
unanimously by the trustees, faculty and students.



In the next eight years Wilson transformed Princeton from a
sleepy college for gentlemen into a great university. He reworked the
curriculum, raised significant amounts of money and brought into
the faculty the brightest and the best young men from across the
country. By 1910, he was a national figure and the Democratic
party in New Jersey, under the control of conservative bosses,
invited him to run for governor. Wilson agreed, but insisted on
running on a progressive platform of controlling big business and
extending democracy. He swept the state and by 1911 “Wilson for
President” clubs were springing up. He spoke for the dispossessed,
the disenfranchised and all those who had been left behind by the
rapid economic growth of the late nineteenth century. In 1912, at a
long and hard-fought convention, Wilson got the Democratic
nomination for president. That November, with the Republicans
split by Teddy Roosevelt’s decision to run as a progressive against
William Howard Taft, Wilson was elected. In 1916, he was reelected,
with an even greater share of the popular vote.

Wilson’s career was a series of triumphs, but there were
darker moments, both personal and political, fits of depression and
sudden and baffling illnesses. Moreover, he had left behind him a
trail of enemies, many of them former friends. “An ingrate and a
liar,” said a Democratic boss in New Jersey in a toast. Wilson never
forgave those who disagreed with him. “He is a good hater,” said his
press officer and devoted admirer Ray Stannard Baker.'” He was
also stubborn. As House said, with admiration: “Whenever a
question is presented he keeps an absolutely open mind and
welcomes all suggestion or advice which will lead to a correct
decision. But he is receptive only during the period that he is
weighing the question and preparing to make his decision. Once the
decision is made it is final and there is an absolute end to all advice
and suggestion. There is no moving him after that.” What was
admirable to some was a dangerous egotism to others. The French
ambassador in Washington saw “a man who, had he lived a couple
of centuries ago, would have been the greatest tyrant in the world,
because he does not seem to have the slightest conception that he
can ever be wrong.”"!



This side of Wilson’s character was in evidence when he chose
his fellow commissioners—or plenipotentiaries, as the chief
delegates were known—to the Peace Conference. He was himself
one. House, “my alter ego,” as he was fond of saying, was another.
Reluctantly he selected Lansing, his secretary of state, as a third,
mainly because it would have been awkward to leave him behind.
Where Wilson had once rather admired Lansing’s vast store of
knowledge, his meticulous legal mind and his apparent readiness to
take a back seat, by 1919 that early liking had turned to irritation
and contempt. Lansing, it turned out, did have views, often strong
ones which contradicted the president’s. “He has,” Wilson
complained to House, who noted it down with delight, “no
imagination, no constructive ability, and but little real ability of any
kind.” The fourth plenipotentiary, General Tasker Bliss, was already
in France as the American military representative on the Supreme
War Council. A thoughtful and intelligent man who loved to lie in
bed with a hip flask reading Thucydides in the original Greek, he
was also, many of the junior members of the American delegation
believed, well past his prime. Since Wilson was to speak to him on
only five occasions during the Peace Conference, perhaps that did
not matter.

The president’s final selection, Henry White, was a charming,
affable retired diplomat, the high point of whose career had been
well before the war. Mrs. Wilson was to find him useful in Paris on
questions of etiquette.'”

Wilson’s selection caused an uproar in the United States at
the time and has caused controversy ever since. “A lot of
cheapskates,” said William Taft. “I would swear if it would do any
good.” Wilson had deliberately slighted the Republicans, most of
whom had supported the war enthusiastically and many of whom
now shared his vision of a League of Nations. “I tell you what,” the
humorist Will Rogers had him saying to the Republicans, “we will
split 50-50—I will go and you fellows can stay.” Even his most
partisan supporters had urged him to appoint men such as Taft or
the senior Republican senator on the important Committee on
Foreign Relations, Henry Cabot Lodge. Wilson refused, with a
variety of unconvincing excuses. The real reason was that he did



not like or trust Republicans. His decision was costly, because it
undercut his position in Paris and damaged his dream of a new
world order with the United States at its heart."

Wilson remains puzzling in a way that Lloyd George and
Clemenceau, his close colleagues in Paris, do not. What is one to
make of a leader who drew on the most noble language of the Bible
yet was so ruthless with those who crossed him? Who loved
democracy but despised most of his fellow politicians? Who wanted
to serve humanity but had so few personal relationships? Was he,
as Teddy Roosevelt thought, “as insincere and coldblooded an
opportunist as we have ever had in the Presidency”? Or was he, as
Baker believed, one of those rare idealists like Calvin or Cromwell,
“who from time to time have appeared upon the earth & for a
moment, in burst of strange power, have temporarily lifted erring

mankind to a higher pitch of contentment than it was quite equal
t077?14

Wilson wanted power and he wanted to do great works. What
brought the two sides of his character together was his ability, self-
deception perhaps, to frame his decisions so that they became not
merely necessary, but morally right. Just as American neutrality in
the first years of the war had been right for Americans, and indeed
for humanity, so the United States’ eventual entry into the war
became a crusade, against human greed and folly, against Germany
and for justice, peace and civilization. This conviction, however,
without which he could never have attempted what he did in Paris,
made Wilson intolerant of differences and blind to the legitimate
concerns of others. Those who opposed him were not just wrong but
wicked.

Like the Germans. The decision to go to war had been agony
for Wilson. He had worked for a peace of compromise between the
Allies and the Central Powers. Even when they had rejected his offer
to mediate, when German submarines had sunk American ships,
when opponents such as Roosevelt had attacked his cowardice and
when his own cabinet had been unanimous for war, he had waited.
In the end he decided to intervene because, as he saw it, Germany
left him no alternative. “It is a fearful thing,” he told Congress in



April 1917, when he went before it to ask for a declaration of war,
“to lead this great peaceful people into war, into the most terrible
and disastrous of all wars, civilization itself seeming to be in the
balance.”’® In Wilson’s view Germany, or at the very least its
leaders, bore a heavy burden of guilt. The Germans might be
redeemed, but they also must be chastised.

The photographs taken in 1919 make him look like an
undertaker, but in the flesh Wilson was a handsome man, with fine,
straight features and a spare, upright frame. In his manner he had
something of the preacher and of the university professor. He
placed great faith in reason and facts, but he saw it as auspicious
that he landed in Europe on Friday, December 13. Thirteen was his
lucky number. A deeply emotional man, he mistrusted emotion in
others. It was good when it brought people to desire the best,
dangerous when, like nationalism, it intoxicated them. Lloyd
George, who never entirely got his measure, listed his good qualities
to a friend— “kindly, sincere, straightforward”—and then added in
the next breath “tactless, obstinate and vain.”*®

In public, Wilson was stiff and formal, but with his intimates
he was charming and even playful. He was particularly at ease with
women. He was usually in perfect control of himself, but during the
Peace Conference he frequently lost his temper. (It is possible he
suffered a stroke while he was in Paris.) He loved puns and
limericks and he liked to illustrate his points with folksy stories. He
enjoyed doing accents: Scottish or Irish, like his ancestors, or
Southern black, like the people who worked for him in Washington.
He was abstemious in his habits; at most he would drink a small
glass of whisky in an evening. He loved gadgets and liked the new
moving pictures. On the voyage to Europe he generally went to the
after-dinner picture shows. To general consternation the feature
one evening was a melodrama called The Second Wife."”

Wilson’s relations with women had always caused a certain
amount of gossip. During his first marriage he had close, possibly
even romantic, friendships with several women. His first wife, whom
he had loved deeply if not passionately, had died in 1914; by the
end of 1915, he was married again, to a wealthy Washington widow



some seventeen years his junior. That this caused gossip bewildered
and infuriated him. He never forgave a British diplomat for a joke
that went around Washington: “What did the new Mrs. Wilson do
when the President proposed? She fell out of bed with surprise.”
Wilson’s own family and friends were more charitable. “Isn’t it
wonderful to see Father so happy,” exclaimed a daughter. House,
who was later to become Mrs. Wilson’s bitter enemy, wrote in his
diary that it was a relief that Wilson had someone to share his
burdens: “his loneliness is pathetic.”'®

Edith Boiling, the new Mrs. Wilson, accompanied the
president to Europe, a privilege not allowed lesser wives. She was
warm and lively and laughed a great deal. She loved golf, shopping,
orchids and parties. She had, everyone agreed, wonderful eyes, but
some found her a bit plump and her mouth too large. She wore,
they thought in Paris, her clothes a little too tight, the necks too
low, the skirts too short. Wilson thought she was beautiful. Like
him, she came from the South. She did not want to spoil her maid
by taking her to London, she told a fellow American, because the
British treated blacks too well. Although she had the easy flirtatious
ways of a Southern woman, she was a shrewd businesswoman.
After her first husband’s death she had run the family jewelry store.
When she married Wilson, he made it clear that he expected her to
share his work. She took up the offer with enthusiasm. No
intellectual, she was quick and determined. She was also
ferociously loyal to her new husband. Wilson adored her."

On board the George Washington, the Wilsons kept to
themselves, eating most of their meals in their stateroom and
strolling on the deck arm in arm. The American experts worked
away on their maps and their papers, asking each other, with some
disquiet, what their country’s policies were to be. Wilson had said
much about general principles but had mentioned few specifics. A
young man called William Bullitt boldly went up to the president
and told him that they were all confused by his silence. Wilson was
surprised but agreed pleasantly to meet with a dozen of the leading
experts. “It is absolutely the first time,” said one afterward, “the
president has let anyone know what his ideas are and what his
policy is.” There were to be few other such occasions. The experts



left the meeting heartened and impressed. Wilson was informal and
friendly. He spoke about the heavy task ahead and how he was
going to rely on them to provide him with the best information. They
must feel free to come to him at any time. “You tell me what’s right
and I'll fight for it.” He apologized for talking about his own ideas:
“they weren’t very good but he thought them better than anything
else he had heard.”®

When it came to making peace, Wilson said, their country
would rightly hold the position of arbiter. They must live up to the
great American traditions of justice and generosity. They would be,
after all, “the only disinterested people at the Peace Conference.”
What was more, he warned, “the men whom we were about to deal
with did not represent their own people.” This was one of Wilson’s
deep convictions, curious in a man whose own Congress was now
dominated by his political opponents. Throughout the Peace
Conference he clung to the belief that he spoke for the masses and
that, if only he could reach them—whether French, Italian or even
Russian—they would rally to his views.?!

He touched on another favorite theme: the United States, he
assured his audience, had not entered the war for selfish reasons.
In this, as in so much else, it was unlike other nations, for it did not
want territory, tribute or even revenge. (As a sign that American
participation in the war was different from that of the Europeans,
Wilson had always insisted on the United States being an Associate
and not an Ally.) The United States generally acted unselfishly, in
its occupation of Cuba, for example. “We had gone to war with
Spain,” he insisted, “not for annexation but to provide the helpless
colony with the opportunity of freedom.”*?

Wilson tended to draw on Latin American examples, since
most of his formative experiences in foreign relations had been
there. He had recast, at least to his own satisfaction, the Monroe
Doctrine, that famous defiance hurled at the Europeans in 1823 to
warn them off attempting to colonize the New World again. The
doctrine had become a fundamental precept in American foreign
policy, a cloak, many said, for U.S. dominance of its neighbors.
Wilson saw it rather as the framework within which all the nations



of the Americas worked peacefully together, and a model for the
warring European nations. Lansing was dubious, as he often was of
Wilson’s ideas: “the doctrine is exclusively a national policy of the
United States and relates to its national safety and vital interests.”*

Wilson paid little attention to what he regarded as niggling
objections from Lansing. He was clear in his own mind that he
meant well. When the American troops went to Haiti or Nicaragua
or the Dominican Republic, it was to further order and democracy.
“l am going to teach,” he had said in his first term as president, “the
South American Republics to elect good men!” He rarely mentioned
that he was also protecting the Panama Canal and American
investments. During Wilson’s presidency, the United States
intervened repeatedly in Mexico to try to get the sort of government
it wanted. “The purpose of the United States,” Wilson said, “is solely
and singly to secure peace and order in Central America by seeing
to it that the processes of self-government there are not interrupted
or set aside.” He was taken aback when the Mexicans failed to see
the landing of American troops, and American threats, in the same
light.**

The Mexican adventure also showed Wilson’s propensity,
perhaps unconscious, to ignore the truth. When he sent troops to
Mexico for the first time, he told Congress that it was in response to
repeated provocations and insults to the United States and its
citizens from General Victoriano Huerta, the man who started the
Mexican Revolution. Huerta in fact had taken great care to avoid
provocations. At the Paris Peace Conference Wilson was to claim
that he had never seen the secret wartime agreements among the
Allies, promising Italy, for example, enemy territory. The British
foreign secretary, Arthur Balfour, had shown them to him in 1917.
Lansing said sourly of his president: “Even established facts were
ignored if they did not fit in with this intuitive sense, this semi-
divine power to select the right.”

As the Mexican imbroglio demonstrated, Wilson was not afraid
to use his country’s considerable power, whether financial or
military. And by the end of the Great War the United States was
much more powerful than it had been in 1914. Then it had



possessed a minuscule army and a middle-sized navy; now it had
over a million troops in Europe alone, and a navy that rivaled
Britain’s. Indeed, Americans tended to assume that they had won
the war for their European allies. The American economy had
surged ahead as American farmers and American factories poured
out wheat, pork, iron and steel for the Allied war effort. As the
American share of world production and trade rose inexorably, that
of the European powers stagnated or declined. Most significant of
all for their future relations, the United States had become the
banker to the Europeans. Together the European allies owed over
$7 billion to the American government, and about half as much
again to American banks. Wilson assumed, overconfidently as it
turned out, that the United States would get its way simply by
applying financial pressure. As his legal adviser David Hunter Miller
said, “Europe is bankrupt financially and its governments are
bankrupt morally. The mere hint of withdrawal by America by
reason of opposition to her wishes for justice, for fairness, and for
peace would see the fall of every government in Europe without
exception, and a revolution in every country in Europe with one
possible exception.”*°

In that meeting on the George Washington, Wilson also talked
briefly about the difficulties that lay ahead with the nations
emerging from the wreckage of central Europe: Poland,
Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia and many more. They could have
whatever form of government they wanted, but they must include in
their new states only those who wanted to be there. “Criterion not
who are intellectual or social or economic leaders but who form
mass of people,” a member of his audience wrote down. “Must have
liberty—that is the kind of government they want.”*’

Of all the ideas Wilson brought to Europe, this concept of self-
determination was, and has remained, one of the most controversial
and opaque. During the Peace Conference, the head of the
American mission in Vienna sent repeated requests to Paris and
Washington for an explanation of the term. No answer ever came. It
has never been easy to determine what Wilson meant. “Autonomous
development.” “the right of those who submit to authority to have a
voice in their own governments.” “the rights and liberties of small



nations,” a world made safe “for every peace-loving nation which,
like our own, wishes to live its own life, determine its own
institutions”: the phrases had poured out from the White House, an
inspiration to peoples around the world. But what did they add up
to? Did Wilson merely mean, as sometimes appeared, an extension
of democratic self-government? Did he really intend that any people
who called themselves a nation should have their own state? In a
statement he drafted, but never used, to persuade the American
people to support the peace settlements, he stated, “We say now
that all these people have the right to live their own lives under
governments which they themselves choose to set up. That is the
American principle.” Yet he had no sympathy for Irish nationalists
and their struggle to free themselves from British rule. During the
Peace Conference he insisted that the Irish question was a domestic
matter for the British. When a delegation of nationalist Irish asked
him for support, he felt, he told his legal adviser, like telling them to
go to hell. His view was that the Irish lived in a democratic country
and they could sort it out through democratic means.?®

The more Wilson’s concept of self-determination is examined,
the more difficulties appear. Lansing asked himself: “When the
President talks of ‘self-determination’ what unit has he in mind?
Does he mean a race, a territorial area, or a community?” It was a
calamity, Lansing thought, that Wilson had ever hit on the phrase.
“It will raise hopes which can never be realized. It will, I fear, cost
thousands of lives. In the end it is bound to be discredited, to be
called the dream of an idealist who failed to realize the danger until
it was too late to check those who attempt to put the principle into
force.” What, as Lansing asked, made a nation? Was it a shared
citizenship, as in the United States, or a shared ethnicity, as in
Ireland? If a nation was not self-governing, ought it to be? And in
that case, how much self-government was enough? Could a nation,
however defined, exist happily within a larger multinational state?
Sometimes Wilson seemed to think so. He came, after all, from a
country that sheltered many different nationalities and which had
fought a bitter war, which he remembered well, to stay in one piece.

Initially, he did not want to break up the big multinational
empires such as Austria-Hungary and Russia. In February 1918, he



had told Congress that “well-defined” national aspirations should be
satisfied without, however, “introducing new or perpetuating old
elements of discord and antagonism that would be likely in time to
break the peace of Europe, and consequently of the world.”*

That led to another series of questions. What was a “well-
defined” nationalism? Polish? That was an obvious one. But what
about Ukrainian? Or Slovak? And what about subdivisions?
Ukrainian Catholics, for example, or Protestant Poles? The
possibilities for dividing up peoples were unending, especially in
central Europe, where history had left a rich mix of religions,
languages and cultures. About half the people living there could be
counted as members of one national minority or another. How were
peoples to be allocated to one country or another when the dividing
lines between one nation and another were so unclear?

One solution was to leave it to the experts. Let them study the
history, collect the statistics and consult the locals. Another, more
apparently democratic solution, which had been floating around in
international relations since the French Revolution, was to give the
locals a choice through a plebiscite, with a secret vote, administered
by some international body. Wilson himself does not seem to have
assumed that self-determination implied plebiscites, but by 1918
many people did. Who was to vote? Only men, or women as well?
Only residents, or anyone who had been born in the disputed
locality? (The French firmly rejected the idea of a plebiscite on their
lost provinces of Alsace and Lorraine on the grounds that the vote
would be unfair because Germany had forced French speakers out
and brought in Germans.) And what if the locals did not know
which nation they belonged to? In 1920, when an outside
investigator asked a peasant in Belarus, on the frontier where
Russians, Poles, Lithuanians, Byelorussians and Ukrainians all
mingled, who he was, the only answer that came back was “ am a
Catholic of these parts.” What do you do, asked American experts in
Carinthia in the Austrian Alps, when you have people “who do not
want to join the nation of their blood-brothers, or else are
absolutely indifferent to all national questions”?*°



At the end of 1919, a chastened Wilson told Congress, “When 1
gave utterance to those words [that ‘all nations had a right to self-
determination’], I said them without the knowledge that
nationalities existed, which are coming to us day after day.” He was
not responsible for the spread of national movements looking for
their own states—that had been going on since the end of the
eighteenth century—but, as Sidney Sonnino, the Italian foreign
minister, put it, “the War undoubtedly had had the effect of over-
exciting the feeling of nationality... Perhaps America fostered it by
putting the principles so clearly.”’

Wilson spent most of his time in the meeting with his experts
on the matter closest to his heart: the need to find a new way of
managing international relations. This did not come as a surprise to
his audience. In his famous Fourteen Points of January 1918, and
in subsequent speeches, he had sketched out his ideas. The
balance of power, he told the U.S. Congress in his “Four Principles”
speech of February 1918, was forever discredited as a way to keep
peace. There would be no more secret diplomacy of the sort that
had led Europe into calculating deals, rash promises and
entangling alliances, and so on down the slope to war. The peace
settlements must not leave the way open to future wars. There must
be no retribution, no unjust claims and no huge fines—indemnities
—paid by the losers to the winners. That was what had been wrong
after Prussia defeated France in 1870. The French had never
forgiven Germany for the monies paid over and for the loss of their
provinces of Alsace and Lorraine. War itself must become more
difficult. There must be controls on armaments— general
disarmament, even. Ships must sail freely across the world’s seas.
(That meant, as the British well knew, the end of their traditional
weapon of strangling enemy economies by blockading their ports
and seizing their shipping; it had brought NapoLéon down, and, so
they thought, hastened the Allied victory over Germany.) Trade
barriers must be lowered so the nations of the world would become
more interdependent.

At the heart of Wilson’s vision was a League of Nations to
provide the collective security that, in a well-run civil society, was
provided by the government, its laws, its courts and its police. “Old



system of powers, balance of powers, had failed too often,” one
expert jotted down, as the president spoke. The League was to have
a council that could “butt in” in case of disputes. “If unsuccessful
the offending nation to be outlawed—And outlaws are not popular

nomeQ

Wilson’s was a liberal and a Christian vision. It challenged the
view that the best way to preserve the peace was to balance nations
against each other, through alliances if necessary, and that
strength, not collective security, was the way to deter attack. Wilson
was also offering a riposte to the alternative being put out by the
Russian Bolsheviks, that revolution would bring one world, where
conflict would no longer exist. He believed in separate nations and
in democracy, both as the best form of government and as a force
for good in the world. When governments were chosen by their
people, they would not, indeed they could not, fight each other.
“These are American principles,” he told the Senate in 1917. “We
could stand for no others. And they are also the principles and
policies of forward looking men and women everywhere, of every
modern nation, of every enlightened community. They are the
principles of mankind and they must prevail.” He was speaking, he
thought, for humanity. Americans tended to see their values as
universal ones, and their government and society as a model for all
others. The United States, after all, had been founded by those who
wanted to leave an old world behind, and its revolution was, in part,
about creating a new one. American democracy, the American
constitution, even American ways of doing business, were examples
that others should follow for their own good. As one of the younger
Americans said in Paris: “Before we get through with these fellows
over here we will teach them how to do things and how to do them
quickly.”?

The Americans had a complicated attitude toward the
Europeans: a mixture of admiration for their past accomplishments,
a conviction that the Allies would have been lost without the United
States and a suspicion that, if the Americans were not careful, the
wily Europeans would pull them into their toils again. As they
prepared for the Peace Conference, the American delegates
suspected that the French and the British were already preparing



their traps. Perhaps the offer of an African colony, or a protectorate
over Armenia or Palestine, would tempt the United States—and
then suddenly it would be too late. The Americans would find

themselves touching pitch while the Europeans looked on with
delight.®*

American exceptionalism has always had two sides: the one
eager to set the world to rights, the other ready to turn its back with
contempt if its message should be ignored. The peace settlement,
Wilson told his fellow passengers, must be based on the new
principles: “If it doesn’t work right, the world will raise hell.” He
himself, he added half-jokingly, would go somewhere to “hide my
head, perhaps to Guam.” Faith in their own exceptionalism has
sometimes led to a certain obtuseness on the part of Americans, a
tendency to preach at other nations rather than listen to them, a
tendency as well to assume that American motives are pure where
those of others are not. And Wilson was very American. He came to
the Peace Conference, said Lloyd George, like a missionary to
rescue the heathen Europeans, with his “little sermonettes” full of
rather obvious remarks.*

It was easy to mock Wilson, and many did. It is also easy to
forget how important his principles were in 1919 and how many
people, and not just in the United States, wanted to believe in his
great dream of a better world. They had, after all, a terrible
reference point in the ruin left by the Great War. Wilson kept alive
the hope that human society, despite the evidence, was getting
better, that nations would one day live in harmony. In 1919, before
disillusionment had set in, the world was more than ready to listen
to him.

What Wilson had to say struck a chord, not just with liberals
or pacifists but also among Europe’s political and diplomatic élites.
Sir Maurice Hankey, secretary to the British War Cabinet and then
the Peace Conference itself, always carried a copy of the Fourteen
Points in the box he kept for crucial reference material. They were,
he said, the “moral background.” Across Europe there were
squares, streets, railway stations and parks bearing Wilson’s name.
Wall posters cried, “We Want a Wilson Peace.” In Italy, soldiers



knelt in front of his picture; in France, the left-wing paper
L’Humanité brought out a special issue in which the leading lights
of the French left vied with each other to praise Wilson’s name. The
leaders of the Arab revolt in the desert, Polish nationalists in
Warsaw, rebels in the Greek islands, students in Peking, Koreans
trying to shake off Japan’s control, all took the Fourteen Points as
their inspiration. Wilson himself found it exhilarating but also
terrifying. “I am wondering,” he said to George Creel, his brilliant
propaganda chief, who was on board the George Washington,
“whether you have not unconsciously spun a net for me from which
there is no escape.” The whole world was turning to the United
States but, he went on, they both knew that such great problems
could not be fixed at once. “What I seem to see—with all my heart I
hope that I am wrong—is a tragedy of disappointment.”®°
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The George Washington reached the French port of Brest on
December 13, 1918. The war had been over for just a month. While
the president stood on the bridge, his ship steamed slowly in
through a great avenue of battleships from the British, French and
American navies. For the first time in days, the sun was shining.
The streets were lined with laurel wreaths and flags. On the walls,
posters paid tribute to Wilson, those from right-wingers for saving
them from Germany and those from the left for the new world he
promised. Huge numbers of people, many resplendent in their
traditional Breton costumes, covered every inch of pavement, every
roof, every tree. Even the lampposts were taken. The air filled with
the skirl of Breton bagpipes and repeated shouts of “Vive
I’Ameérique! Vive Wilson!” The French foreign minister, Stéphen
Pichon, welcomed him, saying, “We are so thankful that you have
come over to give us the right kind of peace.” Wilson made a
noncommittal reply and the American party boarded the night train
for Paris. At three in the morning, Wilson’s doctor happened to look
out the window of his compartment. “I saw not only men and
women but little children standing with uncovered head to cheer
the passage of the special train.”’



Wilson’s reception in Paris was an even greater triumph, with
even greater crowds: “the most remarkable demonstration,” said an
American who lived in Paris, “of enthusiasm and affection on the
part of the Parisians that I have ever heard of, let alone seen.” His
train pulled into the Luxembourg station, which had been festooned
with bunting and flags and filled with great masses of flowers.
Clemenceau, the French prime minister, was there with his
government and his longtime antagonist, the president Raymond
Poincaré. As guns boomed across Paris to announce Wilson’s
arrival, the crowds started to press against the soldiers who lined
the route. The president and his wife drove in an open carriage
through the Place de la Concorde and on up the Champs-Elysées to
their residence, to the sound of wild cheers. That night, at a quiet
family dinner, Wilson said he was very pleased with his reception.
“He had carefully watched the attitude of the crowd,” he reportedly
told the table, “and he was satisfied that they were most friendly.”*®
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First Impressions

THE AFTERNOON of his arrival in Paris, Wilson had a reunion with
his most trusted adviser. Colonel Edward House did not look like
the rich Texan he was. Small, pale, self-effacing and frail, he often
sat with a blanket over his knees because he could not bear the
cold. Just as the Peace Conference was starting, he came down with
flu and nearly died. House spoke in a soft, gentle voice, working his
small delicate hands, said an observer, as though he were holding
some object in them. He invariably sounded calm, reasonable and
cheerful.*” People often thought of one of the great French cardinals
of the past, of Mazarin perhaps.

He was not really a colonel; that was only an honorary title. He
had never fought in a war but he knew much about conflict: the
Texas of his childhood was a world where men brought out their
guns at the first hint of an insult. House was riding and shooting by
the time he was three. One brother had half his face shot off in a
childish gunfight; another died falling off a trapeze. Then House too
had an accident when he fell from a rope and hit his head. He never
fully recovered. Since he could no longer dominate others
physically, he learned to do so psychologically. “I used to like to set
boys at each other,” he told a biographer, “to see what they would
do, and then try to bring them around again.”*

He became a master at understanding men. Almost everyone
who met him found him immediately sympathetic and friendly. “An
intimate man,” said the son of one of his enemies, “even when he
was cutting your throat.” House loved power and politics, especially
when he could operate behind the scenes. In Paris, Baker called
him, only half in admiration, “the small knot hole through which
must pass many great events.” He rarely gave interviews and almost
never took official appointments. This, of course, made him the
object of intense speculation. He merely wanted, he often said, to be



useful. In his diary, though, House himself carefully noted the
powerful and importunate who lined up to see him. He also
faithfully recorded every compliment, no matter how fulsome.*'

He was a Democrat, like most Southerners of his race, but on
the liberal, progressive side of the party. When Wilson moved into
politics, House, already a figure in Texas politics, recognized
someone he could work with. The two men met for the first time in
1911, as Wilson was preparing to run for president. “Almost from
the first our association was intimate,” House remembered years
later, when the friendship had broken down irrevocably, “almost
from the first, our minds vibrated in unison.” He gave Wilson the
unstinting affection and loyalty he required, and Wilson gave him
power. When his first wife died, Wilson became even more
dependent on House. “You are the only person in the world with
whom I can discuss everything,” he wrote in 1915. “There are some
I can tell one thing and others another, but you are the only one to
whom I can make an entire clearance of mind.” When the second
Mrs. Wilson appeared on the scene, she watched House carefully,
her eyes sharpened with jealousy.*

When the war broke out, Wilson sent House off to the capitals
of Europe in fruitless attempts to stop the fighting; as the war came
to an end, he hastily dispatched him to Paris to negotiate the
armistice terms. “I have not given you any instructions,” Wilson told
him, “because I feel that you will know what to do.” House agreed
with all his heart that Wilson’s new diplomacy was the best hope for
the world. He thought the League of Nations a wonderful idea. He
also thought he could do better than Wilson in achieving their
common goals. Where the president was too idealistic, too dogmatic,
he, House, was a fixer, with a nod here, a shrug there, a slight
change of emphasis, a promise first to this one and then that,
smoothing over differences and making things work. He had not
really wanted Wilson to come to the Peace Conference. In his diary,
during the next months, the loyal lieutenant was to list Wilson’s
mistakes methodically: his outbursts of temper, his inconsistencies,
his clumsiness in negotiations and his “one-track” mind.*



Clemenceau liked House enormously, partly because he was
amused by him, but also because he seemed to understand
France’s concerns so well. “I can get on with you,” Clemenceau told
him, “you are practical. I understand you but talking to Wilson is
something like talking to Jesus Christ!” Lloyd George was cooler:
House “saw more clearly than most men—or even women—to the
bottom of the shallow waters which are to be found here and there
in the greatest of oceans and of men.” A charming man, in Lloyd
George’s opinion, but rather limited—"essentially a salesman and
not a producer.” House would have been a good ambassador, but
never a foreign minister. “It is perhaps to his credit,” Lloyd George
concluded kindly, “that he was not nearly as cunning as he thought
he was.” House could not bear Lloyd George, “a mischief maker who
changes his mind like a weather-cock. He has no profound
knowledge of any of the questions with which he is dealing.” But
Lloyd George knew how to keep his eye on the ends. House, who
thought every disagreement could be worked out, did not. “He is a
marvellous conciliator,” was Baker’s opinion, “but with the faults of
his virtue for he conciliates over... minor disagreements into the
solid flesh of principle.” House had already done this during the
armistice discussions.*

The Great War had begun with a series of mistakes and it
ended in confusion. The Allies (and let us include their Associate
the United States in the term) were not expecting victory when it
came. Austria-Hungary was visibly collapsing in the summer of
1918, but Germany still looked strong. Allied leaders planned for at
least another year of war. By the end of October, however,
Germany'’s allies were falling away and suing for armistices, the
German army was streaming back toward its own borders and
Germany itself was shaking with revolutionary outbursts. The
armistice with Germany, the most important and ultimately the
most controversial of all, was made in a three-cornered negotiation
between the new German government in Berlin, the Allied Supreme
War Council in Paris and Wilson in Washington. House, as Wilson’s
personal representative, was the key link among them. The
Germans, calculating that their best chance for moderate peace
terms was to throw themselves on Wilson’s mercy, asked for an
armistice based on the Fourteen Points. Wilson, who was eager to



push his somewhat reluctant European allies to accept his
principles, agreed in a series of public notes.

The Europeans found this irritating. Furthermore, they had
never been prepared to accept the Fourteen Points without
modification. The French wanted to make sure that they received
compensation for the enormous damage done to their country by
the German invasion. The British could not agree to the point about
freedom of the seas, for that would prevent them from using the
naval blockade as a weapon against their enemies. In a final series
of discussions in Paris, House agreed to the Allied reservations, and
so the Fourteen Points were modified to allow for what later came to
be called reparations from Germany and for discussions on freedom
of the seas at the Peace Conference itself. In addition, the military
terms of the armistice, which called for not just the evacuation of
French and Belgian territory but also the withdrawal of German
troops from the western edge of Germany itself went a long way
toward disarming Germany, something the French devoutly
wished.*

The way the armistice was made left much room for later
recrimination. The Germans were able to say that they had only
accepted it on the basis of the original Fourteen Points and that the
subsequent peace terms were therefore largely illegitimate. And
Wilson and his supporters were able to blame the wily Europeans
for diluting the pure intentions of the new diplomacy.

* k% k% %

When House and Wilson had their first conversation in Paris on the
afternoon of December 14, 1918, they were already suspicious of
European intentions. Although the Peace Conference was not to
start officially for another few weeks, the maneuvering had begun.
Clemenceau had already suggested to the British that they come up
with a general agreement on the peace terms, and the Europeans,
including the Italians, had met in London at the beginning of the
month. Wisely, Clemenceau took out insurance. He visited House
on his sickbed to assure him that the London meetings had no
importance whatsoever. He himself was only going over because it



might help Lloyd George in his forthcoming general election. As it
turned out, between disagreements over Italy’s territorial demands
in the Adriatic and squabbling between Britain and France over the
disposition of the Ottoman empire, the meetings failed to produce a
common European approach. All three European powers also
hesitated, not wishing to give Wilson the impression that they were
trying to settle things before he arrived.*®

House, who shared Wilson’s view that the United States was
going to be the arbiter of the peace, believed, without much
evidence, that Clemenceau was likely to be more reasonable than
Lloyd George. Conveniently, Wilson met Clemenceau first. The wily
old statesman listened quietly as Wilson did most of the talking,
intervening only to express approval of the League of Nations.
Wilson was favorably impressed, and House, who hoped that
France and the United States would make a common front against
Britain, was delighted. The Wilsons spent Christmas Day with
General John Pershing at American headquarters outside Paris and
then left for London.*’

In Britain, Wilson was again greeted by large and adoring
crowds, but his private talks with British leaders did not initially go
well. The president was inclined to be stiff, offended that Lloyd
George and senior British ministers had not rushed over to France
to welcome him and annoyed that the British general election
meant the start of the Peace Conference would have to be delayed.
Wilson was, like many Americans, torn in his attitude to Great
Britain, at once conscious of the United States’ debt to its great
liberal traditions but also wary and envious of its power. “If England
insisted on maintaining naval dominance after the war,” Wilson told
André Tardieu, Clemenceau’s close colleague, “the United States
could and would show her how to build a navy!” At a gala reception
at Buckingham Palace, Wilson spoke bluntly to a British official
(who at once passed on the remarks to his superiors): “You must
not speak of us who come over here as cousins, still less as
brothers; we are neither.” It was misleading, he went on, to talk of
an Anglo-Saxon world, when so many Americans were from other
cultures; foolish, also, to make too much of the fact that both
nations spoke English. “No, there are only two things which can



establish and maintain closer relations between your country and
mine: they are community of ideals and of interests.” The British
were further taken aback when Wilson failed to reply to a toast from
the king to American forces with a similar compliment to the
British. “There was no glow of friendship,” Lloyd George
commented, “or of gladness at meeting men who had been partners
in a common enterprise and had so narrowly escaped a common
danger.”*®

Lloyd George, who recognized the supreme importance of a
good relationship with the United States, set out to charm Wilson.
Their first private conversation began the thaw. Lloyd George
reported with relief to his colleagues that Wilson seemed open to
compromise on the issues the British considered important, such
as freedom of the seas and the fate of Germany’s colonies. Wilson
had given the impression that his main concern was the League of
Nations, which he wanted to discuss as soon as the Peace
Conference opened. Lloyd George had agreed. It would, he said,
make dealing with the other matters much easier. The two leaders
had also talked about how they should proceed at the Peace
Conference. Presumably, they would follow the customary practice
and sit down with Germany and the other defeated nations to draw
up treaties.*

Past practice offered little guidance, though, for the new order
that Wilson wanted. The rights of conquest and victory were woven
deeply into European history, and previous wars—the NapoLéonic,
for example— had ended with the victors helping themselves to
what they wanted, whether land or art treasures. Moreover, the
defeated had been expected to pay an indemnity for the costs of the
war and sometimes reparations for damages as well. But had they
not all turned their backs on that in the recent war? Both sides had
talked of a just peace without annexations. Both had appealed to
the rights of peoples to choose their own rulers, the Allies more
loudly and persuasively than the Central Powers. And even before
the United States had come into the war, terms such as
“democracy” and “justice” had peppered Allied war aims. Wilson
had taken hold of the Allied agenda and made it into a firm set of
promises for a better world. True, he had allowed for some



recompense for the victors: France to get its lost provinces of Alsace
and Lorraine, or Germany to make good the damage it had caused
Belgium. The French wanted more, though: land from Germany
possibly, guarantees of security against attack certainly. The British
wanted certain German colonies. The Italians demanded part of the
Balkans, and the Japanese part of China. Could that be justified in
terms of the new diplomacy? Then there were all the nations, some
already formed but some still embryonic, in the center of Europe,
who demanded to be heard. And the colonial peoples, the
campaigners for women’s rights, the labor representatives, the
American blacks, the religious leaders, the humanitarians. The
Congress of Vienna had been simple by comparison.

In their first discussions with Wilson, both Clemenceau and
Lloyd George pointed out the need for the Allies to sort out their
own position on the peace, in a preliminary conference. Wilson was
unhelpful. If they settled all the peace terms in advance, then the
general peace conference would be a sham. On the other hand, he
was prepared to have informal conversations to work out a common
Allied position. “It really came to the same thing,” Lloyd George
reported to his colleagues, “but the President insisted definitely on
his point of view.” It was agreed that they would meet in Paris, have
their preliminary discussions—a few weeks at the most—and then
sit down with the enemy. Wilson, or so he thought, would probably
go back to the United States at that point.*°

* k k* %

After these first encounters with the men who were going to become
his closest colleagues in Paris, Wilson continued on to Italy, to more
ecstatic welcomes. But the cheers, the state receptions, the private
audiences, could not conceal that time was passing. He began to
wonder whether this was not deliberate. The people, he thought,
wanted peace; their rulers seemed to be dragging their feet, for who
knew what sinister motives. The French government tried to
arrange a tour of the battlefields for him. He refused angrily. “They
were trying to force him to go to see the devastated regions,” he told
his small circle of intimates, “so that he might see red and play into
the hands of the governments of England, France and Italy.” He



would not be manipulated like this; the peace must be made calmly
and without emotion. “Even if France had been entirely made a
shell hole it would not change the final settlement.”' The French
resented his refusal bitterly and were not appeased when he finally
paid a fleeting visit in March.

Wilson was coming to the conclusion that he and the French
were not as close in their views as House had encouraged him to
believe. The French government had drawn up an elaborate agenda
which placed the League of Nations well down the list of important
issues to be decided. Paul Cambon, the immensely experienced
French ambassador in London, told a British diplomat, “The
business of the Peace Conference was to bring to a close the war
with Germany.” The League was something that could easily be
postponed. Many in the French official establishment thought of a
league that would be a continuation of the wartime alliance and
whose main role would be to enforce the peace terms. No matter,
said an internal memorandum, that much of the French public
thought in more idealistic terms: “that can help us.” Clemenceau
was publicly skeptical. The day after Wilson had made a speech in
London reiterating his faith that a League of Nations was the best
way to provide security for its members, Clemenceau had spoken in
the Chamber of Deputies. To loud cheers he asserted: “There is an
old system of alliances called the Balance of Power—this system of
alliances, which I do not renounce, will be my guiding thought at
the Peace Conference.” Wickedly, he had referred to Wilson’s noble
candeur, a word that can mean either candor or pathetic naiveté.
(The official record transformed it into grandeur.) The American
delegation saw Clemenceau’s speech as a challenge.”?

In that speech and the American reaction to it were sown the
seeds of what grew into a lurid and enduring tableau, especially in
the United States. On the one hand, the Galahad, pure in thought
and deed, lighting the way to a golden future; on the other, the
misshapen French troll, his heart black with rage and spite,
thinking only of revenge. On the one side, peace; on the other, war.
It makes a good story, and it is not fair to either man. Both were
liberals with a conservative skepticism of rapid change. What
divided them was temperament and their own experience. Wilson



believed that human nature was fundamentally good. Clemenceau
had his doubts. He, and Europe, had been through too much.
“Please do not misunderstand me,” he once said to Wilson, “we too
came into the world with the noble instincts and the lofty
aspirations which you express so often and so eloquently. We have
become what we are because we have been shaped by the rough
hand of the world in which we have to live and we have survived
only because we are a tough bunch.” Wilson had lived in a world
where democracy was safe. “I have lived,” Clemenceau explained,
“in a world where it was good form to shoot a democrat.” Where
Wilson believed that the use of force ultimately failed, Clemenceau
had seen it succeed too often. “I have come to the conclusion that
force is right,” he said over lunch one day to Lloyd George’s
mistress, Frances Stevenson. “Why is this chicken here? Because it
was not strong enough to resist those who wanted to kill it. And a
very good thing too!” Clemenceau was not opposed to the League;
he simply did not put much trust in it. He would have liked to see
greater international cooperation, but recent history had shown all
too clearly the importance of keeping the powder dry and the guns
primed just in case. In this he faithfully reflected French public
opinion, which remained overwhelmingly suspicious of Germany.*

* Kk k%

By the second week of January Wilson was back in Paris, waiting
for the preliminary conference to start. He was living in great state
at the Hotel Murat, a private house provided by the French
government. (One of Wilson’s little jokes was that the Americans
were paying indirectly through their loans to France.) The hotel was
owned by descendants of the great soldier Joachim Murat, who had
married one of NapoLéon’s sisters, and lent by them to the French
government. Later, when relations soured between France and the
United States, the Princesse Murat asked for it back again. The
presidential party, which included Wilson’s personal physician,
Admiral Cary T. Grayson, and Mrs. Wilson’s social secretary, settled
uneasily into the cold and gleaming rooms, filled with treasures
from the past reflected back endlessly in huge mirrors. A British
journalist who came to interview the president found him in a gray



flannel suit sitting at a magnificent Empire desk with a great bronze
eagle above his head.**

The rest of the American delegation was housed some distance
away, also in considerable luxury, at the Hotel Crillon. “I was
assigned an enormous room,” wrote an American professor to his
wife, “high ceiling, white paneling, fireplace, enormous bathroom,
very comfortable bed, all done in rich old rose.” The Americans were
delighted with the food, impressed by the meticulous service and
amused by the slow old hydraulic elevators, which sometimes hung
suspended between floors until enough water had moved from one
tank to another. Because the hotel itself was small, their offices
were scattered nearby, some in what had once been private dining
rooms at Maxim’s and which still smelled of stale wine and food.
Over the months, the Americans added their own touches to the
Crillon: a barbershop, a network of private phone lines and a hearty
American breakfast in place of the French one. And, of course, the
guards at the doors, and the sentries who paced back and forth on
the flat roof “The whole place is like an American battleship,” said
Harold Nicolson, the young British diplomat who left one of the
most vivid descriptions of the Peace Conference, “and smells odd.”
British visitors were also struck by how seriously the Americans
took rank: unlike their own delegation, the important men never sat
down to meals with their juniors.*®

Lansing and his fellow plenipotentiaries White and Bliss had
rooms on the second floor, but the true hub of power was on the
floor above them, where House had his large suite of heavily
guarded rooms—more, he smugly noticed, than anyone else. There
he sat, as he loved to do, spinning his plans and drawing in the
powerful. Prime ministers, generals, ambassadors, journalists: they
almost all came by to see him. His most important relationship was
always that with his president. The two men talked daily, either in
person or on the direct private line the Army engineers had
installed. Sometimes Wilson strolled down to the Crillon; he never
stopped on the second floor, but always went directly upstairs.®®
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Paris

Paris was sad and beautiful as the peacemakers began to assemble
from all parts of the world in January 1919. Its people were
subdued and mournful but its women were still extraordinarily
elegant. “Again and again,” wrote a Canadian delegate to his wife,
“one meets a figure which might have stepped out of La Vie
Parisienne, or Vogue in its happier moments.” Those with money
could still find wonderful clothes and jewels. The restaurants, when
they could get supplies, were still marvelous. In the nightclubs,
couples tripped the new fox-trots and tangos. The weather was
surprisingly mild. The grass was still green and a few flowers still
bloomed. There had been a lot of rain and the Seine was in flood.
Along the quais the crowds gathered to watch the rising waters,
while buskers sang of France’s great victory over Germany and of
the new world that was coming.®’

Signs of the war that had just ended were everywhere: the
refugees from the devastated regions in the north; the captured
German cannon in the Place de la Concorde and the Champs-
Elysées; the piles of rubble and boarded-up windows where German
bombs had fallen. A gaping crater marked the Tuileries rose garden.
Along the Grands Boulevards the ranks of chestnuts had gaps
where trees had been cut for firewood. The great windows in the
cathedral of Notre-Dame were missing their stained glass, which
had been stored for safety; in their place, pale yellow panes washed
the interior with a tepid light. There were severe shortages of coal,
milk and bread.

French society bore scars, too. While the flags of victory
fluttered from the lampposts and windows, limbless men and
demobilized soldiers in worn army uniforms begged for change on
street corners; almost every other woman wore mourning. The left-
wing press called for revolution, the right-wing for repression.



Strikes and protests came one after the other. The streets that
winter and spring were filled with demonstrations by men and
women in the customary blue of French workers, and with
counterdemonstrations by the middle classes.

Neither the British nor the Americans had wanted the Peace
Conference to be in Paris. As House confided to his diary, “It will be
difficult enough at best to make a just peace, and it will be almost
impossible to do so while sitting in the atmosphere of a belligerent
capital. It might turn out well and yet again it might be a tragedy.”
The French were too excitable, had suffered too much and were too
bitter against the Germans to provide the calm atmosphere needed.
Wilson had preferred Geneva until alarmist reports coming from
Switzerland persuaded him that the country was on the verge of
revolution and riddled with German spies. Clemenceau did not
waver in his insistence on Paris. “I never,” said Lloyd George later
on, when he was particularly annoyed, “wanted to hold the
Conference in his bloody capital. Both House and I thought it would
be better to hold it in a neutral place, but the old man wept and
protested so much that we gave way.””®

It may be only a legend that Clemenceau asked to be buried
upright, facing Germany. It was certainly true that he had been on
guard against France’s great neighbor for most of his life. He was
only twenty-eight when the Franco-Prussian War started, and he
was part of the group of young left-wing republicans who fought on
in Paris after the French armies were defeated. He saw the city
starve, the French government capitulate and the new German
empire proclaimed in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles. As a newly
elected deputy, he voted against the peace terms with Germany. As
a journalist, writer, politician and finally prime minister, he
sounded the same warning: Germany was a menace to France. “My
life hatred,” he told an American journalist shortly before he died,
“has been for Germany because of what she has done to France.”
He did not actively seek war after 1871; he simply accepted it as
inevitable. The problem, he said, was not with France: “Germany
believes that the logic of her victory means domination, while we do
not believe that the logic of our defeat is serfdom.”*



To have a chance, Clemenceau had always recognized, France
needed allies. Before 1914, the new Germany had been a formidable
opponent, its industry, exports and wealth all growing while
France’s were static and its birthrate was declining. Today, when
sheer numbers of soldiers matter less in battle, it is difficult to
remember how important it was to be able to put huge armies into
the field. As Clemenceau told the French senate during the
ratification debate, the treaty with Germany “does not specify that
the French are committed to have many children, but that would
have been the first thing to include.” Those disadvantages were why
France had reached out to its hereditary enemies, tsarist Russia in
the east and Britain across the Channel, for Russian manpower and
British industry and maritime power to balance against Germany.
Much had changed by 1918, but not the underlying imbalance.
There were still more Germans than French. How long would it take
the German economy, with its largely intact infrastructure, to
recover? And now France could not count on Russia.®

During the Peace Conference, France’s allies became
exasperated with what they saw as French intransigence, French
greed and French vindictiveness. They had not suffered what
France had suffered. The war memorials, in every city, town and
village, with their lists of names from the First World War, the
handful from the Second, tell the story of France’s losses. A quarter
of French men between eighteen and thirty had died in the war,
over 1.3 million altogether out of a prewar population of 40 million.
France lost a higher proportion of its population than any other of
the belligerents. Twice as many again of its soldiers had been
wounded. In the north, great stretches of land were pitted with shell
holes, scarred by deep trenches, marked with row upon row of
crosses. Around the fortress of Verdun, site of the worst French
battle, not a living thing grew, not a bird sang. The coal mines on
which the French economy depended for its power were flooded; the
factories they would have supplied had been razed or carted away
into Germany. Six thousand square miles of France, which before
the war had produced 20 percent of its crops, 90 percent of its iron
ore and 65 percent of its steel, were utterly ruined. Perhaps Wilson
might have understood Clemenceau’s demands better if he had
gone early on to see the damage for himself.®'



At the Peace Conference, Clemenceau was to keep all the
important threads in his own hands. The French delegation drew on
the best that France had to offer, but it did not meet at all for the
first four months of the conference. Clemenceau rarely consulted
the Foreign Ministry professionals at the Quai d’Orsay, much to
their annoyance. Nor did he pay much attention to the experts from
the universities he had asked to draw up reports on France’s
economic and territorial claims and to sit on the commissions and
committees that proliferated over the course of the conference. “No
organization of his ideas, no method of work,” complained clever old
Paul Cambon from London, “the accumulation in himself of all
duties and all responsibilities, thus nothing works. And this man of
78 years, sick, for he is a diabetic... receives fifty people a day and
exerts himself with a thousand details which he ought to leave to
his ministers... At no moment in the war was [ as uneasy as [ am
for the peace.”®

Stéphen Pichon, Clemenceau’s foreign minister, was an
amiable, lazy and indecisive man who received his instructions
every morning and would not have dreamed of disobeying.
Clemenceau was rather fond of him in an offhand way. “Who is
Pichon?” he asked one day. “Your minister of Foreign Affairs,” came
the reply. “So he is,” said the old Tiger, “I had forgotten it.” On
another occasion, Pichon and a party of experts were waiting
patiently in the background for a meeting to start when
Clemenceau teased Balfour about the number of advisers he had.
When Balfour replied, “They are doing the same thing as the greater
number of people with you,” Clemenceau, infuriated to be caught
out, turned around. “Go away all of you,” he told Pichon. “There is
no need for any of you!”*

If Clemenceau discussed issues at all, it was in the evening at
his house, with a small group that included his faithful aide
General Henri Mordacq, the brilliant gadfly André Tardieu and the
industrialist Louis Loucheur. He kept them on their toes by having
the police watch them. Each morning he would give them a dossier
with details of their previous day’s activities. As much as possible
he ignored Raymond Poincaré, his president, whom he loathed.®*



Throughout his long life Clemenceau had gone his own
formidable way. His enemies claimed that his slanting eyes and his
cruelty were a legacy from Huns who had somehow made it to the
Vendée. He was born in 1841, to minor gentry in a lovely part of
France with a violent history. Generally, the people of the Vendée
chose the wrong side: in the wars of religion, which the Catholics
won, they were Protestants; during the French Revolution they were
Catholic and royalist. The Clemenceau family was a minority within
a minority; republican, radical and resolutely anticlerical.
Clemenceau himself thought snobs were fools, but he always went
back to the gloomy family manor house, with its stone floors, its
moat and its austere furnishings.®

Like his father, Clemenceau trained as a doctor; but, again
like his father, he did not practice. His studies in any case always
took second place to writing, politics and his love affairs. Like other
bright young men, he was drawn to Paris and the world of radical
intellectuals, journalists and artists. In the late 1860s he spent
much time in the United States, widely admired by republicans as a
land of freedom. His travels left him with fluent English, peppered
with out-of-date New York slang, in an accent that mingled a
Yankee drawl with rolling French “r’s. He also gained a wife, Mary
Plummer, a lovely, stupid and very conventional New England girl
whom he had met while he was teaching French in a girls’ school.
He brought her back to France and deposited her for long periods of
time with his parents and unmarried aunts in the Vendée. The
marriage did not last but Mary Plummer lived on in Paris,
supplementing her modest annuity by taking American tourists to
museums. She rarely saw Clemenceau after their separation but
she faithfully collected his press cuttings. Unfortunately, she could
not read them because she had never learned French. After her
death in 1917 Clemenceau expressed mild regret: “What a tragedy
that she ever married me.”®

The Clemenceau family kept the three children from the
marriage, and Clemenceau never married again. He preferred to
travel through life alone. There were women, of course, as friends
and as lovers. “Never in my life,” he said, “has it been necessary for



me to make appeals to women.” And on the whole it was true. In
1919 he complained sardonically that, just when he was too old to
take advantage of it, women were throwing themselves at him.®’

Politics and, above all, France were his great passion. With the
collapse of NapoLéon III’s empire in 1870 and the rise of the Third
Republic, the way was open to him and other radical politicians to
participate in public life. Clemenceau was elected to the French
parliament in 1876. He was a republican like most of those who
dominated the Third Republic but he did not belong to a political
party in the modern sense (indeed such things did not exist then).
In the loose and shifting groupings before the Great War, he was
invariably found on the left, just this side of the socialists and those
who rejected constitutional, democratic politics. Clemenceau made
a name for himself as an incisive and witty orator and a tenacious
opponent, happiest when he was attacking governments he saw as
too conservative. With his old friend Emile Zola, for example, he
helped to reopen the guilty verdict against Alfred Dreyfus, the
Jewish army officer falsely accused of selling French secrets to the
Germans.®® But he was not trusted even on the left; there were too
many dubious financiers in his life, women with shady reputations,
creditors asking for their money. His duels left an impression of
someone who belonged in the pages of Dumas. In his relentless
attacks on authority he was prepared to do almost anything to win.
“He comes from a family of wolves,” said a man who knew him well.
Clemenceau did not help himself by his contempt for convention
and his profound cynicism. Lloyd George once said of him, “He
loved France but hated all Frenchmen.” In 1906, when he was
already in his sixties, he became a government minister. He was
brought in as minister of the interior perhaps because France’s
president at the time owed him a political debt, more likely because,
as one of his new colleagues argued, it would be too dangerous to
leave him out. Later that year when what was a weak government
fell, Clemenceau to the surprise of many emerged as the new prime
minister and an effective one at that.

His intimates saw another side. Clemenceau was loyal to his
friends and they to him. He was kind and generous with both time
and money. He loved his garden, although, according to one visitor,



“it was a helter-skelter survival of mixed-up seeds hurled about
recklessly in all directions.” For years Clemenceau had a country
place close to Giverny and Claude Monet, a great friend. In Paris he
frequently dropped in to see the great panels of the water lilies.
“They take my breath away whenever I enter that room.” (He could
not bear Renoir’s painting: “It’s enough to disgust you with love
forever after. Those buttocks he gives those wenches ought not to
be allowed.”®)

Clemenceau was also extraordinarily brave and stubborn.
When the Germans advanced on Paris in 1914, the French
parliament debated leaving. Clemenceau. who had resigned office in
1909 and was back to his familiar role in opposition, agreed: “Yes,
we are too far from the front.” In the dark days of 1917, when the
French armies had been shattered on the Western Front and there
was talk of collapse at home, Clemenceau the Father of Victory, as
the French called him, finally came into his own. As prime minister,
he held France together until the final victory. When the Germans
made their last great push toward Paris in the spring of 1918,
Clemenceau made it clear that there would be no surrender. If the
Germans took the city, he intended to stay until the last moment
and then escape by plane. When he heard that the Germans had
agreed to an armistice, for once in his life he was speechless. He
put his head in his hands and wept. On the evening of November
11, he walked through Paris with his favorite sister, Sophie. “The
war is won,” he said when he saw the crowds starting to pull
captured German guns to pieces. “Give them to the children to play
with.” Later, with Mordacq, he talked of the work to come: “Yes, we
have won the war and not without difficulty; but now we are going
to have to win the peace, and that will perhaps be even more
difficult.””®

France, of all the Great Powers, had the most at stake in the
German peace terms. Britain already had most of what it wanted,
with the German fleet and the major German colonies safely in its
hands, and the United States, protected from Germany by the
Atlantic Ocean, was eager to pack up and go home. France not only
had suffered the most; it also had the most to fear. Whatever
happened, Germany would still lie along its eastern border. There



would still be more Germans than French in the world. It was an
ominous sign that even the souvenir penknives engraved with
“Foch” and “La Victoire” being sold in France in 1919 had been
made in German factories. France wanted revenge and
compensation, but above all, it wanted security. No one was more
aware of this than its prime minister.

Clemenceau was convinced that the only safety for France was
in keeping the wartime alliance alive. As he told the Chamber of
Deputies in December 1918, “To preserve this entente, I will make
any sacrifice.” During the Peace Conference he held firm to that,
even through the worst disagreements. The French public must
remember, he told his closest advisers, that “without America and
England, France would perhaps no longer actually exist.” As he
remarked to Lloyd George, when the two were engaged in one of
their many quarrels, “my policy at the conference, as I hope you will
acknowledge, is one of close agreement with Great Britain and
America.””’

Clemenceau’s policy was one thing; persuading the rank and
file of French officials to follow it was another. “I find them full of
intrigue and chicanery of all kinds,” complained Hankey, the British
secretary to the conference, “without any idea of playing the game.”
Memories of past greatness, a conviction of the superiority of
French civilization, resentment of Anglo-Saxon prosperity and fears
of Germany did not make the French easy to deal with. “One could
not help feeling,” wrote a British expert when he visited the French
occupation forces in the Rhineland, “that in a moment all that has
happened in the last fifty years was wiped away; the French soldiers
were back again in the place where they used to be under the
Monarchy and the Revolution; confident, debonair, quick, feeling
themselves completely at home in their historical task of bringing a
higher civilization to the Germans.” The Americans, like the British,
found the French intensely irritating at times. “Fundamental
trouble with France,” wrote an American expert in his diary, “is that
as far as she was concerned the victory was wholly fictitious and
she is trying to act as if it were a real one and to make herself
believe that it was.” American officers clashed repeatedly with their



French counterparts and the ordinary soldiers brawled in the
streets and cafés.”

It was unfortunate, perhaps, that Clemenceau himself did not
establish good personal relations with the leader of either country.
Where Wilson and Lloyd George frequently dropped in on each other
and met over small lunches or dinners during the Peace
Conference, Clemenceau preferred to eat alone or with his small
circle of advisers. “That has its disadvantages,” said Lloyd George.
“If you meet for social purposes, you can raise a point. If you find
that you are progressing satisfactorily, you can proceed, otherwise
you can drop it.””® Clemenceau had never cared for ordinary social
life at the best of times. In Paris in 1919, he saved his flagging
energies for the negotiations.

Clemenceau was the oldest of the three and, although he was
robust for his age, the strain told. The eczema on his hands was so
bad that he wore gloves to hide it. He also had trouble sleeping. He
woke up very early, often at three, and read until seven, when he
made himself a simple breakfast of gruel. He then worked again
until his masseur and trainer arrived for his physical exercises
(which usually included his favorite, fencing). He spent the morning
in meetings but almost always went home for his standard lunch of
boiled eggs and a glass of water, worked again all afternoon, and
after an equally simple supper of milk and bread, went to bed by
nine. Very occasionally, he took tea at Lloyd George’s flat in the Rue
Nitot, where the cook baked his favorite, langues de chat.”

Clemenceau did not much like either Wilson or Lloyd George.
“I find myself,” he said in a phrase that went round Paris, “between
Jesus Christ on the one hand, and NapoLéon Bonaparte on the
other.” Wilson puzzled him: “I do not think he is a bad man, but I
have not yet made up my mind as to how much of him is good!” He
also found him priggish and arrogant. “What ignorance of Europe
and how difficult all understandings were with him! He believed you
could do everything by formulas and his fourteen points. God
himself was content with ten commandments. Wilson modestly
inflicted fourteen points on us... the fourteen commandments of the
most empty theory!””



Lloyd George, as far as Clemenceau was concerned, was more
amusing but also more devious and untrustworthy. In the long and
acrimonious negotiations over control of the Middle East,
Clemenceau was driven into rages at Lloyd George’s attempts to
wriggle out of their agreements. The two men shared certain traits—
both had started out as radicals in politics, both were ruthlessly
efficient—but there were equally significant differences. Clemenceau
was an intellectual, Lloyd George was not. Clemenceau was
rational, Lloyd George intuitive. Clemenceau had the tastes and
values of an eighteenth-century gentleman; Lloyd George was
resolutely middle-class.

Clemenceau also had problems closer to home. “There are only
two perfectly useless things in the world,” he quipped. “One is an
appendix and the other is Poincaré!” A small, dapper man, France’s
president was fussy, legalistic, pedantic, very cautious and very
Catholic. He was a republican, but a conservative one. Clemenceau
came to despise him during the Dreyfus affair, when Poincaré
carefully avoided taking a stand. “A lively little beast, dry,
disagreeable, and not courageous,” Clemenceau told an American
friend. “This prudence has preserved it up to the present day—a
somewhat unpleasant animal, as you see, of which, luckily, only
one specimen is known.” Clemenceau had been attacking Poincaré
for years and even spread rumors about Poincaré’s wife. “You wish
to sleep with Madame Poincaré?” he would shout out. “OK, my
friend, it’s fixed.” During the war, Clemenceau, who like many
leading French politicians had his own newspaper, criticized the
president, often unfairly, for the failings of the French military.
L’Homme Libre (renamed L’Homme Enchainé after the censors got
busy on its pages) carried editorial after editorial, written by
Clemenceau himself, castigating the inadequate medical care for
wounded soldiers and the shortages of crucial munitions. The
conduct of the war was a disaster, those in charge utterly
incompetent. Poincaré was outraged. “He knows very well that he is
not telling the truth,” he complained, “that the constitution leaves
me no rights.””®



Poincaré returned the hatred. “Madman,” he wrote in his
diary. “Old, moronic, vain man.” But on crucial issues, curiously,
the two men tended to agree. Both detested and feared Germany.
Poincaré had also fought against the defeatists during the darkest
period of the war and had brought Clemenceau in as prime minister
because he recognized his will to defeat Germany. For a brief period
there had been something of a truce. “Now, Raymond old chum,”
Clemenceau had said before his first cabinet meeting in November
1917, “are we going to fall in love?” Six months later, Poincaré was
complaining bitterly that Clemenceau was not consulting him. After
the victory the two men embraced publicly in Metz, capital of the
recovered province of Lorraine, but their relations remained
difficult. Poincaré was full of complaints about Clemenceau’s
conduct of affairs. The armistice had come too soon: French troops
should have pushed farther into Germany. France was being heavy-
handed in Alsace and Lorraine. As a native of Lorraine, Poincaré
still had contacts there, who warned him that many of the
inhabitants were pro-German and that the French authorities were
handling them tactlessly. Clemenceau was neglecting France’s
financial problems. He was also making a mess of foreign policy,
giving away far too much to the British and the Americans and
expressing little interest in German colonies or the Middle East.
Poincaré was infuriated when Clemenceau conceded that English
would be an official language at the Peace Conference alongside
French. And he couldn’t bear his rival’s popular adulation. “All
Frenchmen believe in him like a new god,” he wrote. “And me, I am
insulted in the popular press... I am hardly talked about other than
to be insulted.””’

To the dismay of Poincaré and the powerful colonial lobby
Clemenceau cared little about acquiring Germany’s colonies, and
was not much interested in the Middle East. His few brief remarks
about war aims before the conference opened were deliberately
vague, enough to reassure the French public but not to tie him
down to any rigid set of demands. Official statements during the
war had referred merely to the liberation of Belgium and the
occupied French territories, freedom for oppressed peoples and,
inevitably, Alsace-Lorraine. His job, as he told the Chamber of
Deputies, was to make war. As for peace, he told a journalist, “Is it



necessary to announce ahead of time all that one wants to do? No!”
On December 29, 1918, Clemenceau was pressed by his critics in
the Chamber to be more precise. He refused. “The question of the
peace is an enormous one,” he said. The negotiations were going to
be tricky. “I am going to have to make claims, but I will not say here
what they are.” He might well have to give way on some in the
greater interest of France. He asked for a vote of confidence. It went
398 to 93 in his favor. His main challenge now was his allies.”®
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Lloyd George and the
British Empire Delegation

On January 11, David Lloyd George bounded with his usual
energy onto a British destroyer for the Channel crossing. With
his arrival in Paris the three key peacemakers, on whom so much
depended, were finally in one place. Although he was still feeling his
way with Wilson, Lloyd George had known Clemenceau on and off
since 1908. Their first meeting had not been a success. Clemenceau
found Lloyd George shockingly ignorant, both of Europe and the
United States. Lloyd George’s impression was of a “disagreeable and
rather bad-tempered old savage.” He noticed, he said, that in
Clemenceau’s large head “there was no dome of benevolence,
reverence, or kindliness.” When the two men crossed paths again
during the war, Lloyd George made it clear that there was to be no
more bullying. In time, he claimed, he came to appreciate
Clemenceau immensely for his wit, his strength of character and
his passionate devotion to France. Clemenceau, for his part,
developed a grudging liking for Lloyd George, although he always
complained that he was badly educated. He was not, said the old
Frenchman severely, “an English gentleman.””®

Each of the Big Three at the Peace Conference brought
something of his own country to the negotiations: Wilson the United
States’ benevolence, a confident assurance that the American way
was the best, and an uneasy suspicion that the Europeans might
fail to see this; Clemenceau France’s profound patriotism, its relief
at the victory and its perpetual apprehension of a revived Germany;
and Lloyd George Britain’s vast web of colonies and its mighty navy.
Each man represented great interests, but each was also an
individual. Their failings and their strengths, their fatigue and their
illnesses, their likes and dislikes were also to shape the peace
settlements. From January to the end of June, except for the gap
between mid-February and mid-March when Wilson was back in



the United States and Lloyd George in Britain, the three met daily,
often morning and afternoon. At first they were accompanied by
their foreign ministers and advisers, but after March they met
privately, with only a secretary or two or an occasional expert. The
intensity of these face-to-face meetings forced them to get to know
each other, to like each other and to be irritated by each other.

Lloyd George was the youngest of the three, a cheerful rosy-
faced man with startling blue eyes and a shock of white hair.
(“Hullo!” a little girl once asked him. “Are you Charlie Chaplin?”) He
was only two when the American Civil War—something Wilson
remembered clearly—ended. When a twenty-year-old Clemenceau
was witnessing the birth of the new Germany in the aftermath of
France’s defeat by Prussia, Lloyd George was still in primary school.
He was not only younger; he was also fitter and more resilient.
Wilson worried himself sick trying to live up to his own principles,
and Clemenceau lay awake at nights going over and over France’s
needs. Lloyd George thrived on challenges and crises. As Lord
Robert Cecil, an austere Conservative who never entirely approved
of him, said with reluctant admiration, “Whatever was going on at
the Conference, however hard at work and harried by the gravest
responsibilities of his position, Mr. Lloyd George was certain to be
at the top of his form—full of chaff intermingled with shrewd though
never ill-natured comments on those with whom he was working.”®°

Lloyd George had known tragedy with the death of a much-
loved daughter, as well as moments of considerable strain when
personal scandals and political controversies had threatened to ruin
his career. He had worked under enormous pressure during the
previous four years, first as minister of munitions and then as war
minister. At the end of 1916, he had taken on the burden of the
prime ministership, at the head of a coalition government, when it
looked as though the Allies were finished. Like Clemenceau in
France, he had held the country together and led it to victory. Now,
in 1919, he was fresh from a triumphant election but led an uneasy
coalition. He was a Liberal; his supporters and key cabinet
members were predominantly Conservative. Although he had a solid
partnership with the Conservative leader, Andrew Bonar Law, he
had to watch his back. His displaced rival, the former Liberal prime



minister Herbert Asquith, sat brooding in his tent, ready to pounce
on any slip. Many of the Conservatives remembered his radical past
as the scourge of privilege and rank, and as they had with their own
leader Disraeli, they wondered if he were not too clever, too quick,
too foreign. He also faced formidable enemies in the press. The
press baron Lord Northcliffe, who had chosen his title because it
had the same initial letter as NapoLéon, was moving rapidly from
megalomania to paranoia, perhaps an early sign of the tertiary
syphilis that was to kill him. Northcliffe had been convinced that he
had made Lloyd George prime minister by putting his papers, which
included The Times and the Daily Mail, behind him. Now he was
angry when his creation refused to appoint him either to the War
Cabinet or to the British delegation in Paris. He wanted revenge.

Lloyd George had on his hands a country ill prepared for the
peace, where the end of the war had brought huge, and irrational,
expectations: that making peace would be easy; that wages and
benefits would go up and taxes down; that there would be social
harmony, or, depending on your point of view, social upheaval. The
public mood was unpredictable: at moments vengeful, at others
escapist. The most popular book of 1919 was The Young Visiters, a
comic novel written by a child. While he was in Paris, Lloyd George
had to take time out for labor unrest, parliamentary revolts and the
festering sore of Ireland. Yet he entered into the negotiations in
Paris as though he had little else on his mind.

If anyone was like NapoLéon it was not the poor deluded
Northcliffe but the man he hated. NapoLéon once said of himself,
“Different subjects and different affairs are arranged in my head as
in a cupboard. When I wish to interrupt one train of thought, I shut
that drawer and open another. Do I wish to sleep? I simply close all
the drawers and there I am—asleep.” Lloyd George had those
powers of concentration and recuperation, that energy and that
fondness for the attack. “The Englishman,” he told a Welsh friend,
“never respects any fellow unless that fellow beats him; then he
becomes particularly affable towards him.”®

Like NapoLéon, Lloyd George had an uncanny ability to sense
what other people were thinking. He told Frances Stevenson that he



loved staying in hotels: “I am always interested in people—
wondering who they are—what they are thinking about—what their
lives are like—whether they are enjoying life or finding it a bore.”
Although he was a wonderful conversationalist, he was also a very
good listener. From the powerful to the humble, adults to children,
everyone who met him was made to feel that he or she had
something important to say. “One of the most admirable traits in
Mr. Lloyd George’s character,” in Churchill’s view, “was his
complete freedom at the height of his power, responsibility and good
fortune from any thing in the nature of pomposity or superior airs.
He was always natural and simple. He was always exactly the same
to those who knew him well: ready to argue any point, to listen to
disagreeable facts even when controversially presented.” His famous
charm was rooted in this combination of curiosity and attention.®

Lloyd George was also a great orator. Where Clemenceau drove
home his points with devastating clarity and sarcasm, and Wilson
preached, Lloyd George’s speeches, which he prepared so carefully
and which sounded so spontaneous, were at once moving and witty,
inspiring and intimate. Like a great actor, he was a skillful
manipulator of his audience. “I pause,” he once told someone who
asked him about his technique, “I reach out my hand to the people
and draw them to me. Like children they seem then. Like little
children.”®®

John Maynard Keynes, who went to Paris as the Treasury’s
representative and did so much to create myths about the Peace
Conference, wove a special one for Lloyd George. “How can I convey
to the reader,” the great economist asked, “any just impression of
this extraordinary figure of our time, this syren, this goat-footed
bard, this half-human visitor to our age from the hag-ridden magic
and enchanted woods of Celtic antiquity?” There spoke the voice
both of intellectually superior Cambridge and of stolid John Bull,
but it spoke romantic nonsense. The real Wales in which Lloyd
George grew up was a modest sober little land, with slate mines and
shipbuilding, fishermen and farmers.®*

Lloyd George liked to talk of his origins in a humble cottage,
but in fact he came from the educated artisan class. His father, who



died when he was very young, was a schoolmaster; the uncle who
brought him up was a master cobbler and lay preacher, a figure of
stature in his small village. Wales was always important to Lloyd
George as a reference point, if only to measure how far he had
come, and also for sentimental reasons (although he grew quickly
bored if he had to spend too much time there). He had early on seen
himself on a larger stage. And what larger stage than the capital of
the world’s biggest empire? As he wrote to the local girl who became
his wife, “My supreme idea is to get on.”®®

He was fortunate in his uncle, who gave him unstinting
devotion and support. When, as a boy, he discovered that he had
lost his belief in God, the lay preacher forgave him. When he
decided to go into the law, his uncle worked through a French
grammar book one step ahead of him so that he could get the
language qualification that he required. And when he decided to go
into politics, a huge gamble for someone without money or
connections, his uncle again supported him. The old man lived just
long enough to see his nephew become prime minister.®°

Lloyd George was made for politics. From the hard work in the
committee rooms to the great campaigns, he loved it all. While he
enjoyed the cut and thrust of debate, he was essentially good-
natured. Unlike Wilson and Clemenceau, he did not hate his
opponents. Nor was he an intellectual in politics. Although he read
widely, he preferred to pick the brains of experts. On his feet there
was no one quicker: he invariably conveyed a mastery of his
subject. Once during the Peace Conference Keynes and a colleague
realized that they had given him the wrong briefing on the Adriatic.
They hastily put a revised position on a sheet of paper and rushed
to the meeting, where they found Lloyd George already launched on
his subject. As Keynes passed over the paper, Lloyd George glanced
at it and, without a pause, gradually modified his arguments until
he ended up with the opposite position to the one he had started
out with.®

He made his mark early on as a leading radical politician.
Where Wilson attacked the big banks and Clemenceau attacked the
church, Lloyd George’s favorite targets were the landowners and



aristocracy. He rather liked businessmen, especially self-made
ones. (He also frequently liked their wives.) As chancellor of the
exchequer, he pushed through radical budgets, introducing an
income tax for the rich along with benefits for the poor, but he was
not a socialist. Like Wilson and Clemenceau, he disliked
collectivism, but he was always prepared to work with moderate
socialists just as he was prepared to work with Conservatives.®®

Over the course of his career he became a superb, if
unconventional, administrator. He shook established procedures by
bringing in talented and skilled men from outside the civil service to
run government departments, and he ensured the success of his
bills by inviting all the interested parties to comment on them. He
settled labor disputes by inviting both sides to sit down with him,
normal enough procedure today but highly unusual then. “He plays
upon men round a table like the chords of a musical instrument,”
said a witness to his settlement of a railway dispute, “now pleading,
now persuasive, stern, playful and minatory in quick succession.”®

Naturally optimistic, he was always sure that solutions could
be found to even the most difficult problems. “To Lloyd George,”
said a friend of his children, “every morning was not a new day, but
a new life and a new chance.””® Sometimes the chances he took
were risky, and he engaged in some dubious transactions—a mine
in Argentina or the purchase of shares where he had inside
knowledge—but he seems to have been motivated more by the
desire for financial independence than by greed. He was equally
careless in his private life. Where Clemenceau’s affairs with women
enhanced his reputation, Lloyd George came close to disaster on
more than one occasion when angry husbands threatened to name
him in divorce actions. His wife, a strong-willed woman, stuck by
him, but the couple grew apart. She preferred to stay in north
Wales with her beloved garden; he got used to a part-time marriage.
By 1919 he had settled down, as much as was in his nature, with a
single mistress, a younger woman who had originally come into his
household to tutor his youngest daughter. Frances Stevenson was
an educated, efficient and intelligent woman who gave him love,
intellectual companionship and a well-run office.



People often wrote Lloyd George off as a mere opportunist.
Clemenceau once dismissed him as an English solicitor: “All
arguments are good to him when he wishes to win a case and, if it
is necessary, he uses the next day arguments which he had rejected
or refuted the previous day.” Wilson, sharp-eyed where the failings
of others were concerned, thought Lloyd George lacked principle: he
wished that he had “a less slippery customer to deal with than L.G.
for he is always temporizing and making concessions.” In fact, Lloyd
George was a man of principle; but he was also intensely pragmatic.
He did not waste his energies on quixotic crusades. He opposed the
Boer War, when Britain waged war on the small South African
republics, because he thought it was wrong and wasteful. His
tenacious public opposition took courage and nearly cost him his
life when an angry mob in Birmingham stormed the platform where
he was speaking. But it paid off politically. As the British
government blundered its way through to a hard-won peace, Lloyd
George emerged as a national leader.®

When the Great War broke out, it was inevitable that he would
play an important part in the British war effort. As Churchill, an
increasingly close friend, wrote: “L.G. has more true insight and
courage than anyone else. He really sticks at nothing—no measure
too far—reaching, no expedient too novel.” He hated war, Lloyd
George told a Labour delegation in 1916, but “once you are in it you
have to go grimly through it, otherwise the causes which hang upon
a successful issue will perish.” The wise old Conservative Arthur
Balfour had seen leaders come and go. “He is impulsive,” he said of
Lloyd George, “he had never given a thought before the War to
military matters; he does not perhaps adequately gauge the depths
of his own ignorance; and he has certain peculiarities which no
doubt make him, now and then, difficult to work with.” But there
was no one else, in Balfour’s opinion, who could successfully lead
Britain.””

Although Lloyd George had come a long way from his village in
north Wales, he never became part of the English upper classes.
Neither he nor his wife liked visiting the great country houses, and
he positively disliked staying with the king and queen. When George
V, as a mark of honor, invited him to carry the sword of state at the



opening of Parliament, Lloyd George privately said, “I won’t be a
flunkey,” and begged off. Most of his friends were, like him, self-
made men. Balfour, who was a Cecil, from an old and famous
family, was a rare exception. And Balfour, with his affable
willingness to take second place, suited him very well as a foreign
minister.”

In Paris, Lloyd George ignored the Foreign Office wherever he
could and used his own staff of bright young men. The bureaucrats
particularly resented his private secretary, the high-minded,
religious and arrogant Philip Kerr. Because Lloyd George hated
reading memoranda, Kerr, who dealt with much of his
correspondence, was the gatekeeper to the great man. Even Balfour
was moved to mild reproof when he asked Kerr whether the prime
minister had read a particular document and was told no, but that
Kerr had. “Not quite the same thing, is it, Philip—yet?” The
professional diplomats muttered among themselves, and Lord
Curzon, who had been left behind in London to mind the shop while
Balfour and Lloyd George were in Paris, was pained. The prime
minister paid no attention.®*

Was this a bad thing for Britain? He clearly did not have a
grasp on foreign affairs equal to that of his predecessor, Lord
Salisbury, or his later successor Churchill. His knowledge had great
gaps. “Who are the Slovaks?” he asked in 1916. “I can’t seem to
place them.” His geography was equally sketchy. How interesting,
he told a subordinate in 1918, to discover that New Zealand was on
the east side of Australia. In 1919, when Turkish forces were
retreating eastward from the Mediterranean, Lloyd George talked
dramatically of their flight toward Mecca. “Ankara,” said Curzon
severely. Lloyd George replied airily, “Lord Curzon is good enough to
admonish me on a triviality.” Yet he often came to sensible
conclusions (even if his disdain for the professionals and his own
enthusiasms also led him into mistakes, such as support for a
restored Greater Greece). Germany, he told a friend in the middle of
the war, must be beaten, but not destroyed. That would not do
either Europe or the British empire any good, and would leave the
field clear for a strong Russia. He understood where Britain’s
interests lay: its trade and its empire, with naval dominance to



protect them and a balance of power in Europe to prevent any
power from challenging those interests.”®

He recognized that Britain could no longer try to achieve these
goals on its own. Its military power, though great, was shrinking
rapidly as the country moved back to a peacetime footing. During
1919, the size of the army was to drop by two thirds at a time when
Britain was taking on more and more responsibilities, from the
Baltic states to Russia to Afghanistan, and dealing with more and
more trouble in its empire—India, Egypt and, on its own doorstep,
Ireland. “There are no troops to spare,” came the despairing answer
from the general staff to repeated requests.’® The burden of power
was also weighing heavily in economic terms. Britain was no longer
the world’s financial center; the United States was. And Britain
owed huge amounts to the Americans, as the prime minister was
well aware. With his usual optimism, he felt that he could build a
good relationship with the United States which would help to
compensate for British weaknesses. Perhaps the Americans would
take on responsibility for such strategically important areas as the
straits at Constantinople.

* % k% %

Britain went into the Peace Conference with a relatively good hand,
certainly a better one than either France or Italy. The German fleet,
which had challenged British power around the world, was safely in
British hands, the surface ships in Scapa Flow in the Orkneys and
most of the submarines in Harwich on the southeast coast of
England. Its coaling stations, harbors and telegraph stations had
been taken by Japan or the British empire. “If you had told the
British people twelve months ago,” Lloyd George said in Paris, “that
they would have secured what they have, they would have laughed
you to scorn. The German Navy has been handed over; the German
mercantile shipping has been handed over, and the German
colonies have been given up. One of our chief trade competitors has
been most seriously crippled and our Allies are about to become her
biggest creditors. That is no small achievement.”



There was more: “We have destroyed the menace to our Indian
possessions.” Russia, whose southward push throughout the
nineteenth century had so worried generations of British statesmen,
was finished as a power, at least in the short run, and all along its
southern boundaries, in Persia and the Caucasus, were British
forces and British influence.””

So much of prewar British policy had been devoted to
protecting the routes to India across the Mediterranean, the Suez
Canal and down the Red Sea, either by taking direct control, as in
the case of Egypt, or by propping up the shaky old Ottoman empire.
That empire was finished, but thanks to a secret agreement with
France, Britain was poised to take the choice bits it wanted. There
were new routes, at least in the dreams of the Foreign Office and
the military, perhaps across the Black Sea to the Caucasus and
then south, or by air via Greece and Mesopotamia, but these, too,
could be protected if Britain moved quickly enough to seize the
territory it needed.

People have often assumed that, because Lloyd George
opposed the Boer War, he was not an imperialist. This is not quite
true. In fact, he had always taken great pride in the empire, but he
had never thought it was being run properly. It was folly to try to
manage everything from London and, he argued, an expensive folly
at that. What would keep the empire strong was to allow as much
local self-government as possible and to have an imperial policy
only on the important issues, such as defense and a common
foreign policy. With home rule—he was thinking of Scotland, his
own Wales and the perennially troublesome Ireland as well—parts
of the empire would willingly take on the costs of looking after
themselves. (“Home Rule for Hell,” cried a heckler at one of his
speeches. “Quite right,” retorted Lloyd George, “let every man speak
up for his own country.”) The dominions—Australia, Canada, New
Zealand, Newfoundland and South Africa—were already partly self-
governing. Even India was moving slowly to self-government; but
with its mix of races, which included only the merest handful of
Europeans, and its many religions and languages, Lloyd George
doubted it would ever be able to manage on its own. (He never
visited India and knew very little about it but, in the offhand way of



his times, he considered Indians, along with other brown-skinned
peoples, to be inferior.?®)

In 1916, shortly after he became prime minister, Lloyd George
told the House of Commons that the time had come to consult
formally with the dominions and India about the best way to win
the war. He intended, therefore, to create an Imperial War Cabinet.
It was a wonderful gesture. It was also necessary. The dominions
and India were keeping the British war effort going with their raw
materials, their munitions, their loans, above all with their
manpower—some 1,250,000 soldiers from India and another million
from the dominions. Australia, as Billy Hughes, its prime minister,
never tired of reminding everyone, had lost more soldiers by 1918
than the United States.”

By 1916 the dominions, which had once tiptoed reverentially
around the mother country, were growing up. They and their
generals had seen too much of what Sir Robert Borden, the
Canadian prime minister, called “incompetence and blundering
stupidity of the whiskey and soda British H.Q. Staff” The dominions
knew how important their contribution was, what they had spent in
blood. In return, they now expected to be consulted, both on the
war and the peace to follow. They found a receptive audience in
Britain, where what had been in prewar days a patronizing
contempt for the crudeness of colonials had turned into enthusiasm
for their vigor. Billy Hughes became something of a fad when he
visited London in 1916; women marched with signs saying “We
Want Hughes Back,” and a popular cartoon showed the Billiwog:
“No War Is Complete Without One.” And then there was Jan Smuts,
South Africa’s foreign minister, soldier, statesman and, to some,
seer, who spent much of the later part of the war in London. Smuts
had fought against the British fifteen years previously; now he was
one of their most trusted advisers, sitting on the small committee of
the British cabinet which Lloyd George set up to run the war. He
was widely admired: “Of his practical contribution to our counsels
during these trying years,” said Lloyd George, “it is difficult to speak
too highly.”'®



In the last days of the war Hughes and Borden were infuriated
to discover that the British War Cabinet had authorized Lloyd
George and Balfour to go to the Supreme War Council in Paris to
settle the German armistice terms with the Allies without bothering
to inform the dominions. Hughes also strongly objected to Wilson’s
Fourteen Points being accepted as the basis for peace negotiations
—”a painful and serious breach of faith.” The dominion leaders were
even more indignant when they discovered that the British had
assumed they would tag along to the Peace Conference as part of
the British delegation. Lloyd George attempted to mollify them by
suggesting that a dominion prime minister could be one of the five
British plenipotentiaries. But which one? As Hankey said, “The
dominions are as jealous of each other as cats.” The real problem
over representation, as Borden wrote to his wife, was that the
dominions’ position had never been properly sorted out. Canada
was “a nation that is not a nation. It is about time to alter it.” And
he noted, with a certain tone of pity, “The British Ministers are
doing their best, but their best is not good enough.” To Hankey he
said that if Canada did not have full representation at the
conference there was nothing for it but for him “to pack his trunks,
return to Canada, summon Parliament, and put the whole thing
before them.”'*!

Lloyd George gave way: not only would one of the five main
British delegates be chosen from the empire, but he would tell his
allies that the dominions and India required separate
representation at the Peace Conference. It was one of the first
issues he raised when he arrived in Paris on January 12, 1919. The
Americans and the French were cool, seeing only British puppets—
and extra British votes. When Lloyd George extracted a grudging
offer that the dominions and India might have one delegate each,
the same as Siam and Portugal, that only produced fresh cries of
outrage from his empire colleagues. After all their sacrifices, they
said, it was intolerable that they should be treated as minor powers.
A reluctant Lloyd George persuaded Clemenceau and Wilson to
allow Canada, Australia, South Africa and India to have two
plenipotentiaries each and New Zealand one.'®



The British were taken aback by the new assertiveness in their
empire. “It was very inconvenient,” said one diplomat. “What was
the Foreign Office to do?” Lloyd George, who had been for home rule
in principle, discovered that the reality could be awkward, when, for
example, Hughes said openly in the Supreme Council that Australia
might not go to war the next time Britain did. (The remark was
subsequently edited out of the minutes, but South Africa raised the
question again.) Britain’s allies watched this with a certain amount
of satisfaction. They might be able to use the dominions against the
British, the French realized with pleasure, when it came to drawing
up the German peace terms. House took an even longer-term view:
separate representation for the dominions and India in the Peace
Conference, and in new international bodies such as the League of
Nations and the International Labour Organization, could only
hurry along “the eventual disintegration of the British Empire.”
Britain would end up back where it started, with only its own
islands.'®

It was a British empire delegation (and the name was a victory
in itself for the fractious dominions) that Lloyd George led to Paris.
With well over four hundred officials, special advisers, clerks and
typists, it occupied five hotels near the Arc de Triomphe. The
largest, and the social center, was the Hotel Majestic, in prewar
days a favorite with rich Brazilian women on clothes-buying trips.
To protect against spies (French rather than German), the British
authorities replaced all the Majestic’s staff, even the chefs, with
imports from British hotels in the Midlands. The food became that
of a respectable railway hotel: porridge and eggs and bacon in the
mornings, lots of meat and vegetables at lunch and dinner and bad
coffee all day. The sacrifice was pointless, Nicolson and his
colleagues grumbled, because all their offices, full of confidential
papers, were in the Hotel Astoria, where the staff was still French.'**

Security was something of an obsession with the British. Their
letters to and from London went by a special service that bypassed
the French post office. Detectives from Scotland Yard guarded the
front door at the Majestic, and members of the delegation had to
wear passes with their photographs. They were urged to tear up the
contents of their wastepaper baskets into tiny pieces; it was well



known that at the Congress of Vienna, Prince Talleyrand, the
French foreign minister, had negotiated so successfully because his
agents assiduously collected discarded notes from the other
delegations. Wives were allowed to take meals in the Majestic but
not to stay—yet another legacy of the Congress of Vienna, where,
according to official memory, they had been responsible for secrets
leaking out.'®®

Lloyd George chose to stay in a luxurious flat in the Rue Nitot,
an alleyway that had once been the haunt of ragpickers. Decorated
with wonderful eighteenth-century English paintings—
Gainsboroughs, Hoppners and Lawrences—the flat had been lent
him by a rich Englishwoman. With him he had Philip Kerr and
Frances Stevenson, as well as his youngest daughter and favorite
child, the sixteen-year-old Megan. Frances was her chaperone, or
perhaps it was the other way around. Balfour lived one floor above
and in the evenings he could hear the sounds of Lloyd George’s
favorite Welsh hymns and black spirituals drifting up.'®®

At the Majestic each inhabitant was given a book of house
rules. Meals were at set hours. Drinks had to be paid for unless,
and this was a matter for bitter comment, you came from one of the
dominions or India, in which case the British government footed the
bill. Coupons were available, but cash was also accepted. There was
to be no running up of accounts. Members of the delegation were
not to cook in their rooms or damage the furniture. They must not
keep dogs. A doctor (a distinguished obstetrician, according to
Nicolson) and three nurses were on duty in the sick bay. A billiard
room and a jardin d’hiver were available in the basement for
recreation. So were a couple of cars, which could be booked ahead.
There was a warning here: windows had already been broken
“through violent slamming of doors.” There was another warning
too: “All members of the Delegation should bear in mind that
telephone conversations will be overheard by unauthorised

persons.”'%’

“Very like coming to school for the first time” was the opinion
of one new arrival. “Hanging about in the hall, being looked at by
those already arrived as ‘new kids,’ picking out our baggage, noting



times for meals, etc., to-morrow—very amusing.”' If the British
were the masters and the matrons, the Canadians were the senior
prefects, a little bit serious perhaps, but reliable; the South Africans
were the new boys, good at games and much admired for their
sporting instincts; the Australians the cheeky ones, always ready to
break bounds; the New Zealanders and Newfoundlanders the lower
forms; and then, of course, the Indians, nice chaps in spite of the
color of their skin, but whose parents were threatening to pull them
out and send them to a progressive school.

The Canadians, well aware that they were from the senior
dominion, were led by Borden, upright and handsome. They took a
high moral tone (not for the first time in international relations),
saying repeatedly that they wanted nothing for themselves. But with
food to sell and a hungry Europe at hand, the Canadian minister of
trade managed to get agreements with France, Belgium, Greece and
Rumania. The Canadians were also caught up in the general feeling
that borders had suddenly become quite fluid. They chatted away
happily with the Americans about exchanging the Alaska panhandle
for some of the West Indies or possibly British Honduras. Borden
also spoke to Lloyd George about the possibility of Canada’s taking
over the administration of the West Indies.'®

The main Canadian concern, however, was to keep on good
terms with the United States and to bring it together with Britain.
Part of this was self-interest: a recurring nightmare in Ottawa was
that Canada might find itself fighting on the side of Britain and its
ally Japan against the United States. Part was genuine conviction
that the great Anglo-Saxon powers were a natural alliance for good.
If the League of Nations did not work out, Borden suggested to
Lloyd George, they should work for a union between “the two great
English speaking commonwealths who share common ancestry,
language and literature, who are inspired by like democratic ideals,
who enjoy similar political institutions and whose united force is
sufficient to ensure the peace of the world.”''°

South Africa had two outstanding figures: its prime minister,
General Louis Botha, who was overweight and ailing, and Jan
Smuts. Enthusiastic supporters of the League and moderate when



it came to German peace terms, they nevertheless had one issue on
which they would not compromise: Germany’s African colonies.
Smuts, who helped to draw up Britain’s territorial demands, argued
that Britain must keep East Africa (what later became Tanganyika
and still later part of Tanzania) so that it could have the continuous
chain of colonies from south to north Africa which the Germans had
so inconveniently blocked. He also spoke as a South African
imperialist. His country must keep German Southwest Africa
(today’s Namibia). Perhaps, he suggested, Portugal could be
persuaded to swap the southern part of its colony of Mozambique
on the east side of Africa for a bit of German East Africa. South
Africa would then be a nice compact shape with a tidy border drawn
across the tip of the continent.'"

Australia was not moderate on anything. Its delegation was led
by its prime minister, Billy Hughes, a scrawny dyspeptic who lived
on tea and toast. A fighter on the Sydney docks, where he became a
union organizer, and a veteran of the rough-and-tumble of
Australian politics, Hughes made Australia’s policies in Paris
virtually on his own. He was hot-tempered, idiosyncratic and deaf,
both literally and figuratively, to arguments he did not want to hear.
Among his own people, he usually listened only to Keith Murdoch, a
young reporter whom he regarded as something of a son. Murdoch,
who had written a report criticizing the British handling of the
landings at Gallipoli, where Australian troops had been
slaughtered, shared Hughes’s skepticism about British leadership.
(Murdoch’s own son Rupert later carried on the family tradition of
looking at the British with a critical eye.) On certain issues, Hughes
probably spoke for public opinion back home: he wanted leeway to
annex the Pacific islands which Australia had captured from
Germany, and nothing in the League covenant that would
undermine the White Australia policy, which let white immigrants
in and kept the rest out.'"?

Lloyd George, always susceptible to the Welsh card, which
Hughes played assiduously, generally found the Australian prime
minister amusing. So did Clemenceau. He thought that Hughes,
who stood for firmness with Germany, would be a good friend to
France. Most people found Hughes impossible. Wilson considered



him “a pestiferous varmint.” Hughes in return loathed Wilson: he
sneered at the League and jeered at Wilson’s principles. New
Zealand shared Australia’s reservations about the League, although
less loudly, and it, too, wanted to annex some Pacific islands. Its
prime minister, William Massey, was, according to one Canadian,
“as thick headed and John Bullish as his appearance would lead
one to expect and sidetracked the discussion more than once.”'"®

Then there was India. (It was always “the dominions and
India” in the official documents.) India had been included in the
Imperial War Cabinet along with the self-governing dominions
thanks to its participation in the war. But its delegation did not
look like that of an independent nation. It was headed by the
secretary of state for India, Edwin Montagu, and the two Indian
members, Lord Satyendra Sinha and the Maharajah of Bikaner,
were chosen for their loyalty. In spite of the urgings of various
Indian groups, the Indian government had not appointed any of the
new Indian nationalist leaders. And in India itself, Gandhi’s
transformation of the Indian National Congress into a mass political
movement demanding self-government was rapidly making all the
debate about how to lead India gently toward a share of its own
government quite academic.

The British were to find the presence of so many dominion
statesmen in Paris a mixed blessing. While Borden faithfully
represented the British case in the committee dealing with the
borders of Greece and Albania, and Australia did the same with
respect to Czechoslovakia, it was not quite such smooth sailing
when the dominions had something at stake. Lloyd George had
already confronted his Allies on behalf of his dominions and he
would have to confront them again. It was not a complication he
needed as the laborious negotiations began.
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PART TWO

A NEW WORLD ORDER



5

We Are the League of the People

n January 12, the day after his arrival in Paris, Lloyd George

met Clemenceau, Wilson and the Italian prime minister,
Vittorio Orlando, at the French Foreign Ministry on the Quai
d’Orsay for the first of well over a hundred meetings. Each man
brought his foreign secretary and a bevy of advisers. The following
day, in deference to British wishes, two Japanese representatives
joined the group. This became the Council of Ten, although most
people continued to refer to it as the Supreme Council. The smaller
allies and neutrals were not invited, an indication of what was to
come. At the end of March, as the Peace Conference reached its
crucial struggles, the Supreme Council was to shed the foreign
ministers and the Japanese to become the Council of Four: Lloyd
George, Clemenceau, Wilson and Orlando.

The great staterooms at the Quai d’Orsay have survived the
passage of time and a later German occupation surprisingly well.
They were given their present shape in the middle of the nineteenth
century, when NapoLéon IIl ruled a France that still dreamed of
being a great world power. Important visitors still go in the formal
entrance overlooking the Seine, past the massive branching
staircase which leads up to the private apartments, and into the
series of reception rooms and offices with their parquet floors,
Aubusson carpets and massive fireplaces. Huge windows stretch up
toward the high decorated ceilings and elaborate chandeliers. The
heavy tables and chairs stand on fat gilded legs. The predominant
colors are gold, red and ebony.

The Supreme Council met in the inner sanctum, the office of
France’s foreign minister, Stéphen Pichon. Today it is white and
gilt; in 1919 it was darker. The same carved-wood paneling still
decorates the walls, and the faded seventeenth-century tapestries
still hang above the paneling. The double doors open out to a



rotunda and there is still a rose garden beyond. Clemenceau, as the
host, presided from an armchair in front of the hearth with its
massive log fire. His colleagues, each with a little table for his
papers, faced him from the garden side, the British and Americans
side by side, then the Japanese and the Italians off in a corner.
Wilson, as the only head of state, had a chair a few inches higher
than anyone else’s. The prime ministers and foreign ministers had
high-backed, comfortable chairs, and in clusters behind them were
the lesser advisers and secretaries on little gilt chairs.

The Supreme Council rapidly developed its own routine. It met
once, sometimes twice, occasionally three times a day. There was
an agenda of sorts, but the council also dealt with issues as they
came up. It heard petitioners, a procession that did not end until
the conference’s conclusion. As the afternoons closed in, the green
silk curtains were drawn and the electric lights were switched on.
The room was usually very hot, but the French reacted with horror
to any suggestion of opening a window. Clemenceau slouched in his
chair, frequently looking at the ceiling, with a bored expression;
Wilson fidgeted, getting up from time to time to stretch his legs;
Lansing, his foreign minister, who had little enough to do, made
caricatures; Lloyd George chatted in a loud undertone, making
jokes and comments. The official interpreter, Paul Mantoux,
interpreted from French to English and back again, throwing
himself into each speech with such verve that one might have
thought he was himself begging for territory. Since Clemenceau
spoke English well and the Italian foreign minister, Sidney Sonnino,
spoke it reasonably, conversations among the Big Four were often
in English. The assistants tiptoed about with maps and documents.
Every afternoon the doors opened and footmen carried in tea and
macaroons. Wilson was surprised and somewhat shocked at first
that they should interrupt discussing the future of the world for
such a trivial event, but, as he told his doctor, he realized that this
was a foreign custom that he might as well accept.'*

From their first meeting, the men on the Supreme Council
knew that as their armed forces demobilized, their power was
shrinking. “Three hundred and twelve thousand will be sent this
month,” the commander of the American forces in Europe, General



Pershing, told House that spring. “The record last month was
300,000. At this rate all our troops will be in the United States by
August 15.”"'° The peacemakers had to impose peace terms on the
enemy while they could. Meanwhile, they had to worry about issues
at home that had been postponed during the war. They were also
racing, or so they believed, against another sort of enemy. Hunger,
disease—typhoid, cholera and the dreadful influenza—revolutionary
insurrections in one city after another, and small wars, some dozen
of them in 1919 alone, all threatened to finish off what was left of
European society.

It was already two months since the end of the war, and
people were wondering why so little had been accomplished. Part of
the reason was that the Allies were not really ready for the sudden
end of the fighting. Nor could they have been. All their energies had
been devoted to winning the war. “What had we to do with peace,”
wrote Winston Churchill, “while we did not know whether we
should not be destroyed? Who could think of reconstruction while
the whole world was being hammered to pieces, or of demobilisation
when the sole aim was to hurl every man and every shell into
battle?” Foreign offices, it is true, colonial ministries and war offices
had dusted off old goals and drawn up new demands while the
fighting went on. There had been attempts to think seriously about
the peace: the British special inquiry, established in 1917, the
French Comité d’Etudes and the most comprehensive of all, the
American Inquiry, set up in September 1917 under House’s
supervision. To the dismay of the professional diplomats, they had
called on outside experts, from historians to missionaries, and had
produced detailed studies and maps. The Americans had produced
sixty separate reports on the Far East and the Pacific alone, which
contained much useful information as well as such insights as that,
in India, “a great majority of the unmarried consist of very young
children.”''® The Allied leaders had not paid much attention to any
of their own studies.

In the first week of the Peace Conference, the Supreme Council
spent much time talking about procedures. The British Foreign
Office had produced a beautiful diagram in many colors of a
hexagon within which the conference, its committees and



subcommittees fitted together in perfect symmetry, while outside,
the Allies’ own committees floated like minor planets. Lloyd George
burst out laughing when it was shown to him. The French
circulated a detailed agenda with lists of guiding principles and
problems to be addressed, ranked in order of importance. Since the
settlement with Germany came first and the League of Nations
barely rated a mention, Wilson, with support from Lloyd George,
rejected it. (Tardieu, its author, saw this as “the instinctive
repugnance of the Anglo-Saxons to the systematized constructions
of the Latin mind.”"")

The Supreme Council managed to choose a secretary, Henri
Dutasta, a junior French diplomat who was rumored to be
Clemenceau’s illegitimate son. (The extraordinarily efficient British
official, Hankey, who became the deputy secretary, soon took over
most of the work.) After much wrangling it was decided that French
and English would both be the official languages for documents.
The French argued for their own language alone, ostensibly on the
grounds that it was more precise and at the same time capable of
greater nuance. French, they said, had been the language of
international communication and diplomacy for centuries. The
British and the Americans pointed out that English was
increasingly supplanting it. Lloyd George said that he would always
regret that he did not know French better (he scarcely knew it at
all), but it seemed absurd that English, spoken by more than 170
million people, should not have equal status with French. The
[talians said, in that case, why not Italian as well? “Otherwise,” said
Sonnino, “it would look as if Italy was being treated as an inferior
by being excluded.” In that case, said Lloyd George, why not
Japanese as well? The Japanese delegates, who tended to have
trouble following the debates whether they were in French or
English, remained silent. Clemenceau backed down, to the
consternation of many of his own officials.'"®

In December the French Foreign Ministry had sent out
invitations to every country, from Liberia to Siam, that could claim,
however improbably, to be on the Allied side. By January there were
twenty-nine countries represented in Paris, all expecting to take
part. How would their role be defined? Would they all sit together,



with the British empire having the same vote as Panama? None of
the Great Powers wanted that, but where Clemenceau was willing to
start the delegates from the lesser powers on relatively harmless
questions such as international waterways, Wilson preferred as
little structure as possible. “We ought to have,” he said, “no formal
Conferences but only conversations.” Clemenceau found this
exasperating: if the Allies waited until they had agreed on all the
main issues, it would be months before the Peace Conference
proper could begin, and public opinion would be very disappointed.
Anyway, he added, they had to give all the other powers, who were
assembling in Paris, something to do. Lloyd George proposed a
compromise, as he was to do on many occasions: there would be a
plenary session at the end of the week; in the meantime, the
Supreme Council would get on with other matters."'"”

The members of the Supreme Council, even Wilson, had no
intention of relinquishing control of the conference agenda, which
promised to be huge. The rejected French list included the League
of Nations, Polish affairs, Russian affairs, Baltic nationalities, states
formed from the late Austro-Hungarian monarchy, the Balkans; the
Far East and the Pacific, Jewish affairs, international river
navigation, international railways, legislation to guarantee people’s
self-determination; protection for ethnic and religious minorities,
international legislation on patents and trademarks, penalties for
crimes committed during the war, reparations for war damages and
economic and financial questions. The list was prescient.'*

The Supreme Council also faced intense scrutiny from the
public. In the weeks leading up to the start of the proceedings,
hundreds of journalists had arrived in Paris. The French
government created a lavish press club, in a millionaire’s house.
The press, men mainly but also including a handful of women, such
as the great American muckraker Ida Tarbell, were ungrateful. They
sneered at the vulgarity of the decor, and the Americans nicknamed
it “The House of a Thousand Teats.” More important, the press
complained about the secrecy of the proceedings. Wilson had talked
in his Fourteen Points about “open covenants openly arrived at.” As
with many of his catchphrases, its meaning was not clear, perhaps
not even to Wilson himself, but it caught the public imagination.''



Wilson certainly meant there should be no more secret
treaties, such as those that he and many others saw as one of the
causes of the Great War, but did he mean that all the negotiations
would be open for public scrutiny? That is what many of the
journalists and their readers expected. Press representatives
demanded the right to attend the meetings of the Supreme Council,
or at least get daily summaries of their discussions. He had always
fought for the freedom of the press, Clemenceau told his aide
General Mordacq, but there were limits. It would be “a veritable
suicide” to let the press report on the day-to-day discussions of the
Supreme Council. If that were to happen, Lloyd George commented,
the Peace Conference would go on forever. He proposed that they
release a statement to the press, saying that the process of reaching
decisions among the powers was going to be long and delicate, and
that they had no wish to stir up unnecessary controversy by
publicizing their disagreements. Wilson agreed. American
journalists complained bitterly to Baker, Wilson’s press adviser,
who went, according to one, pale with anxiety. Wilson, they told
him, was a hypocrite and a naive one at that. Lloyd George and
Clemenceau, safe from the spotlight of public scrutiny, would tie

him in knots. The journalists threatened to leave Paris, but few
did.'?

The lesser powers were also full of complaints and demands.
Portugal, which had contributed 60,000 soldiers to the Western
Front, thought it was outrageous that it should have only one
official delegate while Brazil, which had sent a medical unit and
some aviators, had three. Britain supported Portugal, an old ally,
the United States Brazil. Recognition in Paris, the center of world
power, was important for established states, and crucial for what
the peacemakers christened “states in process of formation.” With
the collapse of Russia, and the disintegration of Austria-Hungary
and the Ottoman empire, there were many of these. Just standing
in front of the Supreme Council to present a case was validation of
a sort—and good for reputations back home.'*
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For the next five months, until the signing of the German treaty in
June at Versalilles, Paris housed a virtual world government. “We
are the league of the people,” said Clemenceau the day before that
momentous ceremony. Wilson replied, “We are the State.” And even
in those very first meetings, the members of the Supreme Council
were starting to act as a cabinet, within a representative system of
government. Indeed, it was an analogy that they themselves used."*

Paris may have housed a world government, but that
government’s power was never as great as most people, both then
and since, have assumed. By the time the Supreme Council first
met on January 12, Poland had been re-created, Finland and the
Baltic states were well on their way to independence and
Czechoslovakia had been pieced together. In the Balkans, Serbia
had joined with Austria-Hungary’s South Slav territories of Croatia
and Slovenia. The new entity did not yet have a name but some
people were talking of a Yugoslav state. “The task of the Parisian
Treaty-makers,” Lloyd George commented, “was not to decide what
in fairness should be given to the liberated nationalities, but what
in common honesty should be freed from their clutches when they
had overstepped the bounds of self-determination.”'*

But what were those bounds? There was no clear answer—or
rather, every competing nationality had a different answer. “You see
those little holes?” a local asked an American visitor to Lvov, on the
disputed borders between Russia and Poland. “We call them here
‘Wilson’s Points.’ They have been made with machine guns; the big
gaps have been made with hand grenades. We are now engaged in
self-determination, and God knows what and when the end will be.”
At its first meetings the Supreme Council had to deal with fighting
between Poland and its neighbors. When the Peace Conference
officially ended a year later, the fighting was still going on, there
and elsewhere. Tasker Bliss, the American military adviser, wrote
gloomily to his wife from Paris predicting another thirty years of war
in Europe. “The ‘submerged nations’ are coming to the surface and
as soon as they appear, they fly at somebody’s throat. They are like
mosquitoes—vicious from the moment of their birth.”'*°



It is tempting but misleading to compare the situation in 1919
to that in 1945. In 1919 there were no superpowers, no Soviet
Union with its millions of soldiers occupying the center of Europe
and no United States with its huge economy and its monopoly of
the atomic bomb. In 1919, the enemy states were not utterly
defeated. The peacemakers talked expansively about making and
unmaking nations, but the clay was not as malleable and the
strength to mold it not as great as they liked to think. Of course,
the peacemakers had considerable power. They still had armies and
navies. They had the weapon of food if they chose to use it against a
starving Europe. They could exert influence by threats and
promises, to grant or withhold recognition, for example. They could
get out the maps and move borders this way or that, and most of
the time their decisions would be accepted—but not always, as the
case of Turkey was to show in spectacular fashion. The ability of the
international government in Paris to control events was limited by
such factors as distance, usable transportation and available forces
—and by the unwillingness of the Great Powers to expend their
resources.

In 1919 the limits were not yet clear—to the peacemakers
themselves, or to the world. Consequently, many people believed
that, if only they could catch the attention of the Supreme Council,
past wrongs would be righted and their futures assured. A young
kitchen assistant at the Ritz sent in a petition asking for
independence from France for his little country. Ho Chi Minh—and
Vietnam—were too obscure even to receive an answer. A Korean
graduate of Princeton University tried to get to Paris but was
refused a passport. After the Second World War, Syngman Rhee
became the president of a newly independent South Korea.'’

Women'’s suffrage societies met in Paris, chaired by the
formidable Englishwoman Millicent Fawcett, and passed resolutions
asking for representation at the Peace Conference and votes for
women. Wilson, who had a certain sympathy for their cause, met
their delegation and talked vaguely but encouragingly about a
special commission of the conference, with women members, to
look into women'’s issues. In February, just before he left on a short
trip back to the United States, he hesitantly asked his fellow



peacemakers whether they would support this. Balfour said he was
a strong supporter of votes for women but he did not think they
should be dealing with such a matter. Clemenceau agreed. The
[talians said it was a purely domestic issue. As Clemenceau
whispered loudly, “What’s the little chap saying?,” the Japanese
delegate expressed appreciation for the great part women had
played in civilization but commented that the suffrage movement in
Japan was scarcely worth notice. The matter was dropped, never to
be taken up again.'*®

The peacemakers soon discovered that they had taken on the
administration of much of Europe and large parts of the Middle
East. Old ruling structures had collapsed and Allied occupation
forces and Allied representatives were being drawn in to take their
place. There was little choice; if they did not do it, no one would—
or, worse, revolutionaries might. The men on the spot did what they
could. In Belgrade, a British admiral scraped together a small fleet
of barges and sent them up and down the Danube carrying food
and raw materials. He brought about a modest revival in trade and
industry, often in the face of obstruction from the different
governments along the river, but it was a stopgap measure. As he
told Paris, the long-term solution was international control of the
Danube and the other great European waterways. There were other
schemes and other enthusiasts, but was there the political will? Or
the money?'*

The economic responsibilities alone were daunting. The war
had disrupted the world’s economy and it would not be easy to get
it going again. The European nations had borrowed huge amounts
of money—in the case of the Allies, increasingly from the United
States. Now they found it almost impossible to get the credit to
finance their reconstruction and the revival of trade. The war had
left factories unusable, fields untilled, bridges and railway lines
destroyed. There were shortages of fertilizer, seeds, raw materials,
shipping, locomotives. Europe still depended largely on coal for its
fuel, but the mines in France, Belgium, Poland and Germany were
flooded. The emergence of new nations in central Europe further
damaged what was left of the old trading and transportation
networks. In Vienna, the electric lights flickered and the trams



stopped running because the coal which had once come from the
north was now blocked by a new border.

From all quarters of Europe, from officials and private relief
agencies, alarming reports came in: millions of unemployed men,
desperate housewives feeding their families on potatoes and
cabbage soup, emaciated children. In that first cold winter of the
peace, Herbert Hoover, the American relief administrator, warned
the Allies that some 200 million people in the enemy countries and
almost as many again among the victors and the neutral nations
faced famine. Germany alone needed 200,000 tons of wheat per
month and 70,000 tons of meat. Throughout the territories of the
old Austria-Hungary, hospitals had run out of bandages and
medicines. In the new Czechoslovak state, a million children were
going without milk. In Vienna, more babies were dying than were
surviving. People were eating coal dust, wood shavings, sand. Relief
workers invented names for things they had never seen before, such
as the mangel-wurzel disease, which afflicted those who lived solely
on beets.'°

The humanitarian case for doing something was
unanswerable. So was the political one. “So long as hunger
continued to gnaw,” Wilson warned his colleagues, “the foundations
of government would continue to crumble.”®' They had the
resources. The Canadians, Australians, New Zealanders and the
Americans all had surplus food and raw materials which they were
eager to sell. The ships could be found to carry them. But where
was the money to come from? Germany had gold reserves, but the
French, who were determined those should go toward reparations,
did not want to see them used up financing imports. The European
Allies could not finance relief on the scale that was needed, and the
defeated nations, except Germany, were bankrupt. That left the
United States, but Congress and the American public were torn
between an impulse to help and a sense that the United States had
done enough in winning the war. After the Second World War, their
mood was very much the same, but with a crucial difference: in
place of the diffuse threat of revolution there was a single clear
enemy, in the Soviet Union. The equivalent of the Marshall Plan,



which contributed so much to the revival of Europe in those
circumstances, was not possible in 1919.

The United States, moreover, did not have the preponderance
of power that it had after the Second World War. Its European allies
were not exhausted and desperate, prepared to take American aid,
even at the price of accepting American suggestions. In 1919, they
still saw themselves as, and indeed were, independent actors in
world affairs. Before the war ended, Britain, France and Italy drew
up a plan for pooling Allied credit, food, raw materials and ships to
undertake relief and reconstruction under an inter-Allied board.
The Americans resisted. They suspected that their allies wanted to
control the distribution of resources, even though the bulk would
come from the United States, as a lever to pressure the enemy
states into accepting peace terms. When Wilson insisted that
Hoover be placed in charge of Allied relief administration, the
Europeans objected. Hoover, Lloyd George complained, would
become the “food dictator of Europe” and American businessmen
would take the opportunity to move in. The Europeans only gave
way reluctantly, and did their best to make Hoover’s job difficult.'®

To Wilson, as to many Americans, Hoover was a hero, a poor
orphan who had worked his way through Stanford University to
become one of the world’s leading engineers. During the war he had
organized a massive relief program for German-occupied Belgium,
and when the United States became a belligerent in 1917 he took
charge of saving food for the war effort. “I can Hooverize on dinner,”
said Valentine cards. “But I'll never learn to Hooverize, When it
comes to loving you.” He was efficient, hardworking and humorless.
Lloyd George found him tactless and brusque. The Europeans
resented his reminders that the United States was supplying the
bulk of Europe’s relief and the way in which he promoted American
economic interests, unloading, for example, stockpiled American
pork products and severely undercutting European producers.'*®

Although the Allies had a number of economic agencies,
supervised loosely by the Supreme Economic Council, Hoover’s food
and relief section was by far the most effective. With $100 million
from the United States and about $62 million from Britain, he



established offices in thirty-two countries, opened soup kitchens
that fed millions of children, and moved tons of food, clothes and
medical supplies into the hardest-hit areas. By the spring of 1919,
Hoover’s organization was running railways and supervising mines.
It had its own telegraph network. It waged war on lice, with
thousands of hair clippers, tons of soap, special baths and stations
manned by American soldiers. Travelers who did not have a
“deloused” certificate were seized and disinfected. In the summer of
1919 Hoover infuriated the Europeans yet again. He argued that the
United States had done enough; it was now up to the Europeans.
With hard work, austerity and savings they should be all right. His
views met with approval in an increasingly isolationist Washington,
and American aid and loans fell off sharply.'**

In fact, it took Europe until 1925 to get back to prewar levels
of production; in some areas, recovery was much slower. Many
governments resorted to such measures as borrowing, budget
deficits and trade controls to keep their countries afloat. Europe’s
economy as a whole remained fragile, adding to political strains at
home in the 1920s and tensions abroad as governments turned to
protectionist measures. Perhaps with American money and
European cooperation a stronger Europe could have been built,
more able to resist the challenges of the 1930s.'°
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6

Russia

n January 18, 1919, the Peace Conference officially opened.

Clemenceau made sure that the opening took place on the
anniversary of the coronation in 1871 of Wilhelm I as kaiser of the
new Germany. To the delegates assembled in the sumptuous Salle
d’Horloge at the Quai d’Orsay President Poincaré spoke of the
wickedness of their enemies, the great sacrifices of the Allies and
the hopes for a lasting peace. “You hold in your hands,” he told
them, “the future of the world.” As they walked out, Balfour turned
to Clemenceau and apologized for his top hat. “I was told,” he said,
“that it was obligatory to wear one.” “So,” replied Clemenceau, in his
bowler, “was 1.71%°

Observers noticed some absences: the Greek prime minister,
Venizelos, annoyed that Serbia had more delegates than his own
country; Borden, the Canadian prime minister, offended that the
prime minister of little Newfoundland had been given precedence;
and the Japanese, who had not yet arrived. But the most striking
absence of all was that of Russia.

An Ally in 1914, Russia had probably saved France from
defeat when it attacked Germany on the Eastern Front. For three
years, Russia had battled the Central Powers, inflicting huge losses
but absorbing even more. In 1917 it had finally cracked under the
strain and, in eight months, had gone from autocracy to liberal
democracy to a revolutionary dictatorship under a tiny extreme
faction of Russian socialists, the Bolsheviks, whom most people,
including the Russians themselves, had never heard of. As Russia
collapsed, it spun off parts of a great empire: the Baltic states,
Ukraine, Armenia, Georgia, Azerbaijan and Daghestan. The Allies
had sent in troops in a vain attempt to bolster their disintegrating
ally against the Germans, but at the start of 1918 the Bolsheviks
made peace with Germany. The Allied soldiers remained on Russian



soil, but to do what? Topple the Bolsheviks and their Soviet regime?
Support their heterogeneous opponents, the royalists, liberals,
anarchists, disillusioned socialists, nationalists of various sorts?

In Paris it was not easy to tell what was happening in the east
or who was on which side. Stories drifted westward of a social order
turned upside down, civil wars, nationalist uprisings, a cycle of
atrocities, retribution and more atrocities: the last tsar and his
family murdered and their bodies thrown down a well; the mutilated
body of a British naval attaché lying unburied on a St. Petersburg
street. Russian soldiers had shot their officers, and sailors had
commandeered their ships. Across the huge Russian countryside,
peasants, driven by an ancient hunger for land, were killing their
landlords. In the cities, teenagers swaggered with guns and the poor
crept out of their slums to occupy the great mansions. It was hard
to tell how much was true (most of it was) because Russia had
become an unknown land. The new regime was under a virtual
blockade. The powers had cut off trade with the Bolsheviks and had
withdrawn their diplomats by the summer of 1918. Almost all
foreign newspaper correspondents had gone by the start of 1919.
The land routes were cut by fighting. Telegrams took days or weeks,
if they got through at all. By the time the Peace Conference
assembled, the only sure conduit for messages was through
Stockholm, where the Bolsheviks had a representative. During the
conference, the peacemakers knew as much about Russia as they
did about the far side of the moon.'*” As Lloyd George put it: “We
were, in fact, never dealing with ascertained, or perhaps, even
ascertainable facts. Russia was a jungle in which no one could say
what was within a few yards of him.”'*® His shaky grasp of
geography did not help him; he thought Kharkov (a city in the
Ukraine) was the name of a Russian general.

Legally, perhaps, there was no need to invite Russian
representatives. That was Clemenceau’s view: Russia had betrayed
the Allied cause, leaving France to the mercy of the Germans."” The
Bolshevik leader, Lenin, at once a realist and a fanatic, had given
away land and resources to Germany at Brest-Litovsk (today Brest
in Poland) in return for peace so that he could conserve the vital
spark from which the Marxist millennium would come. Germany



gained access to the materials it so desperately needed and the
chance to switch hundreds of thousands of its troops to the
Western Front. Lenin’s action, certainly for Clemenceau, released
the Allies from all their promises to Russia, including the promise of
access to the vital straits leading from the Black Sea to the
Mediterranean.

On the other hand, Russia was technically still an Ally and
still at war with Germany. After all, the Germans had been obliged
to renounce the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, the peace treaty they had
signed with Russia, when they made their own armistice in
November 1918. In any case, Russia’s absence was inconvenient.
“In the discussions,” wrote a young British adviser in his diary,
“everything inevitably leads up to Russia. Then there is a discursive
discussion; it is agreed that the point at issue cannot be determined
until the general policy towards Russia has been settled; having
agreed to this, instead of settling it, they pass on to some other
subject.”'* Finland, the emerging Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia
and Lithuania, Poland, Rumania, Turkey and Persia all came up at
the Peace Conference, but their borders could not finally be set
until the future shape and status of Russia were clear.

The issue of Russia came up repeatedly during the Peace
Conference. Baker, later an apologist for Wilson, claimed that
Russia and the fear of Bolshevism shaped the peace. “Russia,” he
cried, “played a more vital part at Paris than Prussia!” This, like
much of what he has to say, is nonsense. The peacemakers were far
more concerned with making peace with a still intact Germany and
with getting Europe back onto a peacetime footing. They worried
about Russia just as they worried about social unrest closer to
home, but they did not necessarily see the two as sides of the same
coin. Destroying the Bolsheviks in Russia would not magically
remove the causes of unrest elsewhere. German workers and
soldiers seized power because the kaiser’s regime was discredited
and bankrupt. Austria-Hungary collapsed because it could no
longer keep itself afloat and its nationalities down. The Russian
Revolution sometimes provided encouragement—and a vocabulary.
“Bolshevism is having its day,” wrote Borden in his diary, but he
was talking about labor unrest, not revolution. “Bolshevism” (or its



fellow, “communism”) was a convenient shorthand in 1919. As
Bliss, Wilson’s military adviser, said, “If we replaced it by the word
‘revolutionary,’ perhaps that would be clearer.”'*'

Of course, the peacemakers were concerned about the spread
of revolutionary ideas, but not necessarily Russian ones. The
survivors of the Great War were weary and anxious. Apparently
solid structures, empires, their civil services and their armies, had
melted away and in many parts of Europe it was not clear what was
to take their place. Europe had been a place of unsatisfied longings
before the war—of socialists hoping for a better world, of labor for
better conditions, of nationalists for their own homes—and those
longings emerged again with greater force because in the fluid world
of 1919 it was possible to dream of great change—or have
nightmares about the collapse of order. The Portuguese president
was assassinated. Later in 1919, in Paris, a madman would try to
kill Clemenceau. In Bavaria and Hungary, communist governments
took power, for a few days in Munich, but much longer in
Budapest. In Berlin in January, and Vienna in June, communists
tried, unsuccessfully, to do the same. Not everything could be
blamed on the Russian Bolsheviks.

Many, and not just those on the left, refused to panic. Over
lunch in the Hotel Majestic one day, a Canadian delegate, Oliver
Mowat Biggar, chatted cheerfully with a group that included Philip
Kerr, Lloyd George’s personal assistant. “The feeling of all of us was
that money had too much to say in the world—selfish money that
is. The logical conclusion is communism, and we shall no doubt all
arrive there in a quarter of a century or so.” In the meantime, as
Biggar wrote to his wife in Canada, he was having a wonderful time:
Saturday evening dances at the Majestic, Faust and Madame
Butterfly at the Opera, the music halls where he was struck, he told
her, by the beauty of the prostitutes. The French, he noted,
certainly had different standards from Canadians. In one comic
opera, the lead actress “had nothing on above the hips except a few
chains and in the other nothing on either above or below except
ribbons and shoes. As a dancer she was dismal.” When his wife
suggested that she come immediately from Canada to join him,
Biggar had serious reservations. Of course, he wanted to see her



but even now the flats in Paris were terribly expensive, and they
had appalling bathrooms. And he had been told, by a senior
politician, that revolution was about to sweep across Germany and
possibly into France. There would be serious shortages of food and
fuel. The lights would go out, the taps would run dry. “You must,
however, make up your own mind to discomfort with, very remotely,
danger.” Mrs. Biggar remained in Canada.'*

Bolshevism had its uses. When Rumania claimed the Russian
province of Bessarabia or Poland advanced into the Ukraine, it was
to stop Bolshevism. Italy’s delegates warned of revolution at home if
they did not get most of the Dalmatian coast. The peacemakers
used it as a threat to each other. Germany, said Lloyd George and
Wilson, would go Bolshevik if they imposed too harsh a peace.

Western reactions to the new regime in Russia itself were
deeply divided. Lack of information did not, of course, prevent
people from having strong views. If anything, it made it easier. Both
left and right projected their own fears and hopes into the black
hole in the east. The radical American journalist Lincoln Steffens,
who unusually actually got to Russia in 1919, crafted his famous “I
have seen the future and it works” on the journey out. Nothing he
witnessed in Russia changed his mind. On the right, every horror
story was credited. The British government published reports,
allegedly from eyewitnesses, claiming that the Bolsheviks had
nationalized women and set them up in “commissariats of free
love.” Churches had been turned into brothels. Special gangs of
Chinese executioners had been imported to work their ancient
Oriental skills on the Bolsheviks’ victims.'*

Churchill, Britain’s secretary of state for war during the Peace
Conference, was one of the few to grasp that Lenin’s Bolshevism
was something new on the political scene, that beneath the Marxist
rhetoric was a highly disciplined, highly centralized party grasping
at every lever of power it could secure. Motivated by the distant goal
of a perfect world, it did not care what methods it used. “The
essence of Bolshevism as opposed to many other forms of visionary
political thought,” Churchill asserted, “is that it can only be
propagated and maintained by violence.” Lenin and his colleagues



were prepared to destroy whatever stood in the way of that vision,
whether the institutions of Russian society or the Russians
themselves. “Of all tyrannies in history,” Churchill told an audience
in London, “the Bolshevik tyranny is the worst, the most
destructive, the most degrading.” Lloyd George was unkind about
Churchill’s motives: “His ducal blood revolted against the wholesale
elimination of Grand Dukes in Russia.” Others, and they included
many of his colleagues and the British public, wrote Churchill off as
erratic and unreliable. The shadow of the disastrous Gallipoli
campaign still hung over him, and his florid language sounded
hysterical. “Civilisation,” he said in an election speech in November
1918, “is being completely extinguished over gigantic areas, while
Bolsheviks hop and caper like troops of ferocious baboons amid the
ruins of cities and the corpses of their victims.” After one outburst
in cabinet Balfour told him coolly, “I admire the exaggerated way
you tell the truth.”***

While most Western liberals in 1919 were inclined to give the
Bolsheviks the benefit of the doubt, the revolutionists’ seizure of
power from a democratically elected assembly, their murders—most
notoriously of the tsar and his family—and their repudiation of
Russia’s foreign debts shocked public opinion. (The French were
particularly irritated by the debt issue because a great many among
the middle classes had bought Russian government bonds.) But, as
good liberals reminded themselves, both the United States and
France were the products of revolution. Wilson initially thought that
Bolshevism was about curbing the power of big business and big
government to provide greater freedom for the individual. His
personal doctor, Grayson, noted that Wilson found much to approve
of in the Bolshevik program: “Of course, he declared, their
campaign of murder, confiscation and complete disregard for law,
merits the utmost condemnation. However, some of their doctrines
have been developed entirely through the pressures of the
capitalists, who have disregarded the rights of the workers
everywhere, and he warned all of his colleagues that if the
Bolsheviks should become sane and agree to a policy of law and
order they would soon spread all over Europe, overturning existing
governments.” Progressive thinkers such as himself and Wilson,
said Lloyd George, thought that the old order—"inept, profligate and



tyrannical”—deserved what it had got: “it had been guilty of
exactions and oppressions which were accountable for the ferocity
displayed by the Revolutionaries.” There was still something, too, in
Lloyd George of the bold young solicitor in north Wales who had
taken on the powerful local interests. “The trouble with the P.M.,”
Curzon complained to Balfour, “is that he is a bit of a Bolshevist
himself. One feels that he sees Trotsky as the only congenial figure
on the international scene.”'*

The Russian Bolsheviks would, many believed, eventually
settle down and become bourgeois. If Bolshevik ideas were
permeating Western societies, it was because people were fed up.
Remove the causes of Bolshevism, both Wilson and Lloyd George
argued, and you would take away its oxygen. Farmers without land,
workers without jobs, ordinary men and women without hope, all
were fodder for visionaries promising the earth. There was a
dangerous gulf, said Wilson, even in his own country, between
capital and labor. “Seeds need soil, and the Bolshevik seeds found
the soil already prepared for them.” They could defeat Bolshevism,
he assured the American experts on the voyage to Paris, by building
a new order. Lloyd George, too, was inclined to be optimistic. “Don’t
you think Bolshevism will die out of itself?” he asked a British
journalist. “Europe is very strong. It can resist it.”'*°

Lloyd George would have preferred to include Russia in the
Peace Conference. As he told Clemenceau at their meeting in
London in December 1918, they could not proceed as if the country
did not exist. He had, he said, great sympathy for the Russian
people. “Their troops had fought without arms or munitions; they
had been outrageously betrayed by their Government, and it was
little to be wondered at if, in their bitterness, the Russian people
had rebelled against the Alliance.” Russia was a huge country,
stretching from Europe to Asia, with almost 200 million people. If
the nations with claims on Russian territory were to be allowed to
come to Paris, then surely the Russians themselves deserved the
right to be heard. That might mean inviting the Bolsheviks. He did
not like them, Lloyd George told the Supreme Council, but could
they refuse to recognize them? “To say that we ourselves should
pick the representatives of a great people was contrary to every



principle for which we had fought.” The British government had
made the same mistake after the French Revolution, when it had
backed the émigreé aristocrats. “This,” Lloyd George said
dramatically, “led them into a war which lasted about twenty-five

2147
years.

His arguments did not go down well with Clemenceau, who
loathed the Bolsheviks, partly because he saw them as tools of the
Germans and partly because he abhorred their methods. For
Clemenceau revolution was sublime when it was the one of 1789,
despicable when it fell into the hands of the Jacobins, with their
Robespierres and Lenins, who used the guillotine and the noose to
create perfection. He had lived through the mob violence and the
bloody suppression of the radical Commune of Paris at the end of
the Franco-Prussian War. From that moment on he had broken
with the extreme left. In 1919 he, like the other Allied leaders, also
had to heed his own public opinion. If the Bolsheviks sent
representatives to Paris, he told Balfour in a private interview, the
extreme radicals would be encouraged and the middle classes
would panic. There would be rioting in the streets, which his
government would have to put down with force. That would not be a
good atmosphere for the Peace Conference. If his allies insisted on
going ahead with such an invitation, Clemenceau warned, he would
be obliged to resign.'*®

And did the Bolsheviks speak for all the Russian people? They
controlled only the core Russian lands, along with the great cities of
St. Petersburg (soon to become Leningrad) and Moscow. They faced
rival governments: that of the White Russians, as they were
commonly known, in the south, under General Anton Denikin, one
of the better tsarist generals, and another in Siberia under Admiral
Aleksandr Kolchak. In Paris itself, Russian exiles, from
conservatives to radicals, had formed the Russian Political
Conference to speak for all non-Bolshevik Russians. Sergei
Sazonov, who had been a foreign minister under the tsar, found
himself working with Boris Savinkov, a famous terrorist. Sleek,
fashionably dressed, a gardenia in his buttonhole, Savinkov was
much admired in Paris. Lloyd George, who always liked efficiency,
said: “His assassinations had always been skilfully arranged and



had been a complete success.”'* Unfortunately, the Russian
Political Conference got only grudging support from the rival
governments of Denikin and Kolchak (which also spent much time
trying to outmaneuver each other) and none at all from the
Bolsheviks.

On January 16, Lloyd George brought the whole question of
Russia before the Supreme Council. It seemed to him that they had
three choices: first, to destroy Russian Bolshevism; second, to
insulate the outside world from it; or third, to invite the Russians,
Bolsheviks included, to meet the peacemakers. They had already
taken steps towards the first two options: there were Allied soldiers
on Russian soil, and the Allies had a blockade on Russia. Neither of
these appeared to be working. He himself therefore preferred the
last option. In fact, they could do the Russians a good turn by
persuading the different factions to talk to each other and try to
work out a truce. It was, he said privately, what the Romans had
done when they sent for the barbarians and told them to behave."

The peacemakers did not find it easy to make up their minds.
There were objections to each course of action. Intervention to
overthrow the Bolsheviks was risky and expensive; isolating Russia
would hurt the Russian people; and bringing Bolshevik
representatives to Paris or anywhere else in the West ran the risk of
giving them a chance to spread their message, to say nothing of
infuriating the conservatives. Wilson supported Lloyd George. The
French and Italian foreign ministers, Pichon and Sonnino,
demurred. At the least, suggested Pichon, they should listen to the
French and Danish ambassadors, who had just returned from
Russia. The two duly appeared, with alarming tales of the Red
Terror, which Lloyd George cavalierly dismissed as exaggerations.'’
The Supreme Council found itself unable to come to any decision.

Throughout the Peace Conference, Allied policy toward Russia
remained inconsistent and incoherent, not firm enough to
overthrow the Bolsheviks but sufficiently hostile to convince them,
with unfortunate consequences, that the Western powers were their
implacable enemies. Churchill, who begged repeatedly for a clear
policy line from his own government, was bitter in his memoirs



about Allied indecision. “Were they at war with Soviet Russia?
Certainly not; but they shot Soviet Russians at sight. They stood as
invaders on Russian soil. They armed the enemies of the Soviet
Government. They blockaded its ports, and sunk its battleships.
They earnestly desired and schemed its downfall. But war—
shocking! Interference—shame!”'*?

Churchill, of course, was for intervention. So was Marshal
Ferdinand Foch, the senior French soldier and Allied commander-
in-chief. And so were Tory members of Parliament in London and
embittered French investors. Against them were ranged an equally
vociferous group: the unions in solidarity with a working-class
movement, humanitarians of various stripes, and the pragmatists
who, with the popular London Daily Express, simply said, “We are
sorry for the Russians, but they must fight it out among
themselves.”">

That tended to be Wilson’s view. “I believe in letting them work
out their own salvation,” he told a British diplomat in Washington
just before the end of the war, “even though they wallow in anarchy
for a while. I visualize it like this: A lot of impossible folk fighting
among themselves. You cannot do business with them, so you shut
them all up in a room and lock the door and tell them that when
they have settled matters among themselves you will unlock the
door and do business.” Wilson assumed that the shape of the room
would remain much the same. He did not contemplate, as the
British sometimes did, the breakup of the Russian empire. Self-
determination, as he saw it, meant the Russian peoples running
their own huge country. The only exception he made, on the basis
of the same principle, was for Russia’s Polish territory, which he felt
should be part of a restored Poland. Curiously, he did not see
Ukrainian nationalism in the same light (possibly because his great
Republican opponent Senator Henry Cabot Lodge favored an
independent Ukraine) and he staunchly resisted Allied recognition
of the Baltic states. Otherwise his policy toward Russia was largely
negative: nonintervention and nonrecognition. The sixth of his
Fourteen Points called for the evacuation of Russian territory by
foreign armies (he had the Japanese in mind, in particular) so that
the Russian people could work out the institutions that best suited



them. When the Russians had sorted out who was governing them
(he hoped that it would not be the Bolsheviks), the United States
would extend recognition. This, Wilson liked to point out, was what
the United States had done in the Mexican civil war.'>*

The trouble was that the Allies had already intervened. In the
spring of 1918, British troops had landed at the northern ports of
Archangel and Murmansk, and the Japanese had seized
Vladivostok on the Pacific and spread westward into Siberia to keep
the Germans from getting their hands on Russian raw materials
such as grain and oil, as well as on ports, railways and munitions.
To keep an eye on the Japanese (and perhaps on the British) and to
protect a legion of Czechs who had got themselves stuck in Siberia
from Russian prisoner-of-war camps, the Americans had reluctantly
landed their own troops. (“I have been sweating blood,” Wilson
complained to House that summer, “over the question of what is
right and feasible to do in Russia... It goes to pieces like quicksilver
under my touch.”) The British then prevailed on the Canadians to
supply a force to balance the Americans and the Japanese. Down in
the south another British force moved into the oil-rich mountains of
the Caucasus. When, at the end of the war, Britain decided not only
to keep its troops in place but to offer support to anti-Bolshevik
White Russians, it was quite clear that an intervention that had
started out against the Germans had slipped into something quite
different.'*®

The defeated Germany, on Allied instructions, started to pull
its troops out of the Ukraine and the Baltic states. The Allies
struggled to fill the vacuum. By the end of 1918, there were over
180,000 foreign troops on Russian soil and several White Russian
armies receiving Allied money and Allied guns. People were starting
to talk about a crusade against Bolshevism. But there was strong
opposition to any more military adventures. The slogan from the
left, “Hands Off Russia,” was gaining in popularity. If they were not
careful, Lloyd George told his cabinet, they would spread
Bolshevism simply by trying to put it down. The prospect of being
sent to Russia was hugely unpopular among British and American
soldiers. The Canadians, who had been supplying troops for the
Siberian expedition and for Murmansk, wanted to pull out by the



summer; there was “great anxiety” over the issue in Canada,
Borden told his colleagues in the British empire delegation.'®®

The French, who talked a strong line on intervention, could
actually do very little. They did not have the manpower or the
resources. Under an agreement with Britain, France was in theory
responsible for the southern Ukraine and the Crimea, and Britain
for the Caucasus and central Asia. (What that meant, beyond
supporting local anti-Bolshevik forces, was never clearly spelled
out.) But only a handful of French soldiers had arrived in Russia
before the end of the war. The French general in the Near East,
Louis Franchet d’Esperey, complained bitterly, “I do not have
enough forces to settle into this country, all the more so since it
would not appeal to our men to experience Russia in winter when
all their comrades are resting.” His warnings were unwisely ignored.

The French government moved a mixed force, with French,
Greek and Polish troops, to the Black Sea port of Odessa. The
expedition promptly found itself fighting a heterogeneous collection
of enemies, from Bolsheviks to Ukrainian nationalists to anarchists.
Morale plummeted during the long winter of 1918-19 and the
Bolsheviks found easy pickings when they sent in French speakers
to work on the troops. As one French officer reported, “not one
French soldier who saved his head at Verdun and the fields of the
Marne will consent to losing it on the fields of Russia.” In April
1919, the French authorities abruptly gave up what was becoming
a debacle and hastily pulled out, abandoning Odessa and its people
to the Bolsheviks. Civilians lined the waterfront, vainly begging the
French to take them with them. A smaller French expedition left the
Crimean port of Sebastopol in somewhat better order, taking with it
some 40,000 Russians, including the mother of the murdered tsar.
Two weeks later the French Black Sea fleet mutinied.'®’

Although France remained vociferous in opposing the
Bolsheviks and their ways, it played no further part in the Allied
intervention. Foch came up with a series of increasingly improbable
plans to march into Russia with armies variously made up of Poles,
Finns, Czechoslovaks, Rumanians, Greeks and even the Russian
prisoners of war still in Germany, all of which came to nothing,



partly because his cast of extras mostly refused the parts assigned
them, but also because of strong opposition from the British and
the Americans.'®

French policy became by default the second of the options
Lloyd George had outlined: to isolate Bolshevism within Russia. At
the Peace Conference and in subsequent years, France did its best
to build up states around Russia such as Poland to form, in the old
medieval phrase, a cordon sanitaire around the carriers of the
plague. This had the advantage, even more important to the French,
of providing counterweights to Germany and a barrier in the
unlikely event that Germany and Russia should try to join forces.
Foch and Churchill were among the few in Paris who took that
possibility seriously. Churchill warned about a future combination
of a Bolshevik Russia with a nationalist Germany and Japan. “In
the ultimate result we could contemplate a predatory confederation
stretching from the Rhine to Yokohama menacing the vital interests
of the British Empire in India and elsewhere, menacing indeed the
future of the world.”"*®

“We should continue to keep an eye on them,” a weary
Clemenceau said of the Bolsheviks to Lloyd George at the end of
1919, “surrounding them, as it were, by a barbed wire
entanglement, and spending no money.” Money was always a
problem in 1919. Lloyd George tried to dampen Churchill’s
enthusiasm for intervention by reporting a conversation with the
chancellor of the exchequer, Austen Chamberlain: “We cannot
afford the burden. Chamberlain says we can barely make both ends
meet on a peace basis, even at the present crushing rate of
taxation.” The British spent perhaps £100 million on their Russian
adventure; the French under half that amount. “How much will
France give?” asked Lloyd George when the question of expanding
military intervention came up in February 1919. “I am sure she
cannot afford to pay; I am sure we cannot. Will America bear the
expense? Pin them down to the cost of any scheme before
sanctioning it.”'*

Much of the aid to the White Russians was being wasted
through inefficiency and corruption. Petty officials behind the lines



took the uniforms intended for the soldiers; their wives and
daughters wore British nurses’ skirts. While Denikin’s trucks and
tanks seized up in the cold, antifreeze was sold in the bars.
Although the Bolsheviks were later able to paint a propaganda
picture of world capitalism in all its might arrayed against their
revolution, in fact Allied help did very little to stave off White
defeat.'®

The Allied intervention in Russia was always muddled by
differing objectives and mutual suspicions. The Americans were
officially against intervention, yet they kept their troops in Siberia
after the end of the war, to block Japanese designs. Where the
French before 1914 had relied on a strong Russia to keep Germany
in line, the British had worried about the Russian threat to India. In
1919 France would have preferred a restored White Russia, but
Britain could have lived with a weak Red one. Curzon, who loathed
everything the Bolsheviks stood for, was delighted that the
Russians had lost control of the Caucasus; the British must, he told
Churchill, be careful that Denikin, the White Russian leader in the
south, did not get his hands on the area again. The British tended
to be suspicious of French motives. The French government,
complained Lloyd George, was unreasonably swayed by its own
middle classes, who had lost their savings in Russia. “There is
nothing they would like better,” he said, “than to see us pull their
chestnuts out of the fire for them.”'*

* k k* %

While the Allies dabbled fitfully with intervention in Russia, they
also explored the option favored by Lloyd George: that of
negotiation. On January 21, 1919, Wilson and Lloyd George
suggested a compromise to the Supreme Council. The Russians
would be encouraged to agree on a common position on the peace
settlements for discussion with the Allies. Since the French did not
want the Bolsheviks to come to Paris, why not meet them, along
with other Russian representatives, somewhere nearer Russia? As
long as they refused to speak to the Bolsheviks, Wilson added, the
Russian people would believe Bolshevik propaganda that the Allies
were their enemies. Clemenceau, supported by Sonnino, objected



that the very act of speaking to the Bolsheviks would give them
credibility. He was not prepared to break with his Allies over this
and so, reluctantly, he would go along. Only Sonnino held out. They
must, he urged, collect all the White Russians together and give
them enough soldiers or at least the weapons to destroy the
Bolsheviks. Lloyd George had a practical question. How many
soldiers could they each provide? There was an awkward pause.
None, came the answer. It was agreed to proceed with negotiations.
Wilson immediately sent for a typewriter. “We conjured up visions of
a beautiful American stenographer,” a British journalist recalled,
but a messenger appeared with Wilson’s battered old machine, and
the president sat in a corner tapping out an invitation. As
Clemenceau left the room he snarled to a waiting French journalist,
“Beaten!”'*

Wilson’s draft, which talked of the Allies’ sincere and unselfish
desire to help the Russian people, was duly sent to the
representatives of the major Russian factions, inviting them to meet
on the Princes Islands— Prinkipo—in the Sea of Marmara between
the Black Sea and the Mediterranean. The islands were a favorite
picnic spot for the inhabitants of Constantinople. They had also
been used by the Turkish authorities just before the war as a place
to dump the city’s thousands of stray dogs; for weeks, desperate
barks and yaps had echoed back across the waters.

An invitation was sent off to the Bolsheviks by shortwave
radio, and Paris waited for a reply. It was difficult to gauge what the
response would be. Already the Bolsheviks had established what
was to become a familiar pattern of rudeness and civility, utmost
hostility and grudging cooperation. Lenin believed that the Russian
Revolution would set fire to Europe, then the world. Borders, flags,
nationalism, the tools of a doomed capitalism for keeping the
workers of the world apart, would be swept away. His first
commissar for foreign affairs, the great revolutionary theorist Léon
Trotsky, saw his new post as a simple one: “I will issue a few
revolutionary proclamations to the peoples of the world and then
shut up shop.” (In an unconscious parallel to Wilson’s call for open
diplomacy, he had much fun rummaging through the old tsarist
files and publishing, to the considerable embarrassment of the



Allies, secret wartime agreements carving up, for example, the
Middle East.) The only question for Lenin and Trotsky was one of
tactics. If world revolution was going to happen immediately, there
was no need to deal with the enemy. If there was a delay, however,
it might become necessary to play off one capitalist nation against
another. In 1917, the Bolsheviks assumed the first was true; by
1919, even though Lenin summoned a founding congress for a
world revolutionary headquarters, the Communist International,
they were starting to have doubts.

The Soviet foreign policy, which reflected this ambivalence, did
much to deepen the Allies’ suspicions. In October 1918 Georgi
Chicherin, a disheveled, obsessive scholar who had just replaced
Trotsky as commissar for foreign affairs, sent a sarcastic note to
Wilson, mocking his cherished principles. The Fourteen Points
called for leaving Russia alone to work out its own fate; curious,
then, that Wilson had sent troops to Siberia. The American talked of
self-determination; how odd that he had not mentioned Ireland or
the Philippines. He promised a League of Nations to end all war;
was this some sort of joke? Everyone knew that the capitalist
nations were responsible for creating wars. At that very moment,
the United States and its partners in crime Britain and France were
plotting to spill more Russian blood and extort more money from
Russia. The only true league was one of the masses.'®

Yet the Bolsheviks also struck conciliatory notes. Maxim
Litvinov, Chicherin’s deputy, was smooth and agreeable. He had
lived in London for several years, eking out a living as a clerk and
marrying a novelist, Ivy Low, from the fringes of Bloomsbury. On
Christmas Eve 1918, he sent Wilson a telegram from Stockholm. It
spoke of peace on earth, of justice and humanity. The Russian
people, Litvinov went on, shared Wilson’s great principles. They had
been the first to cry out for self-determination and open diplomacy.
All they wanted now was peace to build a better society. They were
anxious to negotiate, but Allied intervention and the Allied blockade
were causing terrible misery. The Bolsheviks found themselves
obliged to use terror to keep the country afloat. Would not Wilson
help them?



Wilson was deeply impressed. So, when he saw the telegram,
was Lloyd George. An American diplomat, William Buckler, was
dispatched to talk to Litvinov. Buckler’s report, which Wilson
brought to the Supreme Council on January 21, was encouraging.
The Soviet government, as it was now calling itself, was ready to do
much for the sake of peace, whether that meant paying at least part
of the repudiated foreign debts or granting new concessions to
foreign enterprises. It would drop its calls for worldwide revolution;
it had only been forced to use such propaganda as a way of
defending itself first against Germany and more recently the
Allies.'®°

Wilson and Lloyd George had some reason, then, to expect
that the Bolsheviks would welcome the invitation to Prinkipo. The
two statesmen chose their delegates: a liberal journalist and a
defrocked clergyman for the United States, and for Britain a
delighted Borden—"a great honour to Canada.” (He did not know
that Lloyd George was having trouble finding someone to go.) They
all waited. The Soviet government’s reply arrived on February 4. Not
for the last time the Bolsheviks misjudged the West. They cratftily,
but transparently, avoided agreeing to a cease-fire, one of the
preconditions laid down by the Supreme Council. They did not
bother to comment on the appeal to high principles in the
invitation. Clearly thinking that capitalists understood only one
thing, they offered significant material concessions, such as raw
materials or territory. After all, it had worked with the Germans at
Brest-Litovsk. Wilson was taken aback: “This answer was not only
uncalled for, but might be thought insulting.” Lloyd George agreed.
“We are not after their money or their concessions or their
territory.”'®’

At the same time the other invitees, with quiet support from
the French and from friends such as Churchill, were digging in
their heels. The news of the Prinkipo proposal had deeply shocked
the White Russians. In Paris, the exile community turned out in a
huge demonstration; far away in Archangel, pictures of Wilson were
hurriedly taken down. Sazonov, the former foreign minister, asked a
British diplomat how the Allies could expect him to meet the people
who had murdered his family.'®®



If the British and the Americans had put pressure on them,
the White Russians would probably have caved in, but neither
Wilson nor Lloyd George was prepared to do so. Prinkipo was
becoming a political problem for both men. The press and some of
their own colleagues were increasingly critical. Lloyd George, who
depended on Conservative support for his coalition government,
had already been warned by Bonar Law, the Conservative leader,
and his deputy that the government might well break up over the
issue. By February 8, Clemenceau, in a rare communicative mood,
told Poincaré that the Prinkipo meeting was in trouble. Wilson
showed no signs of wanting to respond to the Bolsheviks’ partial
acceptance. Just to make sure, Clemenceau begged Balfour to delay
discussion until the president left for his brief visit to the United
States. By the time the White Russians sent their refusal on
February 16, Wilson was at sea, Lloyd George was back in London
dealing with a threatened general strike and Prinkipo was already
dead.'®

That left the whole question of Russia as undecided as ever. In
London, Churchill was demanding that Lloyd George make a clear
decision, either to intervene in force or to withdraw from Russia
once and for all. Lloyd George was not prepared to do either: full-
scale intervention would create trouble on his left; withdrawal
would make trouble on his right. And so, as he did on other
occasions at the Peace Conference, he proceeded indirectly, testing
out first one approach and then another without exposing himself.

He told Churchill that any decision on Russia had to be made
in Paris, with Wilson’s participation. Churchill dashed across the
Channel on the morning of February 14, the day the president was
due to leave for the United States. (In his memoirs, Lloyd George
expressed pious horror that Churchill had “adroitly” slipped over to
Paris on his own initiative.) After a hectic drive to Paris—and a
crash which left his car’s windshield shattered—Churchill rushed
into the Supreme Council just as Wilson was getting to his feet. The
president listened courteously as Churchill pointed out that the
uncertainty over Allied intentions was bad for the troops in Russia
and for the White Russians. His own view was that withdrawal



would be a disaster. “Such a policy would be equivalent to pulling
out the linch-pin from the whole machine. There would be no
further armed resistance to the Bolsheviks in Russia, and an
interminable vista of violence and misery was all that remained for
the whole of Russia.” Wilson, as Lloyd George must have known,
refused to be drawn. Allied troops were doing no good in Russia, he
admitted, but the situation was confusing.'”

Churchill remained in Paris for a couple more days, trying to
prod the Supreme Council into at least a clear policy; but with
Wilson and Lloyd George absent this was difficult. Lloyd George,
who was getting daily reports from the faithful Kerr, directed
matters from a distance. “Winston is in Paris,” he told a friend
cheerfully. “He wants to conduct a war against the Bolsheviks. That
would cause a revolution! Our people would not permit it.”'"' He
sent Churchill mixed signals, hinting that Britain might supply
weapons and volunteers for the White Russians but then, in the
next cable, warning him against planning military action against
the Bolsheviks. The War Office, Lloyd George claimed, felt that the
presence of Allied soldiers in Russia was a mistake. He agreed: “Not
merely is it none of our business to interfere with its internal
affairs, it would be positively mischievous: it would strengthen and
consolidate Bolshevik opinion.” Lloyd George made sure that Kerr
gave copies of his message to other members of the British empire
delegation as well as to House. From the middle of the Atlantic,
Wilson sent his warning: “Greatly surprised by Churchill’s Russian
suggestion,” he wired, “it would be fatal to be led further into the
Russian chaos.” He need not have worried. On February 19, the day
chosen to renew the discussion on Russia at the Supreme Council,
Clemenceau was shot and wounded in an assassination attempt,
and any decision was postponed indefinitely. Allied troops remained
on Russian soil, but there was no great crusade.'”

Perhaps, as Wilson was fond of suggesting, the peacemakers
needed more information. Several of the younger Americans,
including the radical journalist Lincoln Steffens and William Bullitt,
a young Russian expert with the American delegation who was
known to oppose intervention, were already suggesting a mission of



inquiry. Lloyd George agreed that it might be a good idea, not least
as a way of postponing an awkward decision.'”

* % k% %

On February 17, House told Bullitt that he had been chosen to lead
a small secret mission to talk to the Bolshevik leaders about what
sort of conditions they might accept to make peace with the Allies.
Bullitt was delighted. His job in Paris had been routine; now, as he
saw it, he was moving onto center stage. A product of the privileged,
insular world of the Philadelphia upper classes, he had enormous
confidence in himself and his own judgment. Something of a
prodigy, or so his doting mother thought, he had sailed through
Yale University. His contemporaries thought him brilliant, although
some also noticed that there was something cold and calculating in
the way he used and discarded people. He admired Wilson and his
principles tremendously, but wondered if the president was up to
defending them.'™

Together House and Kerr outlined a list of subjects the
mission was to discuss. “Bullitt was going for information only,”
House assured other American delegates. He failed to make this
sufficiently clear to Bullitt himself, who maintained, even when his
expedition came to grief, that he had a mandate from both House,
speaking on Wilson’s behalf, and Lloyd George to negotiate
conditions of peace with the Bolsheviks. Steffens, who went on the
mission, concurred: “Bullitt’s instructions were to negotiate a
preliminary agreement with the Russians so that the United States
and Great Britain could persuade France to join them in an
invitation to a parley, reasonably sure of some results.” Steffens,
not for the first time, was wrong. Neither House nor Lloyd George
had given up hope of some sort of settlement, but they were not
about to alienate either the French or their own domestic opinion if
the Bolsheviks proved recalcitrant. A small mission headed by an
insignificant twenty-eight-year-old might bring back good news. It
was expendable if it did not.'”

Bullitt and Steffens spent a wonderful week in Moscow:
accommodation in a confiscated palace, piles of caviar, nights at the



opera in the tsar’s old box and during the day discussions with
Lenin and Chicherin themselves. The Bolsheviks, Steffens believed,
were getting rid of the causes of poverty, corruption, tyranny and
war. “They were not trying to establish political democracy, legal
liberty, and negotiated peace—not now. They were at present only
laying the basis for these good things.” Bullitt agreed that a great
work had been started in Russia. Both men were deeply impressed
with Lenin. He was “straightforward and direct,” said Bullitt, “but
also genial and with a large humor and serenity.” Steffens asked
about the terror against the Bolsheviks’ opponents and was moved
when Lenin expressed regret; he was, thought Steffens, “a liberal by
instinct.”'"°

By the end of the week Bullitt had, he thought, a deal. There
would be a cease-fire and then concessions on both sides. The Allies
would withdraw their troops, but the Bolsheviks would not insist on
an end to the various White governments in Russia. (Since the
terms called for an end to Allied assistance to the Whites, the
Bolsheviks could afford to be generous.) It is doubtful that the
Bolsheviks were negotiating in good faith; Lenin had shown with the
Germans at Brest-Litovsk that he was prepared to make
concessions only to buy time. Bullitt and Steffens were “useful
idiots,” their mission helpful at least for propaganda.

Bullitt proudly bore his agreement, and Steffens his rosy
picture of the future, back to Paris. House, as usual, was
encouraging, but other members of the American delegation had
their doubts. Wilson himself, by now back from the United States,
was simply too distracted by the difficult negotiations over the
German treaty to pay much attention. He would not make time to
see Bullitt. Lloyd George, who had him to breakfast on March 28,
was getting very cold feet indeed. Béla Kun’s seizure of power in
Hungary the weekend before had reawakened fears about
Bolshevism spreading westward. News had leaked out about
Bullitt’s mission; rumors were circulating that Britain and the
United States were about to recognize the Soviet government. Lloyd
George’s Conservative backbenchers were watching him like a
hawk; so were Northcliffe’s papers. That morning, the Daily Mail
had carried a savage leading article by Henry Wickham Steed, the



new editor of its sister paper The Times, who hated Lloyd George as
much as Northcliffe did. The Prinkipo “intrigue” was being
resurrected, thanks to the machinations of international Jewish
financiers and possibly German interests. Lloyd George held the
newspaper out toward Bullitt over the breakfast table. “As long as
the British press is doing this kind of thing, how can you expect me
to be sensible about Russia?”'"”

In the next weeks, the pressure on Lloyd George grew. On
April 10 more than two hundred Conservative members of
Parliament signed a telegram urging him not to recognize the Soviet
government. Lloyd George, who was also under attack over the
German peace terms, knew when to cut his losses. When he faced
the House of Commons on April 16, he said firmly that recognition
had never been discussed in Paris and was out of the question.
When he was asked specifically about Bullitt’s mission, he said
airily, “There was a suggestion that there was some young American
who had come back.” He could not say whether the young man had
brought back any useful reports.'”®

Bullitt was shattered. No one in Paris wanted to hear about
his mission, not even the president he admired so much. His
disillusionment with Wilson was complete when the terms of the
German treaty came out in May. He sent an angry and hurt letter of
resignation and headed for the Riviera, “to lie on the sand and
watch the world go to hell.” That autumn he returned to the United
States and helped to seal the fate of Wilson and the Treaty of
Versailles by testifying before the Senate that he, and many others
in the American delegation, disapproved of many of its clauses. He
also managed to get his report on his mission to Russia into the
record. In 1934, he returned to Moscow as the first American
ambassador to the Soviet Union. This time the experience turned
him into a fervent anti-communist.'”

Lloyd George and Wilson drew back from contact with the
Soviet government after this, although they continued to hope for
some miraculous transformation of the Bolsheviks into good
democrats. The two even toyed briefly with the idea of using food
shipments to calm the Bolsheviks down, a scheme that Hoover, as



head of the Allied relief administration, had been pushing. Hoover’s
own views on the Bolsheviks were close to Wilson’s: that they were
an understandable response to appalling conditions. They were
dangerous, though, their propaganda attractive even in strong
societies such as America. The Allies should let the Bolsheviks
know, indirectly, that if they stopped trying to spread their
revolution, Russia would receive substantial help. With time and
food, the Russian people would swing away from radical ideas. To
avoid any hint of Allied recognition and to forestall objections from
the French, Hoover suggested using a prominent figure from a
neutral country to run the whole operation.'®°

As it happened, he had someone in mind, “a fine, rugged
character, a man of great physical and moral courage”—Fridtjof
Nansen, the famous Norwegian Arctic explorer, who happened to be
in Paris with the vague idea of doing something for the League of
Nations. In the middle of April, the Council of Four approved
Hoover’s plan. A group of neutral countries, including Nansen’s own
Norway, were to collect food and medicines for Russia, which they
would deliver if the Bolsheviks arranged a cease-fire with their
enemies. Nansen tried to dispatch a telegram to Lenin to tell him
the good news, but neither the French, who saw the scheme as a
ploy by British, American, perhaps even German interests to gain
concessions in Russia, nor the British, who were wary of anything
that looked like recognition of the Bolsheviks, would send it. The
telegram finally went from Berlin.'®!

The Soviet reply, drafted by Chicherin and Litvinov, came back
via radio and cable on May 15. “Be extremely polite to Nansen,
extremely insolent to Wilson, Lloyd George and Clemenceau,” Lenin
had instructed them. As for the scheme itself, “use it for
propaganda for clearly it can serve no other useful purpose.” His
colleagues followed his advice, mixing stinging attacks on the Allies
with a categorical refusal to consider a cease-fire unless there was a
proper peace conference. In Paris, the peacemakers shook their
heads sadly and abandoned all further discussion of humanitarian
relief. The episode showed yet again the bankruptcy of Allied policy
toward Russia.'®?
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There was one last glimmer of hope: that the Russians themselves
might solve their dilemma. Just before the spring thaw turned
Russia’s roads to mud, the White Russians managed to coordinate
an attack on the Bolsheviks. From his base in eastern Siberia, the
White admiral Kolchak struck along a wide front. One force moved
north toward Archangel and managed to link up with a small
advance guard from a beleaguered White Russian and British force.
Another pushed west toward the Ural Mountains. A third went
south to join up with Denikin and his armies. By mid-April Kolchak
and his allies had pushed the Bolsheviks back out of 300,000
square kilometers of territory. But this was the high point of their
fortunes.

The Bolsheviks possessed two crucial advantages: their unity
and their location. They controlled the center of Russia, while their
heterogeneous opponents were widely dispersed around the
periphery. Often, none of the White Russian commanders, mutually
suspicious and separated from one another by miles of often hostile
country, had any idea of what the others were doing. The
Bolsheviks had three times the manpower and most of Russia’s
arms factories.'®®

On May 23, 1919, the Allies decided to extend partial
recognition to Kolchak’s government. “The moment chosen,” wrote
Churchill later, “was almost exactly the moment when that
declaration was almost certainly too late.” A dispatch asking for
assurances that democratic institutions would be introduced made
its tortuous way out to Siberia and in due course a partly garbled
answer came back that seemed to provide the necessary
guarantees. What also came back from Russia shortly afterward
were reports of defeats. By late June, Red armies had broken
through Kolchak’s center and the Whites were falling back
hundreds of kilometers.'®*

By this time, however, the Peace Conference was drawing to a
close and the Germans were about to sign the Treaty of Versailles.
There was no time to do anything more about Russia. A brief clause



was drawn up for the treaty which simply said that any treaties
made in the future between the Allies and Russia, or any parts of it,
must be recognized. Another clause left open the possibility of
Russia’s claiming reparations. Otherwise policy toward Russia
remained as confused as it had been all along. The blockade against
the Bolsheviks remained in force, but support for the Whites
gradually dwindled. Britain and France abandoned Kolchak as a
lost cause. (The admiral put himself under the protection of the
Czech Legion, still in eastern Siberia; the Czechs handed him over
to the Bolsheviks, and he was shot in February 1920.) By October
1919, Denikin was in full retreat in the south. In January 1921,
with much prodding from Britain, the European Allies agreed to end
military intervention and abandon their blockade. In March 1921,
Britain signed a trade agreement with the Soviet government. Even
Conservative businessmen, who feared they were losing an
opportunity in Russia, supported it. In 1924 Britain and the Soviet
Union established full diplomatic relations. France followed
reluctantly. America would wait another decade, until FDR.

With hindsight, Churchill and Foch were right about the
Bolsheviks and Lloyd George and Wilson were wrong. The governing
party in Russia did not become like Swedish Social Democrats.
Lenin had established a system of terrible and unfettered power
which gave Stalin free rein for his paranoid fantasies. The Russian
people, and many more beyond, paid a dreadful price for the
Bolshevik victory in the civil war, while in Paris the peacemakers
were brought up against the limits of their own power.
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The League of Nations

On January 25, the peace conference formally approved the
setting up of a commission on the League of Nations. A couple
of the younger members of the American delegation thought it
would make a wonderful inspirational film. They would show, they
thought, the old diplomacy doing its evil work. Animated maps
would illustrate how the seeds of war had been sown in the past:
the secret alliances, the unjust wars, the conferences at which the
old, selfish European powers drew arbitrary lines on the maps. The
Paris Peace Conference and the League would shine out in “bold
contrast.” The film would also, they were sure, make lots of

money.'®

It is hard today to imagine that such a project could have been
taken seriously. Only a handful of eccentric historians still bother
to study the League of Nations. Its archives, with their wealth of
materials, are largely unvisited. Its very name evokes images of
earnest bureaucrats, fuzzy liberal supporters, futile resolutions,
unproductive fact-finding missions and, above all, failure:
Manchuria in 1931, Ethiopia in 1935 and, most catastrophic of all,
the outbreak of the Second World War a mere twenty years after the
first one had ended. The dynamic leaders of the interwar years—
Mussolini, Hitler, the Japanese militarists—sneered at the League
and ultimately turned their backs on it. Its chief supporters—
Britain, France and the smaller democracies—were lukewarm and
flaccid. The Soviet Union joined only because Stalin could not, at
the time, think of a better alternative. The United States never
managed to join at all. So great was the taint of failure that when
the powers contemplated a permanent association of nations during
the Second World War, they decided to set up a completely new
United Nations. The League was officially pronounced dead in 1946.
It had ceased to count at all in 1939.



At its last assembly, Lord Robert Cecil, who had been there at
its creation, asked, “Is it true that all our efforts for those twenty
years have been thrown away?” He answered his own question
bravely: “For the first time an organisation was constructed, in
essence universal, not to protect the national interest of this or that
country... but to abolish war.” The League had been, he concluded,
“a great experiment.” It had put into concrete form the dreams and
hopes of all those who had worked for peace through the centuries.
It had left its legacy in the widespread acceptance of the idea that
the nations of the world could and must work together for the
collective security of them all. “The League is dead: Long live the
United Nations!”'®°

Cecil was right. The League did represent something very
important: both a recognition of the changes that had already taken
place in international relations and a bet placed on the future. Just
as steam engines had changed the way people moved about the
surface of the earth, just as nationalism and democracy had given
them a different relationship to one another and to their
governments, so the way states behaved toward one another had
undergone a transformation in the century before the Peace
Conference met. Of course power still counted, and of course
governments looked out for their countries, but what that meant
had changed. If the eighteenth century had made and unmade
alliances, and fought and ended wars, for dynastic advantage, even
matters of honor, if it was perfectly all right to take pieces of land
without any regard for their inhabitants, the nineteenth century
had moved toward a different view. War increasingly was seen as an
aberration, and an expensive one at that. In the eighteenth century
someone’s gain was always someone’s loss; the overall ledger
remained balanced. Now war was a cost to all players, as the Great
War proved. National interests were furthered better by peace,
which allowed trade and industry to flourish. And the nation itself
was something different, no longer embodied by the monarch or a
small élite but increasingly constituted by the people themselves.

In diplomacy, the forms remained the same: ambassadors
presented credentials, treaties were signed and sealed. The rules,
however, had changed. In the game of nations it was no longer



fashionable, or even acceptable, for one nation to seize territory that
was full of people of a different nationality. (Colonies did not count,
because those peoples were assumed to be at a lower stage of
political development.) When Bismarck created Germany, he did so
in the name of German unity, not conquest for his master’s Prussia.
When his creation took Alsace-Lorraine from France in 1871, the
German government did its best to persuade itself and the world
that this was not for the sake of old-fashioned spoils of war but
because the peoples of those provinces were really German at heart.

Another factor also now entered into the equation: public
opinion. The spread of democracy, the growth of nationalism, the
web of railway lines and telegraphs, the busy journalists and the
rotary presses churning out the mass circulation newspapers, all
this had summoned up a creature that governments did not much
like but which they dared not ignore. At Paris, it was assumed that
negotiations would be conducted under public scrutiny.

For idealists this was a good thing. The people would bring a
much needed common sense to international relations. They did not
want war or expensive arms races. (This faith had not been shaken
by the fact that many Europeans seemed enthusiastic about war in
the decades before 1914, and positively passionate in 1914 itself.)
The prosperity and progress of the nineteenth century encouraged
the belief that the world was becoming more civilized. A growing
middle class provided a natural constituency for a peace movement
preaching the virtues of compulsory arbitration of disputes,
international courts, disarmament, perhaps even pledges to abstain
from violence as ways to prevent wars. The opponents of war took
as models their own societies, especially those in Western Europe,
where governments had become more responsive to the will of their
citizens, where public police forces had replaced private guards and
where the rule of law was widely accepted. Surely it was possible to
imagine a similar society of nations providing collective security for
its members?'®’

In Paris, Wilson insisted on chairing the League commission,
because for him the League of Nations was the centerpiece of the
peace settlements. If it could be brought into being, then everything



else would sooner or later fall into place. If the peace terms were
imperfect, there would be plenty of time later for the League to
correct them. Many new borders had to be drawn; if they were not
quite right, the League would sort them out. Germany’s colonies
were going to be taken away; the League would make sure that they
were run properly. The Ottoman empire was defunct; the League
would act as liquidator and trustee for the peoples who were not yet
ready to rule themselves. And for future generations the League
would oversee general prosperity and peace, encouraging the weak,
chiding the wicked and, where necessary, punishing the
recalcitrant. It was a pledge that humanity was making to itself, a
covenant.

X x k% %

The picture sometimes painted of Wilson sailing across the Atlantic
bearing the gift of the League of Nations from the new world to the
old is compelling but, alas, false. Many Europeans had long wanted
a better way of managing international relations. The war they had
just survived made sense only if it produced a better world and an
end to war. That was what their own governments had promised in
the dark days, and that was what had kept them going. In 1919, as
Europeans contemplated those catastrophic years, with the scarcely
imaginable outpouring of blood, as they realized that European
society had been horribly damaged, perhaps fatally, the League
struck many, and not only liberals and left-wingers, as their last
chance. Harold Nicolson spoke for many of his generation when he
said: “We were journeying to Paris, not merely to liquidate the war,
but to found a new order in Europe. We were preparing not Peace
only, but Eternal Peace. There was about us the halo of some divine
mission. We must be alert, stern, righteous and ascetic. For we
were bent on doing great, permanent and noble things.”'®®

Lloyd George went along with Wilson’s insistence that the
League should be the first task of the Peace Conference, not merely
out of a cynical desire to keep the Americans happy. He was, after
all, a Liberal, the leader of a party with a strong history of
opposition to war. A consummate politician, he also knew the
British public. “They regard with absolute horror,” he told his



colleagues on Christmas Eve 1918, “the continuance of a state of
affairs which might again degenerate into such a tragedy.” It would
be political disaster to come back from the Peace Conference
without a League of Nations. But the League never caught his
imagination, perhaps because he doubted whether it could ever
truly be effective. He rarely referred to it in speeches and never
visited its headquarters while he was prime minister.'®’

In France, where memories of past German aggression and
apprehension about the future were painfully alive, there was deep
pessimism about international cooperation to end war. Yet there
was a willingness, especially among liberals and the left, to give the
League a try. Clemenceau would have preferred to deal with the
German peace first, but he was determined that it would not be
said that France had blocked the League. He himself remained
ambivalent, not, as is sometimes said, hostile. As he famously
remarked, “I like the League, but I do not believe in it.”'*°

Public opinion provided general support for the League but no
clear guidance as to its shape. Should it be policeman or
clergyman? Should it use force or moral suasion? The French, for
obvious reasons, leaned toward a League with the power to stop
aggressors by force. Lawyers, especially in the English-speaking
world, put their faith in international law and tribunals. For
pacifists, there was still another remedy for international violence:
general disarmament and a promise from all members of the League
to abstain from war. And what was the League going to be like?
Some sort of superstate? A club for heads of state? A conference
summoned whenever there was an emergency? Whatever shape it
took, it would need qualifications for membership, rules,
procedures and some sort of secretariat.

The man who had put the League at the heart of the Allied
peace program kept an enigmatic silence on such details during the
war. Wilson spoke only in generalities, albeit inspiring ones. His
League would be powerful because it would represent the organized
opinion of humanity. Its members would guarantee, he said in his
Fourteen Points, each other’s independence and borders. It might
use force to protect these, but would probably not need to. The war



had shown that ordinary people longed for such an organization; it
was what they had fought for. “The counsels of plain men,” he told
a huge audience in the Metropolitan Opera House in New York just
before the war ended, “have become on all hands more simple and
straightforward and more unified than the counsels of sophisticated
men of affairs, who still retain the impression that they are playing
a game of power and playing for high stakes.”™'

Wilson thought it was a mistake to get down to specifics while
the war was still on. That would only cause dissension among the
Allies and it might give the enemy countries the impression that the
League was somehow directed against them. To him it was so
eminently a rational idea, the need for it so widely accepted, that it
would grow on its own into a healthy organism. Even in Paris, while
the League’s covenant was being drafted, he resisted what he saw
as excessive detail. “Gentlemen,” he told his colleagues on the
League commission, “I have no doubt that the next generation will
be made up of men as intelligent as you or I, and I think we can
trust the League to manage its own affairs.”'®?

Wilson’s casual attitude alarmed even his supporters.
Fortunately, perhaps, there were several detailed plans floating
about. As the war had dragged on, it had inevitably provoked much
discussion about ways to forestall conflict. In the United States, the
League to Enforce Peace brought Democrats and Republicans
together. In Britain, a League of Nations Society drew a respectable
middle-class, liberal membership. To their left, the Fabians
sponsored a full-scale study of the matter by Léonard Woolf. At the
beginning of 1918, the French and British governments decided
that they had better get in on the act since, thanks to Wilson, a
League of Nations was now an explicit Allied war aim. In France a
commission under the prominent liberal statesman Léon Bourgeois
drew up an elaborate scheme for an international organization with
its own army. In Britain a special committee under a distinguished
lawyer, Sir Walter Phillimore, produced a detailed set of
recommendations that incorporated many of the prewar ideas on,
for example, compulsory arbitration of disputes. Its approach was
cautious, rejecting both Utopian ideas of a world federation and the
pragmatic suggestion that a league should be merely a continuation



of the wartime alliance. When the British government sent him a
copy of the Phillimore report, Wilson said unhelpfully that he found
it disappointing and that he was working on his own scheme, which
he would unveil in due course. His main principles, he allowed the
British to learn, were two: “There must be a League of Nations and
this must be virile, a reality, not a paper League.” The war ended
with no more definite word than that from Washington.'®

* * % %

It was at this point that one of the luminaries of the British empire
decided to try his hand at drafting a scheme. Tall, thin, with hard
blue eyes, General Jan Smuts, the South African foreign minister,
was not particularly imposing at first glance. (In London, Borden’s
secretary thought he had come to fix the electric light and curtly
told him to wait outside.) He had, however, precisely the sort of
personal qualities to appeal to Wilson, because they were so much
like his own: a fondness for dealing with the great questions, deep
religious and ethical convictions, and a desire to make the world a
better place. Both men had grown up in stable, happy families in
small communities, Wilson in the American South, Smuts in the
settled Boer farming community of the Cape. Both had fond
memories of happy black servants (although both doubted that
blacks would ever be the equals of whites) and unhappy memories
of war, civil in Wilson’s case and Boers against the British in
Smuts’s. Both were sober and restrained on the surface, passionate
and sensitive underneath. Both combined vast self-righteousness
with huge ambition. Both were quick to see the inconsistencies in
others while remaining blind to their own."*

Smuts sailed through school and Stellenbosch University and
then, like many bright young men from the colonies, headed off to
England. At Cambridge he worked assiduously, collecting prizes
and a double first in law. In London, where he prepared for the bar,
he never, as far as is known, visited a play or a concert or an art
gallery. In his limited spare time he read poetry: Shelley,
Shakespeare, but above all Walt Whitman, whose deep love of
nature he shared. If Wilson could inspire his audience with his
sober prose, if Lloyd George could lift them up with his golden



speeches, Smuts could, above all the other peacemakers, sing to
them.'®® Smuts had advised on the great issues of the war; it was
natural that he would also advise on the peace.

Smuts had greeted Wilson’s appearance on the world stage
with enthusiasm. “It is this moral idealism and this vision of a
better world which has up-borne us through the dark night of this
war,” he told a group of American newspapermen. The world was
shattered but there now lay before it a gigantic opportunity. “It is
for us to labour in the remaking of that world to better ends, to plan
its international reorganization on lines of universal freedom and
justice, and to re-establish among the classes and nations that
good-will which is the only sure foundation for any enduring
international system.” The words, and the exhortations, poured out.
“Let us not underrate our opportunity,” he cried to a weary world.
“The age of miracles is never past.” Perhaps they had come to the
moment when they could end war itself forever.'®

What Smuts said less loudly was that the League of Nations
could also be useful to the British empire. In December 1918 he
prepared one of his dazzling analyses of the world for his British
colleagues. With Austria-Hungary gone, Russia in turmoil and
Germany defeated, there were only three major powers left in the
world: the British empire, the United States and France. The French
could not be trusted. They were rivals to the British in Africa and in
the Middle East. (The French returned Smuts’s antipathy, especially
after he inadvertently left some of his confidential papers behind at
a meeting in Paris.) It made perfect sense, Smuts argued, for the
British to look to the United States for friendship and cooperation.
“Language, interest, and ideals alike” had marked out their
common path. The best way to get the Americans to realize this was
to support the League. Wilson, everyone knew, thought the League
his most important task; if he got British support, he would
probably drop awkward issues such as his insistence on freedom of
the seas."’

Smuts set himself to put what he described as Wilson’s “rather
nebulous ideas” into coherent form. Working at great speed, he
wrote what he modestly called “A Practical Suggestion.” A general



assembly of all member nations, a smaller executive council, a
permanent secretariat, steps to settle international disputes,
mandates for peoples not yet ready to rule themselves: much of
what later went into the League covenant was in his draft. But there
was also much more: the horrors of the recent war, a Europe
reduced to its atoms, ordinary people clinging to the hope of a
better world, and the great opportunity lying before the
peacemakers. “The very foundations have been shakened and
loosened, and things are again fluid. The tents have been struck,
and the great caravan of humanity is once more on the march.”
Smuts wrote proudly to a friend: “My paper has made an enormous
impression in high circles. I see from the Cabinet Minutes that the
Prime Minister called it ‘one of the ablest state papers he had ever
read.” It was immediately published as a pamphlet.'®®

It was, commented an American legal expert, “very beautifully
written” but rather vague in places. Smuts had carefully avoided,
for example, discussing mandates for Germany’s former colonies in
Africa. (This was deliberate; he was determined that his own
country should hang on to German Southwest Africa.) Wilson, to
whom Lloyd George gave a copy, liked it, not least because Smuts
insisted that the making of the League must be the first business of
the Peace Conference. Back in Paris after his tour of Europe, Wilson
set himself to the task he had so long postponed, of getting his own
ideas down on paper. The result, which he showed the British on
January 19, borrowed many of Smuts’s ideas. He did not mind,
Smuts told a friend: “I think there is a special satisfaction in
knowing that your will is quietly finding out the current of the Great
Will, so that in the end God will do what you ineffectively set out to
do.” Wilson pronounced Smuts “a brick.”'*

Wilson also came to approve of Robert Cecil, the other British
expert on the League. Thin, stern, reserved, Cecil often reminded
people of a monk. He rarely smiled, and when he did, said
Clemenceau, it was like “a Chinese dragon.” He was a devout
Anglican by conviction, a lawyer by training, a politician by
profession and an English aristocrat by birth. His family, the Cecils,
had served the country since the sixteenth century. Balfour was a
cousin and his father was the great Lord Salisbury, Conservative



prime minister for much of the 1880s and 1890s. The young Robert
met Disraeli and Gladstone, visited Windsor Castle and was taken
to call on the crown prince of Prussia. His upbringing, at once
privileged and austere, created in him a strong sense of right and
wrong and an equally strong sense of public duty. When the war
broke out, he was fifty, too old to fight, so he volunteered to work
for the Red Cross in France. By 1916 he was in charge of the
blockade against Germany.**

By this point he had come to the firm conviction that the world
must establish an organization to prevent war, and he welcomed
Wilson’s pronouncements enthusiastically. His first encounter with
the president, in December 1918, was sadly disappointing. The two
men were able only to exchange a few remarks at a large reception.
When they finally had a proper conversation, in Paris on January
19, Cecil found Wilson’s ideas on the League largely borrowed from
the British. Wilson himself, Cecil wrote in his diary, “is a trifle of a
bully, and must be dealt with firmly though with the utmost
courtesy and respect—not a very easy combination to hit off.”
Wilson assigned David Hunter Miller to meet Cecil and come up
with a common draft, a sign of the growing cooperation between the
Americans and the British.**'

On January 25, when the Peace Conference created the
Commission on the League of Nations, the room resounded with
noble sentiments. The mood was somewhat spoiled when
representatives of the smaller nations, already restive about their
role in Paris, grumbled that the commission was made up only of
representatives, two apiece, from the Big Five—the British empire,
France, Italy, Japan and the United States. They too, said the prime
minister of Belgium, had suffered. Clemenceau, in the chair, was
having none of this. The Five had paid for their seats at the Peace
Conference with their millions of dead and wounded. The smaller
powers were fortunate to have been invited at all. As a concession,
they would be allowed to nominate five representatives for the
League commission. The flurry of revolt subsided, but the
resentment did not. When the British and Americans unveiled their
plan for a League with an executive council of the Five, the small



powers made such a fuss that they were eventually given the right
to vote four additional members.**

Cecil thought Wilson was mad when he talked of writing the
League covenant in two weeks, but in fact the work went
extraordinarily quickly, thanks partly to the fact that the British
and the Americans had come to substantial agreement beforehand.
The first meeting was held on February 3, and by February 14 a
comprehensive draft was ready. The commission’s nineteen
members met almost daily, in House’s rooms at the Crillon, seated
around a large table covered with a red cloth. Behind them sat their
interpreters murmuring quietly in their ears. The British and the
Americans were beside each other, consulting each other
continually. The French were separated from them by the Italians.
The Portuguese and the Belgians were inexhaustible; the Japanese
rarely uttered. Wilson, in the chair, was brisk, discouraging
speeches and discussions of details and pushing the League in the
direction he wanted. “I am coming to the conclusion,” Cecil wrote,
“that I do not personally like him. I do not know quite what it is that
repels me: a certain hardness, coupled with vanity and an eye for
effect.” House, the other American representative, was always there
at the president’s elbow, although he rarely spoke. Behind the
scenes he was, as usual, busy: “I try to find out in advance where
trouble lies and to smooth it out before it goes too far.”**

Neither Lloyd George nor Clemenceau put himself on the
commission. Baker saw this as more proof, if any were needed, that
the Europeans did not take the League seriously. They were happy,
he said darkly, to see Wilson occupied while they shared out the
spoils of war in their customary fashion. But Wilson continued to
attend the Supreme Council and shared in all its major decisions.
Lloyd George, as he had done throughout his political career, chose
men he trusted—in this case Smuts and Cecil— gave them full
authority and generally left them to it. Clemenceau appointed two
leading experts, whom he equally typically treated badly, Professor
Ferdinand Larnaude, dean of the faculty of law at the University of
Paris, and Léon Bourgeois.***



A man of great learning and cultivation, Bourgeois was an
expert in the law, a student of Sanskrit and a connoisseur of music,
as well as a passable sculptor and caricaturist. After entering
politics as a liberal, he had risen rapidly to the top: minister of the
interior, of education, of justice, foreign minister, prime minister.
His interest in international order dated back long before the war;
he had represented France at the Hague peace conferences, which
tried, without success, to put limits on war. When Wilson outlined
his hopes for the League, Bourgeois wept for joy. In 1919, however,
he was old and tired. His eyesight was failing and he suffered
terribly from the cold.?®

He labored, moreover, under considerable handicaps. Many
French officials persisted in seeing the League as a continuation of
the wartime alliance, still directed against Germany. Clemenceau
made no secret that he thought Bourgeois a fool. When House
asked why Bourgeois had ever been prime minister, Clemenceau
replied, “When I was unmaking Cabinets, the material ran out, and
they took Bourgeois.” The British and the Americans regarded him
as something of a joke with his prolix speeches in mellifluous
French which, on occasion, put them to sleep. Wilson took a
positive dislike to him, in part because he had heard that
Clemenceau had given him instructions to delay proceedings as
much as possible. This was probably true. Bourgeois did very little
without consulting Clemenceau, who was hoping to squeeze
concessions out of Wilson over the German peace terms. “Let
yourselves be beaten,” he told Bourgeois and Larnaude. “It doesn’t
matter. Your setbacks will help me to demand extra guarantees on
the Rhine.” Bourgeois was bitter but resigned. “In other words,” he
told Poincareé, “he asks me simply to get myself killed in the
trenches, while he fights elsewhere.””*°

In the League commission meetings, the French
representatives fought against both the British and the Americans
to give the League teeth, something, after all, Wilson had once said
he wanted. Bourgeois argued that the League should operate like
the justice system in any modern democratic state, with the power
to intervene where there were breaches of the peace and forcibly
restore order. In other words, if there were disputes among League



members, these would automatically be submitted to compulsory
arbitration. If a state refused to accept the League’s decision, then
the next step would be sanctions, economic, even military. He
advocated strict disarmament under a League body with sweeping
powers of inspection and an international force drawn from League
members.?®” The British and the Americans suspected that such
proposals were merely another French device to build a permanent
armed coalition against Germany. In any case, they were quite out
of the question politically. The U.S. Congress, which had enough
trouble sharing the control of foreign policy with the president, was
certainly not going to let other nations decide when and where the
United States would fight. The Conservatives in Lloyd George’s
government, the army and the navy and much of the Foreign Office
preferred to put their faith in the old, sure ways of defending
Britain. The League, said Churchill, is “no substitute for the British
fleet.” It was all “rubbish” and “futile nonsense,” said Henry Wilson,
chief of the Imperial General Staff. Britain could be dragged into
conflicts on the Continent or farther afield in which it had no
interest.?%®

British reservations were echoed by several of the dominion
delegates in Paris, something Lloyd George and his colleagues could
not easily ignore. Alight with malice like a small imp, Billy Hughes
was predictably vehement. He liked the French and hated the
Americans, not least because Wilson had snubbed him during a
visit to Washington. The League, he said, was Wilson’s toy: “he
would not be happy till he got it.” Speaking for Australia and
himself, he did not want to see the British empire dragged behind
Wilson’s triumphal chariot. Borden added his more sober and
tactful criticisms. He liked the idea of a League, but he would have
preferred one without too many Europeans. His real dream was
always a partnership between the United States and the British
empire. The Canadians, who had just won from Britain a measure
of control over their own foreign policy, did not intend to turn
around and hand it back to another superior body.>*

French attempts to sharpen the League’s teeth irritated the
other Allies and threatened to hold up the Peace Conference. As the
commission on the League rushed to get the first draft finished



before Wilson went back to the United States for his brief visit,
enough leaked out of its secret meetings to cause alarm. “Dark
clouds are gathering in conference quarters,” wrote the American
correspondent of the Associated Press, “and there is a general
atmosphere of distrust and bitterness prevailing, with the fate of the
League Covenant still very much in doubt.” It did not help that the
French press was starting to attack Wilson or that Clemenceau gave
an interview in which he warned that France must not be sacrificed
in the name of noble but vague ideals. Rumors circulated that in
retaliation Wilson was going to move the whole Peace Conference
from Paris or perhaps give up the attempt to get a League
altogether.

On February 11, three days before Wilson was due to sail, the
League commission met for most of the day. The French brought up
amendments to create a League army. “Unconstitutional and also
impossible,” said Wilson. The meeting adjourned without a decision.
The next day, David Hunter Miller recorded in his diary, Cecil coldly
pointed out their predicament to the French: “In his view they were
saying to America, and to a lesser extent to Great Britain, that
because more was not offered they would not take the gift that was
at hand, and he warned them very frankly that the alternative offer
which we have made, if the League of Nations was not successful,
was an alliance between Great Britain and the United States.”
Bourgeois backed down, but he did make one last, futile attempt a
month later, when he suggested that the League should have its
own general staff This, he said mildly, could give the League council
information and prepare plans so that it would not be caught flat-
footed when wars came. Wilson was enraged. “The French delegates
seem absolutely impossible,” he told Grayson, his physician. “They
talk and talk and talk and desire constantly to reiterate points that
have already been thoroughly thrashed out and completely disposed
of.” Bourgeois returned the antipathy. He told Poincaré that Wilson
was both authoritarian and deeply untrustworthy: “He conducted
everything with the goal of personal exaltation in mind.”*"
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By February 13, the first draft was ready. Wilson was delighted,
both with the auspicious date and with the fact that the articles
numbered twenty-six, twice thirteen. The main outlines of the
League were in place: a general assembly for all members, a
secretariat and an executive council where the Big Five would have
a bare majority (the failure of the United States to become a
member of the League vitiated that clause). There would be no
League army and no compulsory arbitration or disarmament. On
the other hand, all League members pledged themselves to respect
one another’s independence and territorial boundaries. Because the
Great Powers worried that the smaller powers might get together
and outvote them, there was also a provision that most League
decisions had to be unanimous. This was later blamed for the
League’s ineffectiveness.?"!

Germany was not allowed to join right away. The French were
adamant on this, and their allies were prepared to give way. Indeed,
Wilson was all for treating Germany like a convict in need of
rehabilitation: “The world had a moral right to disarm Germany and
to subject her to a generation of thoughtfulness.” And so Germany
was to be in the curious position of agreeing in the Treaty of
Versailles to a club that it could not join. Both the British and
Americans came to think this rather unfair.?"?

The covenant also reflected several other causes dear to
internationalists and humanitarians. It contained an undertaking
that the League would look into setting up a permanent
international court of justice, provisions against arms trafficking
and slavery and support for the spread of the international Red
Cross. It also established the International Labour Organization to
work for international standards on working conditions.

This was something middle-class reformers, left-wing parties
and unions had long wanted. (The eight-hour day was their great
rallying cry.) The most they had been able to achieve before the war,
however, had been limits on women working at night and a ban on
phosphorus in matchmaking. The Bolshevik revolution helped to
work a miraculous change of attitude among the Western ruling
classes. The workers, even in the victorious democracies, were



restless. Who knew how far they would go down the path toward
revolution? European labor representatives were threatening to hold
a conference in Paris at the same time as the Peace Conference,
with delegates from the defeated nations as well as the victors.
While the Allies managed to deflect this to Berne in Switzerland,
Lloyd George and Clemenceau both thought that a clause on labor
in the covenant of the League would be very helpful in calming their
workers down. In any case, their own political leanings, like
Wilson’s, made them sympathetic to the labor movement, at least
when it steered clear of revolution.*"”

The day the League of Nations commission was appointed,
another was set up on international labor. Under the chairmanship
first of the fierce little head of the American Federation of Labor,
Samuel Gompers, and then of the British labor leader George
Barnes, it worked away quietly. Barnes complained to Lloyd George
that the peacemakers took only a “languid interest” in its work.>'
This was probably a good thing: the International Labour
Organization came into existence with a minimum of fuss and held
its first conference before the end of 1919. Unlike the League of
Nations, to which it was attached, it included German
representatives from the very beginning. And unlike the League, it
has survived to the present day.

On February 14, Wilson presented the draft of the League
covenant to a plenary session of the Peace Conference. The
members of the commission had produced a document, at once
practical and inspirational, of which they were all proud. “Many
terrible things have come out of this war,” he concluded, “but some
very beautiful things have come out of it.” That night he left Paris
for the United States, confident that he had accomplished his main
purpose in attending the conference.?'”

The covenant was not quite finished, though. The French still
hoped to get in something about military force; the Japanese had
warned that they intended to introduce a controversial provision on
racial equality; and the mandates over the former German colonies
and the Ottoman empire still had to be awarded. There was also the
tricky matter of the Monroe Doctrine, underpinning U.S. policy



toward the Americas. Would the League have the power, as many of
Wilson’s conservative opponents feared, to override the doctrine? If
so, they would oppose the League, which might well lead to its
rejection by Congress. Although Wilson hated to make concessions,
especially to men he loathed, he agreed on his return to Paris to
negotiate a special reservation saying that nothing in the League
covenant invalidated the Monroe Doctrine.*'°

He found himself embroiled, this time with the British, in the
sort of diplomatic game that he had always regarded with contempt.
Although Cecil and Smuts sympathized with his predicament and
were prepared to support him, Lloyd George had scented an
opportunity. He had been trying without success to get an
agreement with the United States to prevent a naval race; he now
hinted that he might oppose any reservation on the Monroe
Doctrine. There was also a difficulty with the Japanese, who, it was
feared, might ask for recognition of an equivalent doctrine for Japan
warning other nations off the Far East. That in turn would upset
the Chinese, already highly nervous about Japanese intentions.?!”

On April 10, with the naval issue thrashed out and the British
back on-side, Wilson introduced a carefully worded amendment to
the effect that nothing in the League covenant would affect the
validity of international agreements such as the Monroe Doctrine,
designed to preserve the peace. The French, resentful over their
failure to get a League with teeth, attacked with impeccable logic.
There was already a provision in the covenant saying that all
members would make sure that their international agreements were
in accordance with the League and its principles. Was the Monroe
Doctrine not in conformity? Of course it was, said Wilson; indeed, it
was the model for the League. Then, said Bourgeois and Larnaude,
why did the Monroe Doctrine need to be mentioned at all? Cecil
tried to come to Wilson’s rescue: the reference to the Monroe
Doctrine was really a sort of illustration. Wilson sat by silently, his
lower lip quivering. Toward midnight he burst out in a spirited
defense of the United States, the guardian of freedom against
absolutism in its own hemisphere and here, much more recently, in
the Great War. “Is there to be withheld from her the small gift of a
few words which only state the fact that her policy for the past



century has been devoted to principles of liberty and independence
which are to be consecrated in this document as a perpetual
charter for all the world?” The Americans who heard him were
deeply moved; the French were not.*'®

On April 28, as a freak snowfall covered Paris, a plenary
session of the conference approved the covenant. A delegate from
Panama made a very long and learned speech, which started with
Aristotle and ended with Woodrow Wilson, about peace. The
delegate from Honduras spoke in Spanish about the Monroe
Doctrine clause but, since few people understood him, his
objections were ignored. Clemenceau, as chairman, moved matters
along with his usual dispatch, limiting discussion of hostile
amendments, even when they came from his own delegates, with a
sharp bang of his gavel and a curt “Adopté.”"°

Wilson had every reason to be pleased. He had steered the
covenant in the direction he wanted; he had blocked demands for a
military force; and he had inserted a reservation on the Monroe
Doctrine that should ensure its passage in the United States. The
League, he felt confident, would grow and change over the years. In
time, it would embrace the enemy nations and help them to stay on
the paths of peace and democracy. Where the peace settlements
needed fixing, as he told his wife, “one by one the mistakes can be
brought to the League for readjustment, and the League will act as
a permanent clearinghouse where every nation can come, the small
as well as the great.””° In concentrating on the League, Wilson
allowed much else to go by at the Peace Conference. He did not fight
decisions that, by his lights, were wrong: the award of the German-
speaking Tyrol to Italy, or the placing of millions of Germans under
Czechoslovak or Polish rule. Such settlements once made were
surprisingly durable, at least until the start of the next war. It
would have been difficult in any case for the League to act, because
its rules insisted on unanimity in virtually all decisions.
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8

Mandates

Even before the League commission got down to work, the issue
of mandates had come up at the Supreme Council. None of the
victorious powers thought Germany should get back its colonial
possessions, which included several strings of Pacific islands and
pieces of Africa, and Wilson had made it clear that he expected the
League to assume responsibility for their governance. Wilson’s
attitude came as an unwelcome shock in certain quarters. The
French wanted Togoland and Cameroon and an end to German
rights in Morocco (leaving France the latter’s sole protector). The
Italians had their eyes on, among other things, parts of Somalia. In
the British empire, South Africa wanted German Southwest Africa,
Australia wanted New Guinea and some nearby islands, and New
Zealand wanted German Samoa. The British hoped to annex
German East Africa to fill in the missing link between their colonies
to the north and south. They had also made a secret deal with the
French to divide up the Ottoman empire. The Japanese too had
their secret deals, with the Chinese to take over German rights and
concessions, and with the British to keep the German islands north
of the equator.

Wilson’s new world order called for some arrangement other
than annexation or colonization for those parts of the world not yet
ready to govern themselves. Mandates, a form of trusteeship either
directly under the League of Nations or under powers to be
mandated by the League, were proposed as a possible solution. The
length of the mandate would depend on the progress made by their
wards. Wilson was maddeningly imprecise. Clearly, Africa would
need outside control, but what about the pieces of territory which
were flaking off from the defeated empires: the Arab Middle East, or
Armenia, Georgia and the other Caucasian republics? In the
confusion that was central Europe, there were also peoples who did



not seem ready to look after themselves. Here Wilson would only
say that he did not approve of mandates for European peoples.?*!

The idea itself, of the strong protecting the weak, was not a
new one. Imperialists, frequently quite sincerely, had made much of
their mission before the Great War. Germany, said the leading
American expert on Africa, was exceptional in never having properly
understood its duty: “The native was almost universally looked
upon as a means to an end, never as an end in himself, and his
welfare and that of the colony were completely subordinated to the
interests of the German on the spot and of Germany at a
distance.”**

The British, realizing that there was no point in antagonizing
the Americans by talking of adding Germany’s territory, or anyone
else’s, to their empire, supported the idea of mandates. Smuts
applied his usual eloquence. Great empires were being liquidated,
he wrote in the memorandum on the League of Nations which so
impressed Wilson, and the League must step in. “The peoples left
behind by the decomposition of Russia, Austria and Turkey are
mostly untrained politically; many of them are either incapable or
deficient in the power of self-government; they are mostly destitute,
and will require much nursing towards economic and political
independence.” Where Europeans—Finns, for example, or Poles—
could stand on their own feet almost at once, it would take longer in
the Middle East. The former German colonies in the Pacific and
Africa would probably never be able to look after themselves. Their
inhabitants were barbarians “to whom it would be impracticable to
apply any ideas of political self-determination in the European
sense.” It would be much the best thing if the British empire took
them over directly. If the Americans objected, he told his British
colleagues, then Britain could graciously concede and ask in return
for control under general, and minimal, League supervision. That in
turn would oblige other nations, in particular France, Smuts’s
bugbear, to accept similar conditions for their colonies. Cecil saw a
practical advantage: British traders and investors might finally be
able to get into French and Portuguese colonies in Africa.”*®



The very word “mandate” had a benevolent and pleasing
sound. Initially it also caused considerable confusion when it was
produced at the Peace Conference. Was it merely a bit of window
dressing, as cynics thought, to describe old-fashioned land
grabbing, or was it a new departure in international relations?
Would the League leave the mandatory powers alone to administer
their assigned territories or would there be constant interference?
When a bewildered Chinese delegate was told that the former
German territories in his country would receive a new ruler, he was
heard to ask, “Who is Mandatory?”***

The French reacted to the whole idea with hostility and
apprehension. Clemenceau exclaimed to Poincaré: “The League of
Nations guaranteeing the peace, so be it, but the League of Nations
proprietor of colonies, no!” Colonies were a mark of power; they also
held what France badly needed: manpower. There were always
going to be more Germans than French, but with colonies in Asia
and Africa the French had some hope of restoring the balance with
what they liked to call “our distant brothers.”** If France received
mandates under the League, would there be niggling restrictions on
the recruitment of native soldiers for duty overseas? Unfortunately
both the Americans and the British appeared to be thinking along
these lines. Their proposed terms for mandates had the responsible
powers doing humanitarian work, putting down slave trafficking, for
example, but they also prohibited the military training of
inhabitants for anything except police and “defence of territory.”

When the mandates issue came up in the Supreme Council,
Clemenceau and Pichon launched an attack. Why should France
spend time and money on looking after its mandates if it could not
ask for volunteers to defend it when the time came? It was all very
well for the United States and Britain to take a detached view,
protected as they were from Germany by geography, but France
would not have survived the German attack without its colonial
soldiers. Lloyd George tried to find a compromise. The clause that
so upset the French was really directed against the sort of thing the
Germans used to do, raising big native armies to attack other
colonies. The French would be perfectly free to defend themselves
and whatever territories were under their wing. Clemenceau was



mollified: “If this clause meant that he had a right of raising troops
in case of general war, he was satisfied.” Lloyd George cheerfully
agreed: “So long as M. Clemenceau did not train big nigger armies
for the purposes of aggression, that was all the clause was intended
to guard against.” Wilson said he agreed with Lloyd George’s
interpretation. The trouble was that no one was quite clear what the
clause meant. Could the French use soldiers from their mandates
in a European war, or not? Several months later, in May, the
French tried quietly to introduce their own clarification when they
slipped in a phrase about defense “of the mother country” to the
mandates clause in the final version of the covenant of the League
as it was being prepared for printing. The British secretary to the
Peace Conference, Hankey, who spotted the change late one night,
did not believe French assurances that the other powers had
approved it. He rushed round, catching Wilson already in bed and
Lloyd George as he was getting undressed. “As I suspected, it was a
‘try-on.” An agitated Wilson made Clemenceau remove the
phrase.*°
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The British watched the French maneuverings with smug
disapproval, but they had their own difficulties with the Americans.
Or rather, they were forced into a confrontation by South Africa,
Australia and New Zealand, who because of their own territorial
ambitions wanted nothing to do with mandates. Lloyd George found
himself putting a case that he knew would be opposed by the
United States. On January 24, he argued, somewhat halfheartedly,
in the Supreme Council that annexation made administrative
sense. He left it to the dominion leaders to supply the other
arguments.

Smuts and Botha presented South Africa’s case for the
annexation of German Southwest Africa. Both men had fought in
the brief victorious campaign of 1915, planned by Botha. They were
asking to keep a huge stretch of territory, the size of England and
France combined, widely regarded as without much value. (Its rich
deposits of minerals had yet to be discovered.) The Atlantic coast
was desert, the bulk of the interior scrub land, suitable mainly for



grazing. A few thousand Germans, many of them rumored to be
fleeing scandal in Germany, had built themselves imitation castles,
cozy German villages and a neat little capital at Windhoek. The first
German imperial commissioner, Ernst Goering (father of Hermann),
had set the tone for German rule over the much larger African
population with his authoritarian and brutal administration.*’

Smuts and Botha made much of German cruelty toward the
natives. White South Africans by contrast, said Smuts, understood
the natives; indeed, they had done their best to give them a form of
self-government. “They had established a white civilization in a
savage continent and had become a great cultural agency all over
South Africa.” Now there was a chance for the peoples of Southwest
Africa to share in these benefits. The territory was already tied to
South Africa by geography; on all grounds, it made sense simply to
make one country out of two. Wilson listened sympathetically. He
liked both men, Smuts in particular, and, while he was not
prepared to back down, he made it clear that he felt a South African
mandate would be so successful that the inhabitants of Southwest
Africa would one day freely choose to unite with South Africa.??®

Clemenceau, the chair, then invited the “cannibals”—a little
running joke he had with Hughes—to present the case for Australia
and New Zealand. Waving a grossly distorted map which showed
the lands he wanted—New Guinea and nearby islands such as the
Bismarck Archipelago—practically touching Australia, Hughes
demanded outright annexation. He cited defense (the islands were
“as necessary to Australia as water to a city”) and Australia’s
contribution in the war, the 90,000 casualties, the 60,000 killed
and the war debt of £300 million. “Australia did not wish to be left
to stagger under this load and not to feel safe.” Although he could
not say so openly, the future enemy Hughes had in mind was
Japan. The Australians had also considered using the argument
that the locals welcomed them with open arms, but when the
Australian government carried out some inquiries in New Guinea it
found that the inhabitants much preferred German officials, who
had let them go their happy headhunting way. There would be
unlimited access for missionaries, Hughes said in reply to an



earnest question from the president: “There are many days when
the poor devils do not get half enough missionaries to eat.”**

Massey, brandishing his own map, made a long and rambling
speech on behalf of New Zealand’s claim to Samoa. New Zealand
troops, at “great risk,” had occupied the islands at the start of the
war. (In fact, the greatest risk came from boredom as the occupiers
sat for the next few years downing huge quantities of beer.) The
Samoans were not savages but very sensible people, and they
wanted New Zealand rule. (Meanwhile, the Samoans were
presenting the local New Zealand administrator with a petition
demanding American rule, rule from London, rule by any power
except New Zealand.*°)

Wilson, who could not bear Hughes in particular, listened with
an obvious lack of sympathy. The French watched with amusement.
They did not like mandates and they did not mind seeing disarray
in the British empire. “Poor little Hughes is swelling up with pseudo
importance,” wrote a member of the Australian delegation. “Of
course he is being used as a Catspaw by the French who want the
Cameroons, Togo Land & Syria.”**!

A few days later, the French minister of colonies, Henri Simon,
was moderation itself when he spoke to the Supreme Council.
France only wanted two little pieces of territory in Africa: Togoland,
which ran inland along France’s West African colony of Dahomey
(Benin), and the Cameroons, also in West Africa, which Germany
had managed to pry out of France in 1911. (In addition, France
wanted an exclusive protectorate over Morocco, but there was no
need to mention that.) He preferred annexation, said Simon, as
being more efficient and better for the natives. All France wished
was to be able to continue its work of spreading civilization in
tropical Africa. Clemenceau, who did not care at all about colonial
possessions, undercut the effect of all this by saying that he was
quite ready to compromise.**?

Wilson dug in his heels. “If the process of annexation went
on,” he told the Supreme Council, “the League of Nations would be
discredited from the beginning.” The world expected more of them.



They must not go back to the old games, parceling out helpless
peoples. If they were not careful, public opinion would turn against
them. They would see further upheavals in a Europe already
troubled by revolution. He would not stand, he said privately, for
“dividing the swag.” If necessary, and this was a favorite threat, he
would take the whole issue to the public. On the other hand, he
was eager to move on from mandates. The fate of Europe—of
Germany, Austria-Hungary, Russia—was the important question.**

Behind the scenes, a number of people were working to ease
the confrontations. The Canadians, who always feared the
consequences of tension between Britain and the United States,
urged Hughes and Massey to be reasonable. House, now recovered
from his illness, told the British that they must back down. Smuts
and Cecil worked out a proposal which House thought the basis of
a deal. There would be three types of mandates: “A” for nations,
such as those in the Middle East, which were nearly ready to run
their own affairs; “B” where the mandatory power would run them;
and “C” for territories that were contiguous or close to the
mandatory power, which would administer the territory as part of
its own, subject only to certain restrictions, such as on the sale of
alcohol and firearms. “C” mandates, in other words, conveniently
covered Southwest Africa and the islands Australia and New
Zealand wanted. A 999-year lease, said Hughes, instead of outright
freehold. He was not prepared, however, to give way gracefully.***

On January 29, a meeting of the British empire delegation
produced, in Borden’s words, a “pretty warm scene.” Lloyd George
outlined the three types of mandate, which he thought the
Americans would accept. Hughes, fighting “like a weasel,” quibbled
over every point until Lloyd George lost his temper and told him
that he had been arguing his case with the United States for three
days but that he did not intend to quarrel with the Americans over
the Solomon Islands.*®

Unfortunately, the next morning the Daily Mail, which
published a Paris edition during the Peace Conference, came out
with a story clearly inspired by Hughes. The article accused Britain
of truckling to the United States, and claimed that the interests of



the British empire were being sacrificed to satisfy Wilson’s
impractical ideals. That morning, the Supreme Council saw “a first-
class row.” Lloyd George was angry with Hughes, and Wilson,
always sensitive to criticism, was furious. He delivered a rambling
and muddled criticism of the proposed compromise and suggested
that the whole question of mandates be postponed until the League
had been settled. He was noticeably rude to the Australian prime
minister. “Mr Hughes,” said Lloyd George, who was despairing of
ever getting an agreement, “was the last man I should have chosen
to handle in that way.” Wilson brusquely asked Hughes: “Am I to
understand that if the whole civilised world asks Australia to agree
to a mandate in respect of these islands, Australia is prepared still
to defy the appeal of the whole civilised world?” Hughes, who was
fiddling with his cumbersome hearing aid, claimed he had not
heard the question. Wilson repeated himself. “That’s about the size
of it, President Wilson.” There was a grunt of agreement from
Massey. In fact, Hughes was not as adamant as he sounded. He
was shaken by the reaction to the article and was to spend the next
few days trying to avoid Lloyd George.**°

At this point Botha, who was widely respected, lumbered to
his feet. He thought the newspaper article was disgusting. As
gentlemen, they must keep their disagreements to themselves.
Speaking for himself, he wholeheartedly supported the great ideals
expressed by President Wilson. Surely they all did. “He hoped that
they would try in a spirit of cooperation, and by giving way on
smaller things, to meet the difficulties and make the bigger ideal
more possible.” Wilson, who was ashamed of his outburst, was
deeply moved. Massey made conciliatory noises, while Hughes said
nothing. The proposal, with its three classes of mandate, went

through. The awkward question of who got what was put to one
side.*’

It was the most difficult moment of a grueling week. The
Supreme Council was also grappling with other matters: whether to
negotiate with the Bolsheviks; Poland and its needs;
Czechoslovakia’s borders; the German peace terms. It had heard
from the Chinese, who wanted German concessions in China back,
and from the Japanese, who hoped to keep them; from the



Belgians, who also wanted territory in Africa; and from the
Rumanians and the Yugoslavs, who were arguing over territory.
That Friday evening, Clemenceau complained to his aide Mordacq
that he was at the end of his tether. His mind was racing with all
the questions that they had been discussing; what he needed was
to relax. The two men went off together to the Opéra-Comique.**®
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In all the discussions, there had been much talk of how glad the
colonies were to get away from German rule. Yet although the fifth
of Wilson’s Fourteen Points had talked about taking the interests of
the indigenous populations into account, no one had actually
bothered to consult the Africans or the Pacific islanders. True, no
Samoans or Melanesians had made their way to Paris, but there
were Africans at hand. Indeed, a black French deputy from Senegal,
Blaise Diagne, and the great American black leader W.E.B. Du Bois
were busy organizing a Pan-African Congress. This duly took place
in February with the grudging consent of the peacemakers. None of
the leading figures from the Peace Conference attended. A member
of the Belgian delegation spoke enthusiastically about the reforms
that were taking place in the Congo, and a former minister of
foreign affairs from Portugal praised his own country’s management
of its colonies. The handful of delegates from French Africa
demonstrated the success of the mission civilisatrice by eulogizing
the achievements of the Third Republic. The Congress passed
resolutions calling for the Peace Conference to give the League
direct control of the former German colonies. House received Du
Bois with his customary courtesy but said nothing about the
resolutions.**

As the months passed, the powers made quiet deals behind
the scenes. Some merely confirmed arrangements made during the
war. Japan, for example, got its islands north of the equator. To the
south, New Zealand and Australia also got their islands. Partners
when it came to defying Wilson, they then squabbled briskly for the
next few months over Nauru, which had not been allocated. The
island was only 20 square kilometers, but since it was composed
mainly of bird droppings, it was an extremely valuable source of



phosphates, used to make fertilizer. Without Nauru, both Hughes
and Massey argued, their agriculture would collapse. The British
settled the matter by taking over the mandate for Nauru themselves
and doling out a meager royalty to the few thousand locals. (When
Nauru became independent in 1968 and took over the phosphate
business, its inhabitants had one of the highest per capita incomes
in the world and a homeland that was vanishing under their feet. A
trust fund which may be worth around $1 billion has gone into
buying property abroad, and into the pockets of highly respectable
Australian advisers. The phosphates are about to run out, but
Nauru has today found a fresh source of income in money
laundering for the Russian mafia.?*)

Britain and France had agreed in secret on a preliminary
division of the German colonies in Africa during the war. At the
Peace Conference, Lord Milner, the British colonial secretary, met
with his French counterpart, Henri Simon, to work out the details
of their control of some thirteen million people. France duly got
most of Togoland and the Cameroons, Britain a small strip of each
next to its colonies of the Gold Coast and Nigeria, and almost the
whole of German East Africa. The Portuguese complained; they
hoped to add a piece of German East Africa to their colony of
Mozambique. Portugal, one of its delegates told Clemenceau, was
owed something for “its unforgettable services to Humanity and
Civilization above all in Africa, which it has watered with its blood
since the 14th century.” The Portuguese also suspected, correctly,
that their allies were planning to transfer a bit of Angola to Belgium
in order to give the Belgian Congo a proper Atlantic coast. In the
end Portugal kept its colonies intact and gained a minuscule piece
of land for Mozambique.**'

The Belgians were less easily ignored. On May 2, they
complained to the Council of Four that they were being left out and
put in a demand for part of German East Africa. “A most impudent
claim,” said Lloyd George. “At a time when the British Empire had
millions of soldiers fighting for Belgium, a few black troops had
been sent into German East Africa.” Lloyd George was being unfair.
Congolese troops under Belgian command had played an important
part in pushing the Germans back in East Africa. At the end of the



war, Belgian forces occupied about a third of the country. The
Belgian government had no interest in keeping this; it intended to
use East Africa to bargain for Portuguese territory along the
Atlantic. The British, who were unable to persuade the Portuguese
to play along, found themselves in an awkward position. Belgium
would not give up its gains without something in return.
Unfortunately, that occupied territory included what looked like the
best possible route for the north-south railway linking the Cape to
Cairo that British imperialists had so long dreamed of building.**?

On May 7, just after the Germans had received their terms,
Clemenceau, Lloyd George, Wilson and Orlando met in a room at
Versailles and agreed on the final distribution of mandates over the
former German colonies. (They still were haggling over the wreckage
of the Ottoman empire in the Middle East.) When word leaked out
into the press that Belgium was to get nothing, the Belgians, who
were already feeling shortchanged, were enraged.’* In the end,
Britain decided it could spare a bit of territory (and that there were
other routes for the railway) and so two provinces next to the
Congo’s borders were detached from East Africa. Belgium took the
mandates for Rwanda and Burundi.

When the League finally came into existence in 1920, it
confirmed what had long since been decided. In the interwar years,
the mandates in Africa and the Pacific did look, as Hughes had
predicted, very much like direct annexation. The mandatory powers
sent in annual reports to the League but otherwise went their own
way. At the end of the Second World War, the United Nations took
over the mandates and, as the great colonial empires melted away,
gave independence to the territories it had inherited— with one
exception. South Africa refused to give up Southwest Africa. Only in
1990 did it welcome its new neighbor, the independent state of
Namibia. In 1994, the last mandate ended when Palau, which had
been placed under Japan in 1919 and then under the United States
after 1945, became independent. The 999-year leases had run out
ahead of their time.
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PART THREE

THE BALKANS AGAIN
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Yugoslavia

HILE THE GREAT POWERS had been preoccupied with the

League, the smaller powers had been busy polishing up their
demands. On the evening of February 17, 1919, a telephone call
came to the Hotel de Beau-Site, near the Etoile. Would the
delegation of the Serbs, Croats and Slovenes please be ready to
attend the Supreme Council the following afternoon? This sudden
and typically capricious attention from the powers came as
something of a relief. The delegation had been in Paris since the
beginning of January, but its leaders had only appeared once before
the council, on January 31, to counter Rumanian claims to the
whole of the rich Banat, which lay between their two countries.

The Hotel de Beau-Site had not been a happy place during
those long weeks. The delegation, almost a hundred strong,
comprised Serbs, Croats, Slovenes, Bosnians and Montenegrins,
university professors, soldiers, former deputies from the parliament
in Vienna, diplomats from Belgrade, lawyers from Dalmatia,
radicals, monarchists, Orthodox, Catholics and Muslims. Many of
its members did not know each other; indeed, as subjects of Serbia
or of Austria-Hungary they had fought on opposite sides during the
war. The delegation faithfully reflected the great dividing lines that
ran through the Balkans: between Roman Catholicism in the west,
and Eastern Orthodoxy; between Christianity in the north, and
Islam to the south. The delegates from the Adriatic side, mainly
Slovene and Croat, cared passionately about security from Italy and
control over ports and railways that had once belonged to Austria-
Hungary, but were indifferent to border changes in the east. The
Serbs from Serbia, meanwhile, were prepared to trade away
Dalmatia or Istria to get more territory to the north and east.

They were together in Paris because of an idea, one of those so
popular in nineteenth-century Europe, that a common language



meant a common nationality. They all spoke a South Slav
(Yugoslav) language. While Slovenian had become a distinct
language over the centuries, Serbian and Croatian were virtually
the same except for one striking difference. Serbian, like Russian
and Bulgarian, was and is written in the Cyrillic alphabet, borrowed
from the Greek of the Byzantine empire, while Croatian reflected the
Catholic and Western orientation of its people and used the Latin
alphabet. While separate nationalisms had been growing in the
Balkans before the war—Serbian, for example, or Croatian—so too
had the dream that all South Slavs, whether still under Ottoman
rule, inside Austria-Hungary or already independent in Serbia and
Bulgaria, belonged together in one great nation. What started with a
few mainly Croat intellectuals and priests along the Dalmatian
coast grew by the 1860s into jugoslovjentsvo—Yugoslavism—with a
Yugoslav academy, schools, journals, all to promote unity among
South Slavs. But was that going to be stronger than all the other
forces, from history to religion, that marked them out, one from the
other? The Yugoslav idea was always strongest among the South
Slavs, especially the Croats, inside Austria-Hungary who feared that
they were being made into Germans or Hungarians.*** Those
outside, in Serbia, for example, had an alternative and equally
compelling vision, of a large nation-state built around themselves.

The state of the South Slavs—cobbled together from Serbia
and the southern parts of the vanished Austria-Hungary—that
emerged in 1919 was the result of both accident and hasty, often
desperate choices. It was not even clear what the delegation or the
new country it claimed to represent should be called. Made up of
Serbia and the southern parts of the vanished Austria-Hungary, it
eventually took the name Yugoslavia. The Peace Conference,
contrary to what many people have believed since, did not create
Yugoslavia—it had already created itself by the time the first
diplomats arrived in Paris. Seventy years later, the powers were
equally unable to prevent its disintegration. But the peacemakers in
Paris had the ability to withhold territory from the new state,
perhaps even destroy it. They were wary, with good reason, of
ambitious nations in the Balkans. It would be a mistake to give the
South Slav state a navy, Wilson thought: “It will be a turbulent



nation as they are a turbulent people, and they ought not to have a
navy to run amuck with.”**

In February 1919 the peacemakers had not yet decided
whether to be good or bad fairy godmothers. Except for one. The
[talian government would have preferred to strangle the infant state
in its cradle. Italian nationalists were quick to cast Yugoslavia as
their main enemy, the role having been left empty by the
disappearance of Austria-Hungary. “To our hurt and
embarrassment,” complained Prime Minister Orlando, “Yugoslavia
will have taken the place of Austria, and everything will be as
unsatisfactory as before.” Britain and France at first reluctantly
went along with Italy and refused to recognize the new state. The
United States, which had no love for Italy and Italian ambitions in
the Balkans, recognized Yugoslavia in February; Britain and France
did so only in June, partly in reaction to Italy’s intransigence, which
at that point was threatening to break up the Peace Conference.**

Nicola Pasic¢, for many years prime minister of Serbia, headed
the delegation. In his mid-seventies, with clear blue eyes and a long
white beard that fell to his waist, he looked like a benevolent old
monk. His private life was exemplary: he was deeply religious, and,
although he had married a rich woman, he lived simply. He loved to
sit in the evenings singing old Serbian folk songs with his wife and
daughters. When he spoke in public, which he did rarely, he was
slow and deliberate. (His Serbian was said to be full of mistakes.)
He spoke only rudimentary French and German and no English at
all. Perhaps because of this, he had a reputation for great wisdom.
Lloyd George thought him “one of the craftiest and most tenacious
statesmen in South Eastern Europe.” Like another Serb leader, in
the 1990s, Pasi¢ was a devious, dangerous old man who loved two
things: power and Serbia. Few of his colleagues trusted him; he
was, however, adored in the countryside, where most Serbs lived.**’

Many people in Paris found the Balkans confusing. At his first
meeting with Pasic, Lloyd George inquired whether Serbs and
Croats spoke the same language.®*® Only a handful of specialists, or
cranks, had made it their business to study the area. What most
people knew was that the Balkans were dangerous for Europe; they



had caused trouble for decades as the Ottoman empire
disintegrated and Austria-Hungary and Russia vied for control; and
they had sparked off the Great War when Serb nationalists
assassinated the heir to the Austrian throne in Sarajevo.

Pasi¢ had been born when Serbia was already free, with its
own prince, but he had grown up in a world marked by those long
years of Ottoman rule. From Rumania south to Greece, the
Ottomans had left their cooking, their customs, their bureaucracy,
their corruption and, to a certain extent, their Islam. “Balkan” had
become shorthand for a geographic area but also for a state of
mind, and for a history marked by frequent war and intrigue. Their
past had taught the peoples of the Balkans, as the proverb had it,
that “the hand that cannot be cut off, must be kissed.” The cult of
the warrior coexisted with admiration for another sort of man, like
Pasi¢, who never trusted anyone, never revealed his true intentions
and never took advice.”*

Besides the Serbs, Croats, Slovenes, Albanians, Bulgarians
and Macedonians, the Balkan peoples also included the Greeks
(who preferred to think of themselves as a Mediterranean race) and,
depending on your definition, Rumanians (who preferred to talk
about their Roman ancestry), as well as a host of minorities left
behind by the tides of the past. The Jewish merchants of Sarajevo,
the Italian colonies on the Dalmatian coast, the descendants of
German settlers in the north, and the Turks in the south— these
were also part of the Balkan reality.

At the heart of the region was Serbia. In PasSic¢’s childhood it
was a simple place. Railways and telegraphs had not yet linked the
little principality, as it then was, with the wider world. Apart from
Belgrade, the capital, which had only 20,000 inhabitants, its towns
were large villages. Its people lived, much as they had always done,
from farming and trading. PasSi¢ was one of the handful in his
generation who had traveled abroad, in his case to Zurich, for
higher education. His little country had great dreams, which he
came to share: of a greater Serbia, reaching east and west toward
the Black Sea and the Adriatic, sitting astride the great land routes
leading down from central Europe to the Aegean. With the spread of



nationalism in the nineteenth century, Serb historians rummaged
the past to bolster their claims and bring all Serbs into the fold. “We
got the children,” a schoolmaster told a traveler in Macedonia when
it was still under Ottoman rule. “We made them realize they were
Serbs. We taught them their history.” All over the Balkans,
teachers, artists and historians were at work, reviving memories,
polishing national myths, spreading a new sort of consciousness.**

The trouble was that it was not only Serbs who were
awakened. As Churchill observed, the Balkans produce more
history than they can consume. Where the blind Serb musicians
sang of the great fourteenth-century kingdom of Stephen DusSan,
stretching from the Danube to the Aegean, the Bulgarians looked to
the tenth century, when King Simeon’s empire controlled much of
the same land. And the Greeks had the grandest memories of all,
going all the way back to classical times, when Greek influence
spread east to Asia Minor and the Black Sea, and west to Italy and
the Mediterranean. Even the brief possession of a piece of land
centuries ago could be hauled out to justify a present claim. “We
might as justly claim Calais,” the traveler pointed out to the
nationalist schoolmaster. “Why don’t you?” he replied. “You have a
rlav.y.77251

Pasi¢ was a founding member of the Serbian National Radical
Party, founded in 1880, which advocated the liberation and union
of all Serbs, including those in Austria-Hungary. Like so many Serb
nationalists, he cared little about the Croats or Slovenes; they were
Roman Catholic and looked to the West, while the Serbs were
Orthodox.?** If Croats and Slovenes were to join Serbia, they would
do so on Serbian terms, under Serbian leadership.

One by one, in little wars, simple and straightforward as they
now seemed from the perspective of 1919, the Balkan nations had
freed themselves from the lethargic embrace of the Turks. By 1914,
all that was left of the European part of the empire that had once
menaced Vienna was a toehold in Thrace and the great capital of
Constantinople (today’s Istanbul). The new countries acquired the
trappings of statehood: newspapers, railways, colleges, academies of



arts and science, anthems, postage stamps, armies and kings, most
of whom came from Germany.

In the turbulent world of Serbian politics, Pasi¢ managed to
survive, a triumph in itself. Death sentences, exile, plots,
assassination attempts, car accidents: he outlasted them all. And
he returned the favors to his enemies. The English writer Rebecca
West airily dismissed rumors, probably true, that he had known
about the plot to assassinate the archduke in Sarajevo: “Politicians
of peasant origin, bred in the full Balkan tradition, such as the
Serbian Prime Minister, Mr. Pashitch, could not feel the same
embarrassment at being suspected of complicity in the murder of a
national enemy that would have been felt by his English
contemporaries, say Mr. Balfour or Mr. Asquith.”**
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In 1919, when the question of appointing a leader for the delegation
going to Paris came up, Prince Alexander of Serbia, who was acting
as regent for his senile old father, insisted on Pasic¢, perhaps to keep
him away from Belgrade. To his considerable annoyance, Pasic
found that he had to share power with a Croat, Ante Trumbic, the
new foreign minister. Serbs and Croats tended to irritate each
other. As a Serbian official once complained to a British visitor, “for
the Serbs everything is simple; for the Croats everything is
complicated.” And Trumbic¢ was very Croatian. Fluent in Italian,
with a deep love of Italian culture, he came from the cosmopolitan
Dalmatian coast. While PasSi¢ had been dreaming of destroying
Austria-Hungary, Trumbic had sat in its parliaments. He had
learned there to love precedents and quibbles and reasons why
things could not be done. Although he spent much of his life
working to create a Yugoslav state which would include Serbia, he
regarded the Serbs as barbarians, deeply scarred by their long
years under Ottoman rule. “You are not going to compare, I hope,”
he told a French writer, “the Croats, the Slovenes, the Dalmatians
whom centuries of artistic, moral and intellectual communion with
Austria, Italy and Hungary have made pure occidentals, with these
half-civilised Serbs, the Balkan hybrids of Slavs and Turks.”**



By 1914, Trumbic¢ was becoming convinced that the future for
his people lay outside Austria-Hungary. In 1915, in company with a
journalist and a young sculptor, he set up the Yugoslav National
Committee in London to work for a federation of South Slavs, this
time including Serbia. It seemed like yet another of the strange self-
appointed committees pursuing lost causes that dotted the capitals
of Europe. None of the powers contemplated the disintegration of
Austria-Hungary (and they were not going to do so until 1918).
Serbians had no interest in a federation, only a greater Serbia. If the
South Slav lands of Austria-Hungary entered into Allied thinking at
all, it was for use in bargaining. In 1915, in the secret Treaty of
London, Britain, France and Russia promised Italy a large chunk of
Slovenia and the northern part of the Dalmatian coast. Serbia, it
was hinted, would get the rest of Dalmatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina,
perhaps even part of Croatia.*®®

Trumbic, now backed financially by the prosperous Croatian
and Slovenian communities in North America, complained bitterly.
Pasi¢ and the Serbs refused to commit themselves to an alliance of
equals. Trumbi¢ was so discouraged that he talked of giving it all up
and becoming a taxi driver in Buenos Aires. In London, however,
his cause had attracted a small but powerful body of supporters,
including Robert Seton-Watson, an independently wealthy scholar
and linguist, and Wickham Steed, who had been The Times’s
correspondent in Vienna before the war. Both men viewed Austria-
Hungary with irritation; it was a corrupt and incompetent anomaly
and they made it their self-appointed task to put it out of its misery.
Wickham Steed had a particular enthusiasm for the Yugoslav
cause. According to the British ambassador in Rome, this was
because he had lived for years, “filially I believe rather than
maritally,” with a very clever South Slav w