Versailles episode 59		
Today is 28th April 2019, and OTD in history 100 years occurred the following events…
It had been an incredibly eventful month, the longest since the Peace Conference began. April 1919 had hosted the problems of Japan, Italy and France all in equal measure, and the resolution of each of these problems had required a considerable appetite for compromise. The French had desired the Rhineland, and at the greatest extent of their ambitions, had wanted to detach the Rhine completely from Germany. They settled for a system of arranged occupation, whereby allied forces would withdraw from the Rhineland in five year intervals, completed in 1935. The Saar – that industrial chunk of the Rhineland territory – would be ruled by a LON commission, and would be entitled to vote in 1935 to stay under this jurisdiction, to join France or to re-join Germany. This solution, while wholly unsatisfying for Marshal Foch, who had campaigned for the height of French ambition in the region, was accepted by Clemenceau, likely because he realised these were the best terms he could get.
The Italians had been less accepting; while the Italian FM Sonnino still stalked the halls of Paris, VO had long since returned to Rome, and had attempted in desperation to leverage Italy’s importance in order to get what he wanted. Mass dissatisfaction, accompanied by no shortage of anti-Wilsonian demonstrations, had accompanied the American President’s attempt to ‘speak to the Italian people’ as he had done in the past. The Italian people, increasing veering to the nationalist right, were gripped by a fear that the allies would not fulfil Italian war aims, and that the TOL in particular, but her designs on Fiume above all, would not be respected. 
Italy’s difficulty was Japan’s opportunity, because with the exit of VO it became clear that the entire conference could fold if another of the big five walked out. The Japanese had been excluded from the C4, and they continued to loudly but politely protest at the American President’s unwillingness to heed their demands, particularly on the Shantung Peninsula. Disputes over the jurisdiction of the Japanese, and their actual legal rights to the strategically vital strip of land and its port of Tsingtao dominated Japanese representations to the C4 in the final days of April, but by 28th April House was writing in his diary how he had been approached by LG about the issue of Japan:
Lloyd George…took me aside and asked if I would not get the President in a more amenable frame of mind. He thought the President was unfair to Japan and so does Balfour [the FS], and indeed, so do I. The concessions the Germans obtained from China in the first instance, and which the Japanese have taken over as a part of their spoils of war, is bad enough, but it is no worse than the doubtful transactions that have gone on among the Allies themselves and, indeed, that are going on now.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  House, Diaries vol. 7; 28th April 1919, p. 178.] 

House wasn’t the only one losing faith in Wilson’s approach; the President’s press secretary also wrote in his journal around the same moment that:
So far the Peace Conference has failed magnificently. It has not brought the peace and the new world order for which all humanity cries out....People everywhere are becoming impatient, almost belligerent, at the continuation of discussions that seem to lead nowhere. The question that is posing itself, especially in France, is that most tragic of all questions, 'Have we really won the war?' The statesmen ...are united in promises of results....They have made similar promises before, always unfulfilled and perhaps worse, unfulfilled without explanation. At the moment...the obstacles before an agreement are stupendous....Yet failure...would bring about a period of chaos and disruption unparalleled in history.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Quoted in Arthur Walworth, Wilson and His Peacemakers: American Diplomacy at the Paris Peace Conference, 1919 (New York: W. W. Norton, 1986), p. 321.] 

It would take several days for Wilson to come around to the Japanese, and not until the first week of May would Japan essentially receive the guarantees it had been seeking. Once this recognition of Japanese rights to Chinese territory had been given, it had the dual effect of essentially silencing the Japanese delegates for the remainder of the Conference, and positively poisoning relations between the allies and the Chinese. The Chinese, like the Italians, were the ally that was sacrificed in the name of the greater good, that greater good being allied unity and productivity. On the afternoon of 28th April 1919, this unity was put to good use, as the covenant of the LON was finalised and accepted. 
The 28th was an eventful day indeed. It contained a very brief meeting of the C4, but the main event was unquestionably the plenary session which gathered all of the attendees of the Conference together, to note their approval of the covenant of the LON. Since the covenant had been first presented and accepted in mid-February, the LON committee had been adjusting and unpacking its implications, structures and powers, with note taken of the reservations communicated by HCL in early March. Almost every evening, WW had sat in on the meetings of the LON Committee, and while it had the final say on what that institution looked like, it was still important for the sake of appearances if nothing else, to present it before all those who had come to Paris. House recorded the scene in his diary:
The Plenary Session unanimously adopted the draft of the Covenant for the League of Nations which our Committee wrote. It also passed the Resolution which I instigated and had David Miller write, and which the President offered. This Resolution as adopted is a part of the record. It not only names the nations which are to compose the Council of Nine, but also names the nations which are to compose the Committee on Organization. In other words, the Organization Committee is now practically in my hands as I had hoped it would be. Clemenceau put the "steam roller" promptly to work as soon as those who wanted to make speeches to go in the process verbal had finished. Everything was passed almost before the Conference could catch its breath. 
The difficulty for those major actors, indeed, was to finish their work and establish their main points before any of the minor powers, eager for some interaction with the VIPs, interjected. Inevitably, one could not stop all of them from acting to get their voices heard – this was, after all, the only genuine chance for the minor powers to make themselves heard while before their peers. To think, that in the initial planning stage of the conference, it had been imagined that this plenary session method was to be the default version of hammering out the peace. One imagines that if this process had been adopted, the TOV would have taken 6 years, rather than 6 months, to hammer out. House had noted in the past that even the CX had been too unwieldy, and that while it may have been impolitic to reduce its attendees further into the C4 and CFM in late March, such an approach was the best way to get things done. House was not ignorant to the scenes taking place in front of him though; from his diary one can gain some of the most memorable and biting records, and they tended to be of Clemenceau, who plainly loathed the open ended nature of these packed plenary conferences. House continued:
And this reminds me of some of the biting sayings of Clemenceau. Someone remarked to him not long ago "Stephen Pichon said so". Clemenceau quickly asked "Pichon, Pichon, who is Pichon?" The reply came, "Why, Pichon is your Minister for Foreign Affairs". "So he is", said Clemenceau, "I had forgotten it". Another time he spoke to Klotz, his Minister of Finance as being "the only Jew I ever knew who knew nothing of finance". Again he told someone. "Colonel House is practical, I can understand him, but when I talk with President Wilson, I feel as if I were talking to Jesus Christ". Again he said, "The Almighty gave us Ten Commandments, but Wilson has given us Fourteen." When Bourgeois was rambling along this afternoon about his amendments it was worth while being bored to watch Clemenceau's expression of contempt as he looked at his worthy confrere. Lloyd George remarked to Clemenceau, "how did Bourgeois ever become Prime Minister of France?” to which he replied, "During a period when I was unmaking Cabinets, the material ran out, and they took Bourgeois". When Bourgeois began his argument, which the President and I had heard innumerable times in our League of Nations meetings, I wrote on a slip to the President, "Lest old acquaintance be forgot". He replied, "I wish I could forget both the speech and the man". 
Again, as if we needed reminding how House felt about the whole process, he reiterated his perspective on the interminable exercise of letting all the delegates speak whenever they wanted to, writing:
These Plenary Sessions last all afternoon, but they might as well be finished within fifteen minutes after we start, provided we could get the speechmakers to submit their speeches in writing for insertion in the process Verbal without having to listen to them. The actual work is done in a few minutes. It is the tiresome oratory which takes the time.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  See House, Diaries, vol. 7, 28th April 1919, pp. 176-177.] 

So much for open covenants openly arrived at – rather than any spectre of openness or transparency, the minor powers would have been within their rights to feel frustrated at the fact that the big five had closeted themselves away in their private councils over the last few months, and the numbers of those in attendance at them shrank with each month that passed. Yet, it may surprise us to learn that in spite of his unguarded impatience at times, Wilson was genuine in his desire to have the League be seen as a radical new step in world politics, and he did wish to see all the nations of the world included in its operations and protections. Not only that, but as the historian Lloyd Ambrosius wrote, the League contained within its covenant religious and spiritual symbolism which spoke to Wilson’s personal faith. Ambrosius wrote:
Wilson viewed the League from the perspective of his Christian faith. He saw it as a redeeming influence. His emphasis on "moral force" expressed this orientation. Moreover, Wilson had chosen the word "covenant" as the name for the new League's founding document, rather than "charter" as later used for the United Nations, or some other word. For devout Presbyterians like himself, the word "covenant" communicated an important religious meaning. The president also determined that the new League's headquarters would be located in Geneva, Switzerland, which had been John Calvin's home. Wilson's Calvinism was a modern, liberal version. He identified with the Social Gospel movement, which advocated progressive reform at home and abroad.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Lloyd Ambrosius, ‘Woodrow Wilson, Alliances, and the League of Nations’, The Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era, Vol. 5, No. 2 (Apr., 2006), pp. 139-165; pp. 145-146.] 

Someone who viewed the LON covenant with a good deal less romanticism or spirituality was our favourite man on the ground, HN. When he had last written about the League’s covenant in mid-February, I noted the pathetic fallacy present in his writing when he took the time to write the simple sentence ‘pours with rain’, on that 14th February. Incredibly enough, as if to echo either his own grim expectations over what the League would become, or perhaps simply because he was a stickler for the details of the weather, Nicolson provides us with a short entry on the evening of 28th April 1919, writing merely that: ‘Plenary sessions of the Conference. They adopt the covenant of the League…Pours with rain.’[footnoteRef:5] Was this a deliberate act of symbolism, or just a coincidence that it rained on both occasions when the Covenant of the doomed league was passed? The jury is out, but as it did in mid-February when I first encountered this idea, the whole thing still fascinates me. [5:  Nicolson, Peacemaking 1919, p. 218.] 

But what was the covenant of the LON which the plenary session of 28th April had passed? In short, it was a document containing 26 articles, of which article 10 was probably the most controversial in the US, because it committed all contracting parties:
…to respect and preserve as against external aggression the territorial integrity and existing political independence of all Members of the League. In case of any such aggression or in case of any threat or danger of such aggression the Council shall advise upon the means by which this obligation shall be fulfilled.
The functions of the League would be carried out by a permanent secretariat and a council, consisting of nine members, of which the allies were to play a prominent role. An assembly containing all the nations would meet where necessary, largely for the purpose of debate and to foster dialogue in an open and controlled manner, where such opportunities had never existed before. It was a bold plan to maintain world peace and improve world relations, and the covenant opened with a similarly high minded manifesto:
THE HIGH CONTRACTING PARTIES, In order to promote international co-operation and to achieve international peace and security by the acceptance of obligations not to resort to war, by the prescription of open, just and honourable relations between nations, by the firm establishment of the understandings of international law as the actual rule of conduct among Governments, and by the maintenance of justice and a scrupulous respect for all treaty obligations in the dealings of organised peoples with one another, Agree to this Covenant of the League of Nations.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Available: http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/leagcov.asp] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The creation of this covenant and the finalising of its 26 articles meant that it was ready to be baked into the TOV, and consequently, it meant that WW had achieved arguably his major goal to reimagine international relations and pave the way forward for a new world order. Ideally, it would also mean that the President would be a good deal freer in the evenings from now on, since he would no longer be needed to make regular contributions to the construction process of the covenant. Whatever way you spin it, we have to conclude that this was a highly significant moment in the history of the world. It was the moment when, for the very first time, the idea of collective security was enshrined in the international system. The problem, of course, was that many were not ready for such a big step. To some, the League was a godsend, to others an ominous infringement on their state’s rights, but at the time, there was by no means an absence of positivity surrounding its creation. Political commentators and statesmen alike could get excited about its potential, and one such individual, Gilbert Hitchcock, writing for the Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science in July 1919, had the following to say:
The League of Nations is not a government. It has no sovereign powers. It is a contract between sovereign powers in which they agree to do and not to do certain things under given circumstances. They promise each other when they enter into it that if a dispute arises between any members they will submit that dispute to arbitration, or if they do not submit it to arbitration they will submit it to an inquiry of the nine nations, composing the executive council, and during the period of arbitration or during the period of inquiry covering six months, they solemnly agree that they will not go to war and they further agree they will not go to war for at least three months after that time. So, no matter what the result of arbitration is, or what the result of inquiry is, the world is assured a cooling off period of nine months before there can be any possibility of war. That cooling off period will prevent nine tenths of the wars of the world.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Gilbert M. Hitchcock, ‘In Defence of the League of Nations’, The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, Vol. 84,International Reconstruction (Jul., 1919), pp. 201-207; p. 204.] 

In spite of these ambitious but no doubt well-intentioned predictions for the League, it was plain from an early stage that the three major allies all viewed the institution differently, and came to the table with different ideas about how it would serve them. Wilson is perhaps the exception to this, since what he wanted was essentially the credit for having devised and pushed the LON into the spotlight, where it would be respected and used for the force of good. The President did not, in other words, intend to use the League for the aggrandisement of American interests across the world. In this, it must be said that he was the odd man out among the big three. Both LG and GC had designs on the ME and Africa, and intended to use the LON mandates system as a means of achieving the expansion of their imperial interests, under the guise of protection and opportunities for the natives. This naked ploy was especially marked in the French case for Syria, and for Britain in Mesopotamia generally. As the historian Ernst B. Haas explains, the mandates system did not solve Anglo-French antagonism in the realm of colonial competition, but it did present another opportunity which London was eager to embrace:
Since the mandates were promptly interpreted by each government as fully consistent with its particular – and mutually hostile – policy motivations it cannot be argued that the Anglo-French compromise was facilitated by the man- date. Thus not only was the question of oil settled completely independently of the mandate issue but after 1920 the United Kingdom could no longer interfere with French policy in Syria though this policy was almost diametrically opposed to that of London… If the Mandate System did not serve as an inter-imperialist compromise, it functioned as a most useful principle for reconciling the clashing aspirations of various units of the British Empire. British statesmen sorely needed a formula which would meet the demands for outright annexation put forward by Australia, New Zealand and South Africa and the opposing demand that the Empire refrain from further expansion.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Ernst B. Haas, ‘The Reconciliation of Conflicting Colonial Policy Aims: Acceptance of the League of Nations Mandate System’, International Organization, Vol. 6, No. 4 (Nov., 1952), pp. 521-536; pp. 531-532.] 

Mandates were an important element of the LON features, but they did not represent a get into imperialism free card for the British or French, and this is demonstrated by the very real and palpable tensions which the British and Americans endured over the colonial settlements, as well as the naval questions which had been plaguing their relations ever since Edward House had first landed in France in late October 1918. Yet it was more than that; while eager to oversee the creation of a body tasked with preserving world peace, LG was sensitive indeed to the notion that the League would operate in the name of all of its members in the event of a war, and that collective security, the quintessential bedrock of the modern UN, should not be allowed to undermine the integrity of the British Empire. LG was also not above sacrificing the League entirely if he believed it undermined British interests in the naval sphere; when the new American naval program of December 1918 threatened British naval policies, Lloyd George froze negotiations on the league question completely until the Americans promised certain modifications. 
Proponents of the league at its most basic idea were not hard to find in Britain, but there was understandable reluctance to tie British soldiers and taxpayers to a body which would be responsible for military or diplomatic intervention at the drop of a hat. Remember, these British figures were living with the previous years’ experiences in mind; where Wilson assured his British counterparts that the League would make war less likely, LG and his party found this difficult to believe, since in their experience, war was a natural but regrettable part of the way international relations worked. As a liberal, LG loathed war, but he also prided himself on being a political realist, and he did not believe it was practical to tie all nations and Britain to an institution which would intervene to prevent all wars. Wilson’s assertion that the very commitment of the major nations of the world to intervene would guard against the need to actually intervene at all, because it would send such a strong message to the disrupters of the peace, was not a message which LG was buying. 
As LG was wont to do though, he had placed on the LON committee a figure in Lord Cecil who he rarely agreed with when it came to interventionism as policy. One wonders why LG allowed Cecil to work with Wilson so closely if he disagreed on the central issue with both of them. Indeed, Cecil found that he saw eye to eye with the American President, and Wilson was led to believe that Cecil spoke for Britain, precisely because Cecil had been placed in that position. It is difficult to discern why the PM allowed Cecil to run away with the baton here; perhaps he admired his enthusiasm and appreciated the value of his good relationship with Wilson? Either way, LG may also have been sufficiently informed about the unfolding terms of the League that his worst fears could have been assuaged. When the covenant was revealed in its entirety on 28th April, LG seemed willing to tolerate it in the belief that its provisions were sufficiently ambiguous to allow for definition and evolution along realistic lines, and in the hope that League responsibilities would be shared fully by the Americans. 
When this hope faded in the autumn of 1919, there occurred an urgent debate within government circles as to the wisdom of proceeding with the League as constituted. In addition, when it became apparent that Washington would not succeed in passing the covenant, and Britain and France would be left to pick up the tab which Wilson and Cecil had run up, LG worked desperately for a solution, even sending the nearly blind Sir Edward Grey to the US in a bid to lobby American opinion. As he worked to that end, of saving American participation in the League which now appeared to have lost several teeth, the narrative of a ‘great betrayal’ began to enter into the lexicon of the British FO. The Americans, so it was said, had hung the British Empire out to dry. The historian George W. Egerton captures this mood:
Certainly no bonds of personal friendship were forged between Lloyd George and Wilson as a result of the peace-making experience. Even the League of Nations project, despite the harmony between Wilson and Cecil, served as a major irritant in broader Anglo-American relations as Lloyd George repeatedly threatened withdrawal of British support for the League until Wilson proved more accommodating to the dominions' colonial objectives and Britain's naval interests. Furthermore, Lloyd George and his closest advisers found themselves opposed to the type of league drafted by Cecil and Wilson in the League of Nations Commission, tolerating it only in the anticipation that a conservative interpretation could be placed on the Covenant and that the serious new obligations involved in League membership would be fully shared by America.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  George W. Egerton, ‘Britain and the 'Great Betrayal': Anglo-American Relations and the Struggle for United States Ratification of the Treaty of Versailles, 1919-1920’, The Historical Journal, Vol. 21, No. 4 (Dec., 1978), pp. 885-911; p. 888.] 

The forgotten story of how the British or French felt when it became apparent that Wilson would not be able to fulfil his dream after all is one which is incredibly fascinating, but which we, unfortunately, don’t have sufficient time to get into here. Let’s take our story back a bit though, because OTD 100 years ago, it couldn’t be known that the American President would fail to get his covenant passed, nor could it be guaranteed that any of the disputes which had racked the Anglo-American or Franco-American relationship in the past, would not be open to resolution. Furthermore, with the continuation of the alliance between the three powers looking likely, Clemenceau was content to approve of the League for now, but to rely above all on that wartime agreement to bolster French security. Having avoided the LON committee meetings, Clemenceau had evidently been content to let Leon Bourgeois, whom he loathed, take over. Bourgeois had taken to the task with same ideological flair and passion as had Wilson and Cecil, and these three men effectively built the final draft of the League covenant together. The final verdict is provided by George Egerton in another of his articles examining the League and the role of LG in its creation. Egerton concluded:
The League of Nations Covenant embodied a great personal triumph for Wilson and Cecil, and few today would contest the historical achievement associated with the founding of the world's first great international organisation. In many respects, however, their triumph marked a paper victory. It was a victory, moreover, that had several major adverse consequences. It led directly to the nonparticipation of the United States and the con-sequent near abortion of the whole League project. Lodge and the American Senate would have been quite prepared to participate in the type of league favoured by the British government. The triumph of the collective-security approach in 1919 led also to the alienation of the British policy-making elite from the League of Nations. When the Americans deserted the cause late in 1919 only the strength of the league-of-nations movement, the vestigial liberalism of Lloyd George, and the sanctity of the Treaty of Versailles kept the British government on course to see the League through to its official birth in January 1920.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  George W. Egerton, ‘The Lloyd George Government and the Creation of the League of Nations’, The American Historical Review, Vol. 79, No. 2 (Apr., 1974), pp. 419-444; pp. 443-444.] 

It was destined to be a rocky birth, and an even more unstable life cycle, but it is difficult to understate the significance of the moment which crowned the establishment, a century ago today, of perhaps the most infamous international institution in history. Renowned forever after for its terminal failure in preventing a repeat of the GW, the LON, as we have by now learned, was built upon the hopes and dreams of several well-meaning men who were, it must be said, many years ahead of their time. They were ready for the LON, for a body which would preserve peace, protect the vulnerable and foster meaningful dialogue and conflict resolution. The world, as they would come to realise with resignation and despair, was not. 
