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Woodrow Wilson Comes to Europe

ON 4 DECEMBER 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.1 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.2

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 had been. 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’.3

Wilson expected, he wrote to his great friend, Edward House, who was already in Europe, that he would stay only to settle the main outlines of the peace settlements. It was not likely that he would remain for the formal Peace Conference with the enemy.4 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 at Camp David or Bill Clinton at Wye River, 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 Wilson outwards. 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 towards 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 honour and his paternalistic attitudes to women and to blacks – he also accepted the war’s outcome. Abraham Lincoln was one of his great heroes, along with Edmund Burke and William Gladstone.5 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 Democrat 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, Wilson was elected president. In 1916 he was re-elected with an even greater share of the popular vote.

His 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.6 Wilson never forgave those who disagreed with him. ‘He is a good hater’, said his press officer and devoted admirer Ray Stannard Baker.7 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.’8 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’.9

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 alterego’, 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.’10 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, that perhaps did not matter.11 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.12

Wilson’s selection caused an uproar in the United States at the time and has caused controversy ever since. ‘A lot of cheapskates’, said the former Republican president William Taft. ‘I would swear if it would do any good.’13 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.14 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 who 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 cold-blooded an opportunist as we have ever had in the Presidency’?15 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 to’?16

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 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 shipping, 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 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.’17 In Wilson’s mind 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 a cadaverous 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 13 December. Thirteen was his lucky number.18 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’.19

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.20

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.’21

Edith Bolling, 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.22 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.23 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 jewellery 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.24 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 afterwards, ‘the president has let anyone know what his ideas are and what his policy is.’ There were to be few other such occasions.25 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.’26

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.27

He touched on another favourite 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.’28

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 US dominance of its neighbours. 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.’29

Wilson paid little attention to what he regarded as niggling objections from Lansing.30 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. ‘I am going to teach’, he had said in his first term as president, ‘the South American Republics to elect good men!’31 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.’32 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 Huerta, the man who started the Mexican revolution. Huerta in fact had taken great care to avoid doing that.33 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. 34 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.’35

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 rivalled Britain’s. Indeed Americans tended to assume that they had won the war for their European Allies.36 The American economy had surged ahead as American farmers and American factories poured out wheat
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