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Britain’s Loss of Global Pre-eminence
to the United States, 1930—1945

This book addresses one of the least understood issues in modern
international history: how, between 1930 and 1945, Britain lost its
global pre-eminence to the United States.

The crucial years are 1930 to 1940, for which until now no
comprehensive examination of Anglo-American relations exists. Tran-
sition of Power analyses these relations in the pivotal decade, with an
epilogue dealing with the Second World War after 1941. Britain and
the United States, and their intertwined fates, were fundamental to the
course of international history in these years. Professor McKercher’s
book dissects the various strands of the two Powers’ relationship in the
fifteen years after 1930 from a British perspective — economic,
diplomatic, naval, and strategic: security and disarmament in Europe;
economic diplomacy during the Great Depression, especially the
introduction of the Ottawa system of tariffs and the Roosevelt
Administration’s determination to get freer trade after 1933; threats to
the Far Eastern balance of power between 1931 and 1941 and the
British and American responses; growing American interests in the
British Empire and their impact upon Imperial unity; and strategic
thinking and planning at London and Washington revolving around
naval power and armed strength in the wider world, from the London
naval conference through such events as the 1935 Anglo-German
naval agreement to the response to Axis and Japanese aggression after
September 1939.

BriaAN MCcKERCHER is Professor of History, Royal Military College
of Canada. His previous publications include The Second Baldwin
Government and the United States, 1924—1929: Attitudes and Diplomacy
(1984) and Esme Howard: A Diplomatic Biography (1989).

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521440904
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

0521440904 - Transition of Power: Britain’s Loss of Global Pre-eminence to the United
States, 1930-1945

B. J. C. McKercher

Frontmatter

More information

Transition of Power

Britain’s Loss of Global Pre-eminence
to the United States, 1930—1945

B.]J. C. McKercher

25 CAMBRIDGE

UNIVERSITY PRESS

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521440904
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

0521440904 - Transition of Power: Britain’s Loss of Global Pre-eminence to the United
States, 1930-1945

B. J. C. McKercher

Frontmatter

More information

PUBLISHED BY THE PRESS SYNDICATE OF THE UNIVERSITY OF CAMBRIDGE
The Pitt Building, Trumpington Street, Cambridge CB2 1RP, United Kingdom

CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS
The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge, CB2 2RU, UK
http: //www.cup.cam.ac.uk
40 West 20th Street, New York, NY 10011-4211, USA http: //www.cup.org
10 Stamford Road, Oakleigh, Melbourne 3166, Australia

© B.]. C. McKercher 1999

This book is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provisions of
relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take
place without the written permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 1999

Printed in the United Kingdom at the University Press, Cambridge
Typeset in Plantin 10/12pt [ ]

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication data

McKercher, B.J. C., 1950—
Transition of power: Britain’s loss of global pre-eminence to the United States,
1930-1945/ B. ]J. C. McKercher.
p- cm.
Includes bibliographical references.
ISBN 0521 44090 4 (hardback)
1. United States — Relations — Great Britain. 2. Great Britain — Relations —
United States. 3. United States — Foreign relations — 1929-1933.
4. United States — Foreign relations — 1933-1945. 5. Great Britain — Foreign
relations — 1910-1936. 6. Great Britain — Foreign relations — 1936-1945.
1. Title.
E183.8.G7TM4 1998
303.48'273041 —dc21 98-13369 CIP

ISBN 0521 44090 4 hardback

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521440904
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press

0521440904 - Transition of Power: Britain’s Loss of Global Pre-eminence to the United
States, 1930-1945

B. J. C. McKercher

Frontmatter

More information

For my son, Asa

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521440904
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

0521440904 - Transition of Power: Britain’s Loss of Global Pre-eminence to the United
States, 1930-1945

B. J. C. McKercher

Frontmatter
More information
Contents
Acknowledgments page viil
List of abbreviations xi

Prologue: Power and purpose in Anglo-American

relations, 1919-1929 1
1 The end of Anglo-American naval rivalry, 1929-1930 32
2 The undermining of war debts and reparations, 1929-1932 63
3 Disarmament and security in Europe and the Far East,

1930-1932 95
4 The unravelling of co-operation, 1932-1933 126
5 Moving away from the United States, 1933-1934 157
6 Britain, the United States, and the global balance of

power, 1934—-1935 186
7 From Abyssinia to Brussels via London, Madrid, and

Peking, 1935-1937 216
8 Appeasement, deterrence, and Anglo-American relations,

1938-1939 248
9 Belligerent Britain and the neutral United States, 1939-1941 278

Epilogue: ‘A new order of things’, 1941-1945 308
Select bibliography 344
Index 372

vii

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521440904
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

0521440904 - Transition of Power: Britain’s Loss of Global Pre-eminence to the United
States, 1930-1945

B. J. C. McKercher

Frontmatter

More information

Acknowledgments

The research for this book would not have been possible without the
generous support of both the Social Sciences and Humanities Research
Council of Canada and the Department of National Defence Academic
Research Programme.

I would like to thank the following for permission to quote and make
reference to the private or public manuscripts under their control: Sir
Colville Barclay; the British Library of Economic and Political Science,
London; the Master and Fellows of Churchill College, Cambridge; the
Hoover Institute of War and Revolution, Stanford University, Palo Alto,
California; the Herbert Hoover Presidential Library, West Branch,
Iowa; the Houghton Library, Harvard University, Cambridge, Massa-
chusetts; Lord Howard of Penrith; Professor A. K. Lambton; the
National Archives, Washington, DC; the National Maritime Museum,
Greenwich; the Public Record Office, Kew; the United Nations Library,
Palais des Nations, Geneva; the Library of Congress, Washington, DC;
the United States Army Historical Center, Carlisle Barracks, Pennsyl-
vania; the University Library, the University of Birmingham; and the
Syndics of the University Library, Cambridge.

I would like to thank the following for their help at various stages of
the research: Angela Raspin and her staff at the British Library of
Economic and Political Science, London; Corelli Barnett at the
Churchill Archive Centre, Churchill College, Cambridge; the staff of
the Hoover Institute of War and Revolution, Stanford University, Palo
Alto, California; Dwight Miller and Shirley Sondergard of the Herbert
Hoover Presidential Library, West Branch, Iowa; the staff of the
Houghton Library, Harvard University, Cambridge, Massachusetts; the
staff of the Institute of Historical Research, London; the staff of the
Manuscripts Reading Room, the British Library, London; the staff of
the Library of Congress, Washington, DC; the staff of the National
Maritime Museum, Greenwich; the staff of the Public Record Office,
Kew; the staff of the Franklin Delano Roosevelt Presidential Library,
Hyde Park, New York; Samuel Alexander, Benoit Cameron, and their

viii

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521440904
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

0521440904 - Transition of Power: Britain’s Loss of Global Pre-eminence to the United
States, 1930-1945

B. J. C. McKercher

Frontmatter

More information

Acknowledgments ix

staff at the Massey Library, the Royal Military College of Canada;
Dr U.-M. Riser and Antonio Figuiero of the League of Nations
Archives, the United Nations Library, Palais des Nations, Geneva; the
staff of the United States Army Historical Center, Carlisle Barracks,
Pennsylvania; the staff of the Government Publications Reading Room,
Cameron Library, University of Alberta; Dr B. Benedicx and the staff of
the Heslop Reading Room, the University Library, the University of
Birmingham; and the staff of the Manuscripts Reading Room, the
University Library, Cambridge.

A number of scholars were kind enough to share their expertise, ideas,
and criticisms with me. I would like to mention Kathy Burk, Sebastian
Cox, John Alan English, Erik Goldstein, David Ian Hall, Michael
Hennessy, the late Barry Hunt, Greg Kennedy, Charles Morrisey, Keith
Neilson, Michael Ramsay, Scot Robertson, Donald Schurman, and
David Woolner. Diane Kunz was particularly helpful concerning Anglo-
American economic relations; David Reynolds provided some valuable
insights on looking more broadly at issues. The audiences to whom I
presented some preliminary observations on this topic were helpful: the
1992 Canadian Historical Association; the 1994 Winston Churchill
Conference at Churchill College, Cambridge; the 1994 Society of
Military History Conference; 1995 SHAFR Conference; and the 1995
International History Seminar at the London School of Economics. I
even include here the lunchtime seminar series of the Department of
Strategy at the US Naval War College. The late Barry Hunt, Ronald
Haycock, and Jane Errington have done everything as department heads
to smooth my path.

I must also mention some special contributions. William Davies, my
editor at Cambridge University Press, has been kind and more than
patient; Chris Doubleday, who sub-edited my manuscript, saved me
many embarrassments. My friends Paul and Lynn Hurst and their
children, Kati, Danny, and Sally, offered me the hospitality of their
London home whenever I needed it during research trips. Glen Berg
knows how much I owe him. Michael Roi and Amy Castle often gave
me a safe haven in an apartment filled with good books and better
conversation; I am forever in their debt. And to Michael, with his special
knowledge of Vansittart and the interwar Foreign Office, I am
particularly indebted. Three scholars and friends were never too busy to
find time for me in their busy schedules when I needed to consult them
whilst on research trips to England or in correspondence. To Michael
Dockrill, Zara Steiner, and Donald Watt, I give special thanks for their
every kindness and support.

Lastly, my son, Asa, has learnt to put up with me being away or,

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521440904
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

0521440904 - Transition of Power: Britain’s Loss of Global Pre-eminence to the United
States, 1930-1945

B. J. C. McKercher

Frontmatter

More information

X Acknowledgments

worse, isolated in the next room whilst I was pounding away on my
word processor. He has been understanding and more than willing to
put up with all manner of inconveniences when he was with me. I will
never be able to repay him for the genuine support and affection he has
given to me in the past few years. A large part of the reason this book is
finished is due to him. The other part is because of Cathie. The central
part she has taken in my life in the past few years has been incalculable.
Swans and roses will never be the same again.

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521440904
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

0521440904 - Transition of Power: Britain’s Loss of Global Pre-eminence to the United
States, 1930-1945

B. J. C. McKercher

Frontmatter
More information
Abbreviations

ADM Admiralty
AHR American Historical Review
AJPH Australian Journal of Politics and History
BDFA British Documents on Foreign Affairs
BIS Bank for International Settlements
BYIS British Journal of International Studies
C-in-C Commander-in-Chief
CAB Cabinet
CC Cabinet Conclusion
CCS Combined Chiefs of Staff
CEH Central European History
CID Committee of Imperial Defence
CYH Canadian Journal of History
CNO Chief of Naval Operations
COS Chiefs of Staff Committee
CP Cabinet Paper
CR Contemporary Review
DBFP Documents on British Foreign Policy
DBPO Documents on British Policy Overseas
DCNS Deputy Chief of the Naval Staff
DH Diplomatic History
DOT Department of Overseas Trade
DPR Defence Policy and Requirements Sub-Committee

DPR(DR) Defence Policy and Requirements (Defence
Requirements) Sub-Committee

DRC Defence Requirements Sub-Committee
DS Diplomacy and Statecraft

EcoHR Economic History Review

EHR English Historical Review

FA Foreign Affairs

FDRFA Franklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Affairs
FO Foreign Office

X1

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521440904
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521440904 - Transition of Power: Britain’s Loss of Global Pre-eminence to the United

States, 1930-1945
B. J. C. McKercher

Frontmatter
More information
xii List of abbreviations
FRUS Papers Relaring to the Foreign Relations of the United States
GB Great Britain
GDP Gross Domestic Product
HY Historical Fournal
HZ Historische Zeitschrift
1A FJournal of the Royal Institute of International Affairs
IHR Internarional History Review
Iy International Journal
IJN Imperial Japanese Navy
INS Intelligence and National Security
FAH FJournal of American History
JBS Fournal of British Studies
JCH FJournal of Contemporary History
JICH Fournal of Imperial and Commonwealth History
JEEH Fournal of European Economic History
JEH Fournal of Economic History
FJRUSI Fournal of the Royal United Services Institution
FSS FJournal of Straregic Studies
LND League of Nations Published Document
LNU League of Nations Union
LNP League of Nations Private Papers
LNR League of Nations Registered Files
LNS League of Nations Section Files
NCM Naval Conference Ministerial Committee
PCIJ Permanent Court of International Justice
PRO Public Record Office
PSF Private Secretaries File
RAF Royal Air Force
Reparation Official Documents of the Allied Reparations
Commission
RITA Royal Institute of International Affairs
RN Royal Navy
RP Review of Politics
SAQ South Atlantic Quarterly
SDDF State Department Decimal Files
SWC Supreme War Council
T Treasury
UDC Union of Democratic Control
USN United States Navy
USNGB United States Navy General Board
ViZ Vierteljahrshefte fiir Zeitgeschichte
WCP War Cabinet Paper

© Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521440904
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

