From Ogdensburg to Hyde Park: The Coordination of Hemispheric Defence with Canada, 1940-1941

As France fell, Great Britain laid before us a frank and somber picture of her perilous position. With her back to the Atlantic wall, she was now fighting for her life, and she needed all the help we could possibly give her.

Cordell Hull, U.S. Secretary of State


Roosevelt's invitation to Mackenzie King to form a Permanent Joint Board on Defence in August 1940 to "consider in the broad sense the defense of the northern half of the western hemisphere" was just the reprieve that the Canadian Prime Minister had been waiting for.
 Not only did the Ogdensburg Agreement commit America to the defence of its northern neighbour, but it allowed Canada, already outstripped of its military resources, to further its obligation to the defence of Great Britain. More importantly, Roosevelt's initiative served as the first in a series of major strategic military and economic alliances between these two nations that would last well beyond the war years they intended to serve.


While this may have been one of the most important consequences of American foreign policy towards Canada between 1940 and 1941, it was hardly Roosevelt's intention. Preoccupied more with the fall of France, and Britain's looming defeat, Roosevelt had little choice but to include Canada in its own hemispheric defence planning. Pledging that "there is far less chance of the United States getting into war, if we do all we can now to support nations defending themselves against attack," from Ogdensburg to Hyde Park, Roosevelt realized that what was good for Canada was ultimately beneficial to Britain and of minimal cost or consequence to American neutrality:
 As Secretary of War Henry Stimson said about the meetings at Ogdensburg, the coordination of North American defence "was very possibly the turning point in the tide of the war."


There is little doubt that America's non-interventionist leanings made any such endeavour highly sensitive. The Neutrality Act of 1935, which ensured the "maintenance of peace and the avoidance of any entanglements which would lead us to war," was nonetheless an inflexible piece of legislation.
 The embargo provision, for instance, bound the President from offering military aid to any country that was at war. Such constraint, however, reflected prevailing American sentiment which, during the interwar years, had resisted any idea of American involvement in foreign affairs.


Roosevelt's efforts at altering that posture, however, became clearer after his 'quarantine' speech of 05 Oct 1937. Likening world aggression to a disease that should be quarantined, Roosevelt embarked on a campaign of re-education of the American people by warning that "the peace-loving nations must make a concerted effort in opposition to those violations of treaties and those ignorings of human instincts which today are creating a state of international anarchy and instability from which there is no escape through mere isolation or neutrality."


While agreeing that foreign affairs "must closely approximate the prevailing views of the country," clearly Roosevelt's idea of neutrality evolved faster than the public he served.
 Stating that he could not ask "every American to remain neutral in thought," Roosevelt greeted Germany's invasion of Poland in September 1939 with even greater resolve to revise neutrality.
 Embargo provisions that were designed to isolate America, had the dual effect of suspending those British and French munitions orders that were so vital to their own defence. Employing a reversal of logic -- "that by the repeal of the embargo the United States will probably remain at peace" -- the President campaigned successfully for changes that would allow the sale of American goods on a cash-and-carry basis.
 Equally important, the subsequent development of American industry would vastly improve its own capacity for continental defence: "we will extend to the opponents of force the material resources of this nation and at the same time we will harness the use of those resources in order that we ourselves in America may have the equipment and training equal to the task of any emergency and every defense."


Roosevelt's inability to extend immediate American aid to France meant almost certain defeat for the latter. It was this threat that prompted Britain's Prime Minister to ask of Roosevelt for 40 to 50 surplus American destroyers "to bridge the gap between what we have now and the large new construction we put in hand at the beginning of the war."
 Stressing the delicate balance between favourable public opinion and a strong pro-neutrality lobby in Congress, the President initially delayed Churchill's request until representatives of William Allen White's 10,000 strong Committee to Defend America by Aiding the Allies suggested a bases-for-destroyers deal with Britain. The long term leases of U.S. military bases in Newfoundland and Bermuda was a "far-reaching act of preparation for continental defense in the face of grave danger," and readily outweighed the cost of these aging vessels.


Such a plan, however, would not have been complete without the involvement of Canada. Convinced of Britain's imminent defeat, the United States looked upon its northern neighbour as the weak link in a possible German trans-Atlantic invasion. So intertwined was Canada in Britain's military and economic fortune, the "United States will have to plan its defence on continental terms at least, and Canada will be an integral and necessary part of their plan."
 This was no mere coincidence; having committed most of Canada's peacetime resources to overseas service, including the bulk of their own destroyers to Britain, Mackenzie King correctly calculated that an undefended North America might prompt the United States into a new defence posture: "Let them see how completely depleted we were of defence on both coasts. It was due to the U.S. who stood to suffer if our shores were wholly neglected. It was due to our own people to get from the U.S. all the help we possibly could."


No doubt reminded of his own pledge at Queen's University in August, 1938 that the "people of the United States will not stand idly by if domination of Canadian soil is threatened by any other empire," it was inevitable that Roosevelt would invite Mackenzie King to join in a continental alliance.
 Certainly, precedent had already been established the previous year with the adoption by the Pan-American Union of "measures to preserve the American continent free of conflict . . . within the area of defense of the Western Hemisphere."
 Embodied in the Declaration of Panama, these measures included a self-proclaimed neutral zone that extended from three hundred to one thousand miles outward from their coastline.
 While Canada, as a belligerent nation, was not a party to this agreement, the ideals of the Panama Declaration were well within the scope of Mackenzie King's own defence priorities when he stated that the "primary task and responsibility of the people of Canada is the defence and security of Canada."


Characterized by the Prime Minister as the "foundation of a new world order, based on friendship and good will," the Ogdensburg Agreement of 17 Aug 1940 served two distinct functions:
 firstly, it permitted Canada to commit even more of its troops and resources to overseas service without Mackenzie King having to worry about home defence; secondly, it allowed Roosevelt and the United States to make inroads into both Canadian and British military and economic policy without violating the sanctity of American neutrality.
 As Pierrepont Moffat, American Minister to Canada observed: "The old fear that cooperation would tend to weaken Canada's ties with Great Britain has almost certainly disappeared. Instead, Canada believes that such cooperation would tend to bring Britain and the United States closer together, rather than to force Britain and Canada apart."


Historian Fred E. Pollack offers a more sinister interpretation of Roosevelt's motivation concerning the creation of the Permanent Joint Board of Defence. According to this author, the Ogdensburg Agreement was but a short term solution in addressing the disposition of Britain's fleet. Churchill's refusal to transfer the Royal Navy to North America without American commitment to the conflict placed a great deal of pressure upon the United States to offer other concessions. It is well known that the British Prime Minister did not look favourably upon the joint Canadian-American agreement, and suspected that Roosevelt may have intended to use the Board as a means of controlling Britain's fleet were it transferred to Canada. The bases-for-destroyers deal, therefore, was the most logical appeasement that the President could offer.


As welcome as the Ogdensburg Agreement was, however, not all details were in agreement. Mackenzie King's concern with American bases in Newfoundland, a Canadian protectorate in spite of its status as a British crown colony, was made even more tepid by Roosevelt's assertion that he would seize the island "to protect the United States," therefore "it was much better to have a friendly agreement in advance."
 This is not exactly what the Prime Minister had in mind. Equating nationalism to the ability to protect one's nation, correspondent Grant Dexter expanded upon Mackenzie King's position:


Canada regards herself as holding a special position with respect to the defence of Newfoundland. Canada, quite evidently, is not prepared to take second place to the United States in this regard. It is too vital to Canada's security. The agreement between the United States and Britain with respect to Newfoundland failed to concede Canada's special interest and therefore, doubtless upon Canada's insistence, a protocol was added . . .”


Neither was Britain eager to part with its territorial integrity. Even as the Battle of Britain put its very survival in question, Churchill wrestled with the idea of linking the destroyers to bases. At one point applauding Roosevelt for his bold initiate, he privately chastised Mackenzie King, "saying he would rather go without destroyers than to have experts haggle" over the cost of that exchange.
 Fearful that his own electorate would reject any commercial aspect that resulted in a loss of sovereignty, the Prime Minister urged Roosevelt to label their trade as mutual 'gifts.' As "the element of trade was exactly what was necessary to make the transaction legal under the shackling American statutes," the President offered a more palatable solution:
 if Britain offered bases in Newfoundland and Bermuda as outright gifts, five other bases in the Caribbean and British Guyana would be exchanged for the destroyers. Churchill agreed.


In any event, Mackenzie-King rejected all efforts by Roosevelt to establish American bases on Canadian soil, even as he conceded that American troops were welcome to cross the border if Canada was invaded by its enemies. This resolution, which formed the basis for the Joint Canadian - United States Basic Defence Plan, recognized the importance of transferring strategic control of Canadian forces to the United States in the event of British defeat and the loss of the Royal Navy. As this scenario became more and more unlikely the following spring, plan ABC-22 retreated from the idea of a complete integration of remaining Allied armies under American control to something more closely resembling mutual military cooperation.


The ability of Britain to stay the course seriously undermined the effectiveness of the Board, and so with it Canada's sphere of influence in matters of North American defence. Furthermore, Roosevelt's election victory of 1940 allowed the U.S. President to begin dealing directly with Churchill, effectively eliminating the Canadian Prime Minister from his role as confident and power broker between the two great nations. Mackenzie King, an ardent imperial supporter, was none-the-less stung by the growing Anglo-American relationship. This was no more so than during the latter part of 1940, when a looming dollar shortage in Britain forced a re-evaluation of that country’s economic priorities.


Having pledged all aid short of war during a fireside chat on December 29, 1940, Roosevelt recognized that the cash-and-carry policy of the revised Neutrality Act was insufficient to meet the needs of Britain's growing war requirements. With U.S. dollar assets of less than two billion dollars, Britain had placed orders for over five billion dollars in U.S. goods during that year alone. Heeding Churchill's concern lest "Great Britain were to be divested of salable assets," Roosevelt's solution, which formed the basis for Lend-Lease, was simple:
 "For what we send abroad, we shall be repaid within a reasonable time following the close of hostilities, in similar materials, or, at our option, in other goods of many kinds, which they can produce and which we need."
 A significant departure from previous policy, Lend-Lease, signed into law by the President the following March, placed the burden of war production squarely on the shoulders of the United States. Not coincidentally, the Act granted Roosevelt greater freedom in foreign affairs by empowering the President to order the manufacture of "any defense article for the government of any country whose defense the President deems vital to the defense of the United States."


The threat posed to the Canadian economy by the prospects of Lend-Lease cannot be understated. Already faced with prohibited borrowing from the United States, it was no secret to all concerned that Canada's delicate foreign exchange situation, kept in balance by the application of its trade surplus with Britain against its trade deficit with the United States, would be significantly impaired by an Anglo-American economic treaty. At the very least, Churchill's threat to shift all of Britain's war production to the United States placed Canada at the disadvantage of having to negotiate terms similar to that of Lend-Lease, an eventuality which Canada's War Committee summarily rejected on March 13.


With relatively few options at his disposal, Mackenzie King sought a parallel accord with Roosevelt that would win Canada many of the benefits of a lend-lease arrangement, without becoming formally involved in the agreement itself. This point was paramount to the Canadian Prime Minister. If, as Mackenzie King surmised, the United States were to "keep the obligations arising under the Lend-Lease Bill hanging . . . to compel open markets or return of materials," there was a very real threat that the inclusion of Canada would result in a surrender of Canada's future economic production to U.S. policy and control.


The Hyde Park Agreement of April 20, 1941 served two distinct purposes: firstly, the promise of $400 million in American orders ensured that Canadian war production would remain in motion; secondly, reciprocal trade ensured that a balance in financial relations could be maintained between the two nations.
 Mackenzie King's insistence on a made in Canada solution, and the promise of a steady supply of essential war materials such as aluminum, was enough to overcome Roosevelt's initial scepticism that "perhaps it might be going a little too far to have something manufactured in Canada for the U.S. to Lease-Lend to England," and with surprisingly few strings attached.
 Unlike Britain, Canada was not required to vest itself of its American assets, nor flood the open market with its gold reserves. While this may not have satisfied all in Congress, not easily convinced of Canada's dire financial situation, Hyde Park was neither a power play by the Americans nor a sacrificial lamb for the Canadians: "if the U.S. insisted upon taking from Canada what few possessions she had in the U.S. it would only give voice to anti-U.S. sentiment in this country. Why not buy from Canada as much as Canada is buying from the U.S. -- just balance the accounts. Roosevelt thought this was a swell idea."


The truth of the matter is that, what was considered by Canada as an important guarantee of economic autonomy and a natural evolution of the Ogdensburg Agreement was but a minor inconvenience to Roosevelt and American industry. If, as Assistant Secretary of State A.A. Berle stated "the war has made it possible to settle many such problems, including the future of trade between the U.S. and Canada, which we could not settle in peace times," the inclusion of Canada in a multilateral trade agreement with Britain realistically represented only a fraction of the overall impact of Lend-Lease on the North American economy.
 Furthermore, Roosevelt recognized that Canada, already retooled to British standards of manufacture, would provide an ideal buffer for an American industry that was hard pressed to keep pace with British orders.


More importantly, Ogdensburg and Hyde Park allowed the United States to adopt a wartime posture with regard to hemispheric defence without actually defying Neutrality legislation, or the will of the people. While some historians such as J.L. Granatstein argue that such arrangements as were negotiated with Canada and Britain prior to Pearl Harbor effectively placed the country in a state of war, it remains that the American public overwhelmingly endorsed Roosevelt's foreign policy objective of intervention in the name of neutrality, and accepted his continued pledge to keep their boys out of the war.


Churchill once described Canada as "the linch-pin of peace and world progress . . . drawing both Great Britain and the United States towards herself and thus drawing them closer to each other."
 It was an able compliment for its time, and wholly prophetic in its current context. It also reinforced Canada, and Mackenzie King's self-serving role as conciliator between the two superpowers. In many respects, the Atlantic Conference of 1941 was the culmination of America's hemispheric defence coordination with Canada. As global conflict took on greater significance, however, and the two great allied powers united off the coast of Newfoundland to develop a joint declaration of war aims, an uninvited Canada was relegated to its ultimate position as subordinate partner in the Atlantic triangle.


That America would finally reach outside of the continent was no great surprise either. Having demonstrated its responsibility as the "great arsenal of defense," by late 1941, there was little denying that Roosevelt's policy of keeping the war away from the continental United States would require more force than diplomacy.
 His alliance with Great Britain, made possible by its relations with Canada over the preceding year, was merely the next step in America's acceptance of the leadership of the global democratic cause and a further erosion of American neutrality. This is not to say that Canada's position vis-à-vis the United States was only of limited importance. On the contrary, it has been argued in many quarters that Britain's temporary vulnerability had resulted in the irreversible shift in Canada's military and economic dependence from the old empire to the new.
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