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White: The French Navy and the Washington Conference

In many quarters today it is hoped
that strotegic arms limitation talks will
bring about a lessening of international
tensions and a diversion of resources
from defense spending to domestic
projects. In at least one instance, how-
ever, a similar conference led to cractly
the opposite result. The efforts of the
British Government to abolish the sub-
marine at the Washington Conference
led to renewed support and appropria-
tions for the French Navy and increased
suspicions of British intentions,

THE FRENCH NAVY

AND TIIE
WASHINGTON
CONFERENCE

An article prepared by
Ensign Donald G. White, U.S. Naval Rescrve

At the conclusion of the First World
War the French Navy and the infrastruc-
turc which supported it were lar weaker
than in 1914, The warships of the navy
were obsolete, the morale ol naval
personnel was low, and the Marine
Ministry was under-linanced. This was
due largely to I'rance’s necessary pre-
oeeupation with the Western I°ront dur-
ing the war years, which had diverted
the available inililury resources lo Lhe
Freneh Army. IL was nevertheless a
source of regret for those 'renchmen
who cherished France’s naval tradition.

One arca ol weakness [or the ['rench
Navy was public relations, The navy bad
a very low casualty rate compared to
that of the Western Front, and many
I'rencbinen viewed it as a haven lor
thoge who were hesitant Lo take their
place in the trenehes. During the war,
several newspapers published slurs about
“la marine en sommeil” and uade caus-
tic comparisons of artny and navy death
rates,! In addilion Lo this problem, the
French Navy had heen the seene ol
Communist agilation in 1919, In April

of that year, 28 sailors were arrested [or
singing “l.’Internationale™ and hoisting
the red ftag of revolution aboard the
I'reneh warships Jean fart and France,
and the I'rench Chamber of Deputics,
hy a vote of 365 Lo 195, reiused them
amnesty.® The leader of thesc sailors,
André Marty, was clected to the Paris
Munieipal Couneil while still in jail.
When his clection was invalidated by the
Governinenl, he was then chosen as the
representalive of a Paris working elass
district to the Chamber of Deputies.
This incident was not appreciated by
the many emall investors in Franee who
had subscribed (o prewar Russian loans,
only to have these loans repudiated by
the Soviet Government.

Anotler arca of weakness [or Lhe
FFrench Navy was personnel. The man-
power ol the navy totaled 51,000, but it
wag plagucd by a rapid turnover of
junior officers, which was the result of a
poor pay scale.® The structure of cn-
listed personnel, many of whom were
reeruited from the fishing communilies
ol DBrittany, was more stable. llowever,
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at the top of the personnel pyramid
there existed a surplus of senior officers
who had no funetional billets in the
organization. Only five of 306 admirals
held sea commands, while 20 of 100
capitaines de vaisseaux and 57 of 200
capitaines de fregates were assigned to
sea duty." Fven more scrious was a
generally low morale, largely caused hy
the public’s attitude, the nayy’s medi-
ocre wartime performance, and the lack
of modern eqnipment.

The warships available to the navy
were antiquated and inadegnate. While
other powers were consteneling post-
Jutland battleships and battle eruiscrs,
the Trench possessed 10 obsolete old
battleships which were construeted be-
fore 1910. They also had 11 armored
eruisers of 1908 vintage, a multilude ol
small and ohsolete torpedo boats, and
an amazing muscum of snhmarines. This
historical eollection of 51 hoats in-
clnded two powered by steam—the Sene
and the Dupuy du Lome—and scyeral
with a displacement of 08 tons and a
powcrplant which consisted of a 20
horscpower electric motor. Only 18 of
these suhmarines were considered com-
bat worthy.'S

The most modern ships in the French
Navy were those taken [rom the Ger-
mans at the conclusion of the war,
These ineluded [ive light cruiscrs, 10
torpedo boats, the 2,060-ton U-cruiser
Halbronn, two 1,300-ton minclaying
snbmarines, and seven smaller snbma-
rines of less than a thousand tons.® The
French obtained great technological
assislance [rom these enemy vessels,
especially in the arcas of diesel engines
and sgpacc conservation. They were
handicapped in the utilization of these
ships, however, hy the difficulty of
ohtaining ammunition and torpedoes of
the proper caliber.

French naval aviation, which cven-
tually hecame a respectable force, was
al this time burdened with ohsolete
cquipment. It possessed 250 planes, of
whieli a hundred were servieeable, plus
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20 halloons, 12 dirigibles, and two
“rigid dirigibles.™ This modcst organi-
zation was to be the objeet of a decade
of intraservice rivalry hetween the army
and the navy, the former of which held
that all aviation should he under its
conlrol.

The most scrious deliciency in the
Freneh Navy was its naval yards. These
yards were numerous and cmployed
14,000 workers at wage scales high
enough to canse restlessncss in other
scetors of the French ceonomy.® These
overstalfcd yards were grossly ineffi-
cient. By 1922 they had sneceeded in
repairing only hall of the vessels taken
from Germany at the conclnsion of the
war.” During the war they had lan-
guished due Lo the halt in naval con-
strnction and the dralling of ekilled
personnel. This loss of experienced per-
sonnel was espeeially scrions in view of
the natnre of French naval engineering.
Yard personnel were accustomed to
improvising the details of construction
from generally drawn plans, a procednre
which produced widely varying prod-
ucts and depended upon skilled yard
workers for any degree of success. The
capacity of these naval yards was
24,000 tons, which meant that much of
any major construction program had to
be contracted to private [irms. These
firms charged the Government 25 per-
cent more than their own yards, cven
though private wages were much less.!®
Between 1914 and 1922 only 40 small
antisubmarine vesscls were constrncted
for the French Navy, one of which was
an experimental destroyer.”! Frequent
demands were heard in the I'rench
Parliament for the curtailment of navy
yards and arscnals, but political con-
siderations prevented any major cut-
backs.

French naval doctrine in 1919 was
still dominated by the classical view of
Mahan, although that view had heen
weakened by wartime experienee. In the
years immediately preceding the war,
Admirals Davcluy and Darricus had
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spearheaded the predominanee of
Mahan’s thought, including the empha-
sis upon capital ships.'? These concepts
earricd over into the postwar cra in the
minds of most Freneh admirals. Admiral
de Bon, the head Chief of Staff of the
Freneh Navy, was to ask for 330,000
tons of capital ships at the Washington
Conference, a tonnage greater than that
allotted to Japan. Admiral de Faramond
wrote for the Revue Blewe in 1921 an
article comparing France’s lack of
modern battleships Lo her lack of heavy
artillery in 1914.'* To these men the
dreadnought was ecentral in naval war-
fare, wbile the submarine, the relatively
new aireraft carrier, and the land-based
airplane were peripheral.

French wartime ex perience, however,
had spawned some dissgreement with
this perspcetive. France had entered
that conflict with her [lecl eoneentrated
in the Mediterrancan in accordance with
the Anglo-French naval agreement. 'The
primary responsibility of the French
Fleet had been the containment of the
naval forees of the Dual Monarchy. The
French possessed few oceangoing eseort
vessels, and they often sent major war-
ships to patrol the narrow strait be.
tween ltaly and Albania alone and
unescorted, operating at the most cco-
nomical speed. The result was a series of
snhmarine disasters.

In 1915 a IFrench and British hattle-
ship force had attempted to penetrate
the Dardanelles without the aid of an
amphibions foree, and they had been
repulsed with heavy losses by the Turk-
ish coastal defenses. In the amphibious
campaign which followed, German sub-
marines—which had arrived via Gibral-
tar—were a constant threat to hoth
major warships and supply lincs. l'rench
cfforts to penctratc both Pola, the
major basc of the Austrian Fleet, and
the Sea of Marmara between Gallipoli
and Dardanelles, had proved costly
failures. 'I'hese defeats had repercussions
hoth in the French Pardiament and
within the Freneh officer corps.

FRENCH NAVY 35

One of the PFrench flag officers,
Admiral Guepratte, had developed an
entirely different coneepl of naval war-
fare. He opposed any and all further
expenditures on capital ships, claiming
that they had been made obsolete by
technical advances. lc advoeated, in-
stead, the construction of fast aircraft
carricrs, large submarines, light escort
vesscls, and scaplanes. Ile was especially
impressed with the aireraft carrier, and
in 1921 in a statement to the French
Chamber of Deputies he claimed that in
the future the aircraft carricr would be
the avant-garde ol naval combat. Who-
ever lost the battle of the carriers would
be helpless, regardless of how many
battleships he possessed.'®  Admiral
Gucpratte  disussociated himself from
the construction of I'rance’s first air-
cralt carrier, the Hearn, on the grounds
that her slow speed (18 knots) would
deprive her of the opportunity of break-
ing off un engagement.

Admiral Guepratte found minimal
support within the ranks of the officer
corps, but there was major support for
his poinl of view in the French Parlia-
ment. The chairman of the Senate Naval
Committee was Gustav de Kerguezee, a
senator from Brittany. Kerguezee had
served for O years on the Naval Com-
mittee of the Chamber of Deputics,
where he had publicly demanded in
1910 the serapping of all French capital
ships. In March of 1920 he stated that
when Prance possessed from 250 to 300
submarines, her naval future could be
regarded “with perfect serenity.”!® In
the eleetions of 1920 Kerguezee had
moved up lo the Senale, where his
reeognized knowledge of naval affairs
plus its obvious rclationship to his con-
stitueney quiekly won him the chair-
manship of the Senate Naval Com-
mittec.

Kergucrce cxpressed his views on
naval policy many times in the Senate.
Along with Guepratte he called for the
ccssalion of batlleship econstuction, and
he also opposcd the conversion of the
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Bearn for the same reasons as Cue-
pratte. IIe scems, however, Lo have been
less impressed with the carricr than with
the submarine. Ln several parliamentary
slatements he ealled for an autonomous
defense of cach I'eench colony based on
coastal delenses, suhmarines, and air-
craft. This group ol autonomous colo-
nics was to he eonnccted with convoys
which were to be escorted by large
submarines of great range.

The obvious difficulty of using suh-
marines to protect a convoy againsl
major warships or other submarines
raises Lhe question of Kerguezec’s truc
motivation in recommending Lhis sys-
tem. Did he sincerely believe that the
submarine was a good convoy cscort, or
did he think in terms of using these
large submarines as corsairs? I'rom Ker-
guezce’s parliamenlary  statements il
appears that he simply flailed to appre-
ciale the limitations of the submarine at
this stage of technological development.
On one occasion he was challenged hy 2
fellow senalor who questioned the sub-
marine’s ability to cscort convoys. To
this question Kerguezee replied in the
aflitmative, adding that forthecoming
teechnological improvements would soon
inercasec the submarine’s speed and
make it even better snited to this task,
He protested convineingly dnring the
Washington Conference against un-
restricted submarine attacks on un-
armed merchant shipping, and he as-
serled that international aelion should
he taken against any nation which at-
tacked nnarmed [reighters without
warning. lle felt, along with the Freneh
admirals, however, that submarine at-
tacks against armecd merchant vessels
were perfeelly legilimate as long as they
were carried out in accordance with the
rnles whieb applied to eruisers.

Opposed to  Kerguezee's view of
naval policy was another group of sena-
tots led by James Henncsscy and Jean
Grandmaison, These men felt that the
submarine had nol yet proved itself, and
henee no new submarines should be

conslructed until extensive rescarch had
cstablished their future role in naval
warlarc. In the interim they called for
the construction ol cruisers and dread-
noughts, which in their eycs were Lhe
backbone of the flect. The rivaley he-
lween these lwo factions was quile
mtense. Kerguezee and his supporters
labeled those who supporled new cu?i-
tal ship construction “Lmperialists.” 6

In the months prior to the Washing-
ton Conicrence, the French took the
lirst halting steps toward the rcjuvena-
tion of their navy. The appropriation of
funds for naval construction was madc
all th¢ more dilficult because of
I'rance’s gencral [inancial condition. In
1918, 7.6 hillion {rancs had bheen col-
leeted by taxation, and 41.9 billion had
heen disbursed. In 1919 tax reeeipts had
risen to 9 billion franes, but debt serviee
on the 300 billion francs of internal
bonds that had been sold during the war
amounted alone to 10 billion francs.
The result of this aggravated defieit
spending was a chronic inflation which
raised the cost-ol-living index [rom 100
in 1914 to 209 in carly 1923.'7 The
years following the war produecd con-
tinued heavy expenditnres in the form
of reconslruction costs, which the
French had expeeled German repara-
tions payments to defray. Under the
eircumstanees, there was slrong opposi-
lion to large eredits for naval construe-
tion,

AL that time the most recent naval
hill which had heen passed by Parlia-
ment was the 1912 naval law, which
called for the constrnction of 28 drcad-
noughts, 10 batde eruisers, 52 torpedo
boats, and 94 submarines.'® Alter a
2-year delay the fivat ships to be eon-
strueted under this law were begun in
1914. These were the battleships Nor-
mandie, Languedoc, Gascogne, Flandre,
and Bearn. Their keels had heen laid
only a few months when the commenee-
ment of the war brought a halt to all
naval construction and the conversion
of many naval arsenals to the supporl of
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army munitions requirements, By 1922
four of these battleships were hall com-
pleted, and one, the Pearn, was 80
pereent completed and ready to he
launched.

Georges Leygues, the Premier of
France from late 1920 to January of
1921, introduced the first postwar naval
bill during the tenure of his government.
A politician since 1884, l.cygues had
scrved as Marine Minister in the wartime
Clemenecan government and received
much credit for the defeat of the
Austrian submarine c¢ffort in the Medi-
terrancan. His hill called for the con-
struction of three cruisers, 12 torpedo
boats, and the conversion of the Hearn
into France's first airecraft carrier. In
addition, all work on the remaining four
battleships begun in 1914 was to be
halted.

The parliamentary faction hicaded by
Hennessey and Grandmaison called for
the construction of cruisers of 10,000
tons or more in order to counter the
vessels which the Germans were per-
mitted under the Versailles Treaty. Ley-
gues, however, favored lighter erunisers,
and he finullg/ decided to limil them to
8,000 tons.

Guepratte and Kerguezee, aided by
the status of French finanees, had been
able to persuade Leygues that the bat-
tleship eonstruction should be halted,
hut their desire to have submarine con-
struction included in the bill was not
implemented immediately. Kerguezce
let it be known that he would like to sec
36 submarines included in the bill, hut
he al [irst made no cffort to introduce
and amcndment to this effect in his
commiitlee.

In January of 1921 the Leygues
government fell, and Avistide Briand
became the Premier of a government
whieh was still in offlice al the tine of
the Washington Conferenee. His Marinc
Minister was Gabriel Guisthau, a deputy
who had scrved on the parliamentary
commiltees evaluating ‘I'sushima and
Jutland and who was known as a

FRENCH NAVY 37

partisan of the capilal ship. Guisthau
retained the Leygues bill and added to it
appropriations for six destroyers,

When constructed, these ships were
the first true destroyers the Prench
Navy had possessed. While other powers
were  developing the destroyer type
from the torpedo hoat destroyers of the
late 19th and carly 20th eenturics, the
French eontinued to rely on their tor-
pedo boals hoth for attack und defense.
As many of these were nol oceangoing,
France was faced with a serious shortage
of escort vessels during the war, a
shortage which contributed to several
naval disasters.®® Impressed with the
destroyer as a ship type, Guisthau in-
cluded them in the proposed construc-
Lion.

In the years following the war the
United States, Uritain, and Japan had
continued their construction of post-
Jutland battleships and battle cruisers,
The American political scene  was
characterized at this time, however, by a
rclurn to “‘normaley,” which denoted a
departure from the lofty idcalism of the
Wilsonian cra, One aspeel of this was
increased congressional resistanee to the
large appropriations required f(or drcad-
nought construction. This  political
reality, plus a sincere desire to reduce
the burdens of the naval armament race,
provoked Scerctary of State Charles
livans flughes Lo issuc invitations to
Great Britain, Iranee, ltaly, and Japan
to attend a disarmament confercnee Lo
be held in Washington beginning on 11
November 1921,

Until this time the British had reso-
lutely refused to accept equality of
naval strength with any other power.
This refusal had prompted Lloyd
(George during the Paris Peace Conler
cnce to demand the cessation of U.S,
capital ship construction as a guid pro
quo for British acceptance of an amend-
menl to the League Covenant which
acknowledged the presence of regional
agrcements outside of the League’s juris-
dietion. This amendment was demanded
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by the Scenate as a recognition of the
Monroe Doclrine. It had also prompled
lloyd George to angrily state in the
prearmistice lalks thal Greal Dritain
“would spend her last guinea to keep a
navy superior Lo that of the United
Slates or any other power.? !

Observing Lhis, the 1'rench imagined
that lritain and the United States
would again disagree at the Washinglon
Conference. This  would offer the
French  delegation an opportunity to
play the role of arbiter and gain conces-
sions for 'rance. Little did the I'rench
dréam Lhat they would instead lind
themselves vililied (or intransigence.

The Ieench delegation to the Confer-
ence included Aristide Briand, the
Premier, Thillippe Berthelot, the Secre-
Ltary General ol the Ministry ol Foreign
Aflflairs, Jules Jusserand, the IFrench
Ambassador in Washinglon, Albert Sar-
raut, the Colonial Minister and owner of
the influential newspaper Depeclie de
Toulouse, and Rene Viviani, a Republi-
can  Socialist depuly and [former
Premier. Phillippe Berthelot was an cx-
tremely  influential person in French
foreign relations, [or he was a [riend of
Briand and the head of the civil serviee
organizalion in the Quai d'Orsay (FFor-
eign Ministry).22 This organization had
imuch to do wilh lhe continuity ol
I'rench policy under a republican consti-
tulion which encouraged the rapid turn-
over of ministrics, T'he naval adviger to
this delegation was Admiral de Bon, the
head of the French naval stafl.

When the conlerenee convened on 12
Novemher, Briand was mistakenly given
a scal among the representalives ol the
British dominions, an error which
symbolized the fears of many IFrench-
men.®? After an opening slalement by
President larding which was “reccived
with the cnthusiasm which may not he
withheld from idealistie ulterances,”??
Hughes revealed his heretofore seeret
proposal. Aceording Lo this proposal Lhe
three major naval powers were Lo serap
all of their pre-Julland battleships as

well as those then under conslruclion.
In an efforl to fix capital-ship strength
on the ratios then existing in fact,
Hughes proposed that Britain and the
United States be allowed 500,000) tons
ol capital ships {15 vesscls) and Japan
be allowed 300,000 Lons (10 vessels),
The lwo former powcrs were Lo he
allowed 90,000 tons of submarines,
while the Japancse were to have 54,000
tons. As Hughes hoped first Lo get an
agreemenl among Lhe three powers
which were then cngaged in sizable
construction, he dismissed France and
ltaly with the remark that ... the
United States does nol consider neees-
gary Lhe discussion at this stage ol the
proceedings the tonnage allowance of
these nalions . ..” Alter the big three
had agreed, he hoped Franee and ltaly
could then he pressured into accepting
whatever ratio  the larger powers
thought suitable.

AL the Sceond Plenary Seesion 3 days
later, the British astonished the 'rench
by accepling cquality ol Llonnage with
the Uniled States. The British decided it
would be better to accept cquality
rather than risk being left behind in an
unequal race. The IFrench suspeeted
collusion hetween the two and a politi-
cal trap lor themselves. In a speech by
Arthur James Balfour, the British also
called for a [urther reduetion of subma-
rine tonnage and the abolilion of “thosc
vasl submarines of greal size which are
not intended for defense . . .25

In Paris, Kergueree reacted to Lhis
speech by calling for Lthe addition of
appropriations for 36 submarines Lo the
naval bill then before his eommitloee,
and the reaction of the public and the
press Lo the British proposal was cnough
to ¢nable him Lo sceure the votes for its
passage. 'The French Marine Minister,
Guisthau, who was still in Paris, offered
a compromise. lie agreed o the addi-
lion ol 12 submarines Lo the hill and
promised that 24 more would be in-
cluded in naval bills in the years im-
medialely  lollowing, 'This  assured
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Kerguezee that I[lenncssey would not
hamstring suhmarine construetion [or
an indefinite period of time. Thus, 12
submarines were added to the hill as a
direct result of the Conference,

Briand left Washington on 23 No-
vemher to return to Paris. On that day
he was asked a leading question by a
reporter aboul the purpose of the sub-
marine in warfare. He replied as lollows:

When Lhe Dritish retain
500,000 tons of eapital ships, 1 do
not say that it is against IFranec,
although England is a fricnd of
Aunerica, an ally ol Japan, and
Germany and Russia have no
fleets.

Perhiaps the English want their
capital ships to fish lor sardines.
Well, we want submarines to
study the flora at the bottom of
the sca for the benefit of our
botanieal soeieties.

No, England is taking a pre-
cantion against X. Vrance wishes
to take a precaution against X.
Capital ships cost; they are lor the
rich. Submarines don’t eosl much;
they are for the poor.

England wishes to abolish sub-
marines. We do not agree to Lhat.
Ul England wishes to abolish eapi-
tal sbips, we will accept in a
moment.? %

On 23 November the Committec of
Imperial Defense mel in L.ondon lor the
specilic purpose of recommending a
British naval policy in the light of the
French refusal to abolish submarines.
The Admiralty stated flatly that they
could parry a I'reneh submarine attack
provided they were not limited in the
construction of destroyers, They also
asserted that small submarines operaling
from French ports were just as danger-
ous as large ones vis-g-vis Britain, due to
the small distances involved. The British
Foreign Minister, l.ord Curzon, then

instructed the British delegation (o
Published by U.S. Naval War College
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altemiptl to Euin the abolition of all
sulvmarines.?

Meanwhile, the United States, Bri-
tain, and Japun had reached agreement
upon capital ship tonnage. The Japanese
desired a tonnage ol capital ships which
was 70 pereent that of Britain and the
United States, as compared to the 60
percent of the original proposal. They
(inally agreed to acccpt the 60 percent
in return for an agreement hy the
United States and Britain not to lortily
their island possessions hetween Singa-
pore and Hawaii. There was still a
problem, however, over the Japanese
battleship Mutsu, which was near com-
pletion. The Japanese Government had
taken up pennies (rom sehoolehildren
for the dreadnought as a means of
promoling public support lor the navy,
and it was politically impossihle f{or
them to serap it. Another eompromise
was Lherelore arranged wherebhy they
wounld retain the Mutse and serap an
older ship. The United States and Bri-
tain would, in return, complete Lwo
modern battleships and scrap two older
ones. This was supposed to equalize the
modernity of the theee flects. The final
battleship tonnage for Greal Britain, the
United States, and Japan would thus be
525,000, 525,000, and 315,000 tons,
respuctively.

[laving settled their own ratios, the
three powers then procceded Lo discuss
what tonnage should be allotted to
France and ltaly. Hughes, Ballour, and
Baron Kato [linally agreed to ask the
IFrench and ltalians to accept the (igure
ol 175,000 tons of eapital ships. As
Hlughes stated, it was hoped that they
“would yield to pressure™ on Lhis mat-
ter.?®

When this proposal was privately
presented to the Freneh  delegation,
they did not yicld. Admiral de Bon
demanded for Yrance 350,000 tons of
capital ships, a larger figurce than that of
Japan. Albert Sarraut remarked that to
aceept such a limnitation would be to

igital Commons, 1969



Naval War College Review, Vol. 22 [1969], No. 9, Art. 6

40 NAVAL WAR COLLEGF, REVIEW

“cut I'rance into shreds.”™? The rest of
the delegation followed his lead.

Secing he was getling nowhere with
the delegation, Hughes cabled Briand,
now hack in Paris, and asked him to
accepl the tonnage limitation. After
gaining the support ol the Kerguesce
faction, who were incensed al the pro-
posal of Admiral de Bon to allow
Franee 350,000 tons of hattleships,
Briand replied in the affirmative. He
made final aceeptance of the limitation
eondilional upon an equitable seitle-
ment of the tonmages lor light vessels
and submarines, and he stated that
FFrance could not acecpt a similar limita-
tion in that arca. Nriand’s conditional
acceplanee of the limitation was made
more palatable to him hy the knowledge
that Hughes, as a quid pro que, in-
tended to inelude France in the Four
Power Paet relating to the I'ar Last. The
Italian delegation, which throughout the
negotiations expressed only a desire for
cquality with I'rance, acecpted readily
their allotted tonnage.

The Conferenec next discussed Lhe
abolition of submarines. On 22 Deeem-
her, Lord Lec of Farcham proposed, on
behalf of the British Government, that
all suhmarines be aholished.

Albert Sarraut, the I'reneh Colonial
Minister, and Admiral de Bon replied to
Lord l.ee on behalf of the Prench
delegation.  Sarraut stated that the
Preneh felt they needed 90,000 tons of
submarines and 300,000 tons of cruisers
and destroyers to adequately defend
their colonial possessions, and they
could agree neither to the submarine’s
abolition or any restriction upon the
tonnage of individual suhmarines. He
Lurther stated that the IFreneh Govern-
ment felt that the employment of sub-
marines in commerce raiding was en-
tirely consistent with international law,
and large submarines were helter for
this purpose beecause they could more
readily furnish prize erews and provide
for the safety of the passengers of
erchant ships. Admiral de Bon added

that a blockade was more humane than
a “direct application of foree,” and the
possibility ol technical changes made it
nnwise to limit the tonnage of indi-
vidual suhmarines.?®

The other delegations at the Con-
ference also declined to abolish the
submarine, but they were not as vocal as
the French. Hughes read a prepared
statement whieh said that the United
States felt that the submarine was useful
for seouling and coast defense and
eould therefore not agree to its aboli-
tion, Mansanao Hanihara of Japan ox-
pressed disgust at the German use of
submarines but stated that Japan
needed submarines for the delense of its
long eoastline. Senator Shanzer of ltaly
expressed the opinion that the subma-
rine was still a potent defensive weapon,
and Italy could not agree to its aboli-
lion.

The British were not eoneerned with
the retention of submarines hy Japan or
the United States, for these nations had
no bases ncar the British lsles. They
eould interpret the Freneh attitude,
however, in only one way.

We may be a stupid people, hut
we are nnder no delusion as to
what is mcant by the relusal of
France to limit cither the number
or size of suhmarines and her
claim to become the greatest sub-
marine power in the world.?!

In an cffort to find a eompromise,
llughes introdueed a proposal which
provided that both Britain and the
United States would reduce their sub-
marine fleet to 60,000 tons, while all
other nations would retain the tonnage
of submarines they then had. (At that
time the DBritish had 80,000 tons, the
Americans 90,000, the ltalians 17,000,
the Japanese 32,000, and the French a
uscful tonnage of 15,000.) When the
French delegation refused this offer,
Hughes onee more appealed to Briand.
The DBritish, of ecourse, were quite
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willing to accepl this limitation, and, in
fact, Hughes had cleared it with them
heforehand.??

French public opinion, which had
not been favorably disposed toward the
navy since the war, now rallicd behind
the Government and the navy. Kergue-
zee spoke in the Senate on two sucecs-
give days opposing any concession on
submarine tonnage, and even llennessey
and Grandmaison lent their support to
the French delegation. Briand called a
mecting ol the I'rench Supreme Council
of National Defense, and that body
reiterated the necessity of 90,000 tons
ol submarines and 300,000 tons ol
destroyers and cruisers,”® Briand there-
lore cabled Hughes that his Government
could not consent to any tonnage Yimi-
tation less than that proposed by the
I'reneb delegation. Lest the French re-
ceive the blame [or the complete failure
of the Conflerence, however, DBriand
agreed Lo make linal the 175,000-ton
linitation on capital ships.

When the Irench reply became
known, the British refused any lurther
limitation on destroycrs and cruiscrs,
and the chance of any (urther naval
limitation evaporated. The major work
of the Confercnee appeared to be at an
end.

One of the American delegates, Klihu
Root, had prepared three resolulions for
the consideration ol the Conference,
The second of these stated thal “The
Signatory Powers recognize the practical
impossibility of using submarines as
commerce destroyers without violating
the requircments universally aceepted
by civilized nations . .. ** These reso-
lutions were now presented to the Con-
ference, and it appeared eertain that the
I'rench, who had just recently expressed
their approval of commeree raiding by
submarincs, would rejeet them,

To prevenl this the British had in-
structed their naval attaché in Paris Lo
find some matcrial which would con-
vince the delegates Lo the Conference
and the general public that the French
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planned Lo use their submarines without
restriction in any future conflict. [L was
hoped that this would foree them to
adhiere to the Root Resolutions.

Capitaine de fregale Raoul Castex
attended the Frenel Feole Supericure
de Guerre during the year 1920-1921.
AL the conclusion ol his study there, he
had written a paper cnlitled “Taclique
Navale: Nouveaux Aspeets de la laison
des Armes a propos de la Guerre sous-
Marine Allemagne.” This paper was ac-
cepted for publication m the French
naval periodical Revue Maritime as an
article under the title “Tiracy.” In it
Castex stated thal Lhe GGerman subma-
rine campaign, “like so many noveltics
ol our planct, was the application ol an
idea that was cssentially V'rench in
origin.”*® More imnportant, he asserted
that the Germans were justilied in re-
sorling to unrestricted submarine at-
tacks on commeree. A copy of this
article was sent to London and henee to
the British delegation in Washington.

In the session of 30 December 1921,
the British read sections of Lhis article
into the record. Admiral de Bon, sur-
prised bul undaunted, claimed that the
article was the opinion ol one man, and
he repudiated il in the name of the
French Government and Navy. (Two
months after this incident the Revue
Maritime initiated the praclice ol plac-
ing a disclaimer statement in each issuc.)
The I'rench  delegation did, however,
accept and sign the Rool Resolutions,
but they were specilically omitted from
the ratilication at the instigation of the
(rovernment.

Having failed Lo gain the aholition of
the submarine al the Washington Con-
ference, the British Government now
attempled Lo gain the samne result by
means of a private agreement. Shortly
afler returning Lo Paris, Briand traveled
to London lor conversations with 1loyd
George, the Dritish Prime Minister, and
Lord Curzon, the British Foreign Minis-
ter. [n the course ol these eonversalions
he asked for a defensive alliance with
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Britain to guard against a German re-
surgenee. l.loyd George promised an
answer in the near future,

Approximately 3 wecks later, on 4
January 1922, Lloyd George traveled to
Cannes, Franee, for {further discussions
on the topic. He agreed there to give the
French Government a guarantee of their
homcland against Germany if they
would, in return, cancel the suhmarine
construction in the pending naval bill
and participate with the Soviet Union in
a [orthecoming cconomic conference at
Genoa.® Briand cahled these proposals
to President Millerand in Paris, hut his
message was intercepted hy Louis Bar-
thou, a mau Briand trusted, and re-
vealed to the press. The I'rench public
and deputies in the Chamber resented
not only the British attempt to dictate
their military policy hut also feared that
cither their reparations claims or their
claims to Russian investments would he
saerificed at such a conference. The
situation was made more difficult for
Briand hy the publication of a easual
photograph taken at Cannes which re-
vealed Lloyd George giving him golfing
lessons.

Distrubed by these developments,
the French Chamber of Deputics passed,
by a vote of 312 to 199,>7 a motion
recalling Briand to Paris. Angered by
this interference and betrayal and per-
haps realizing that he could not win a
vote of confidence, Briand cxplained to
the Chamher bis aetivitics at Cannes and
then resigned. Some ohscrvers lelt he
could still have commanded a majority
in the I'rench Parliament had he chosen
to do so, but he apparcutly was in-
ecnsed at the Chamher’s interference.
Upon mecling lLouis Barthou in the
corridor, following his resignation
speech, Briand asked him the eontem-
porary price of 30 picees of silver.

President Millerand asked Raymond
Poinearé of western Lorraine to form a
government following Briand’s resigna-
tion. Poincaré had been President of
I'rance during the war and had formerly

served as Premier. He was eonsidered an
extreme nationalist hy the DBritish,
especeially in relation to reparations and
the Versailles Treaty. After Poincaré
had appointed his ministers (one of
which was Louis Barthou) and gained an
initial vote of contidenee, Lloyd George
traveled Lo Paris to continue the dis-
cussions begun al Cannes. Poincaré,
however, was intransigent. In a {it of
anger he refused any naval concessions
and demanded a military convention
from Britain as a condition of an al-
liance with her, Sueh a eonvention, he
insisted, must specify the number of
troops lritain would furnish in a war
with Germany and must ohligate Britain
to go to war upon any viclation of the
demilitarization of the Rhineland.?®
Lloyd George refused these conditions,
and the negotiations ended.

The Poincaré governmenl preschited
the Washington T'reaty to the Chamber
for ratification after a ycar’s delay. In
the diseussion of this trealy, the Gov-
ernment stressed the fact that the treaty
was only obligatory for 10 ycars, and
during that time rance’s financial con-
dition would make it impossible for her
to construct more than her quota of
eapital ships anyway. The Root Resolu-
tions were removed from the treaty hy
the Government before ralification was
diseussed, thus eliminating any restric-
tion upon the ways in which France
might usc her submarines. The final
ratilieation was thus a Pyrrhic viclory
for the British.

The Poincaré government also gave
its full support to the 1922 naval law,
which now provided [or the construc-
tion of threc cruisers (216 million
francs), six destroyers (150 million), 12
Lorpedo boats (192 million), 12 subma-
rines (141 million), and the conversion
ol the Bearn to an aircraft earrier (50
million). This law was passed in March
of 1922,

Although the Washington Conferenee
is generally eousidcred to be one of the
more suceessful disarmament eonier-
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ences, it had in France precisely the
opposite effect. The publicity over the
abolition of the submarine caused 12
submarines to be added to the French
naval law and made it a certainty that
French submarine construction would
not be halted by the proponents of the
capital ships. Even more important, the
Conference created in France a climate
of opinion which supported the con-
tinued construction of naval vessels
despite France’s financial straits. [n the
case of France, therefore, the Confer-
ence was counterproductive.

The publicity harvested by the
French Navy at Washington brought
increased appropriations at a time when
they were badly needed. Before the war
the navy had been allotted 13 percent
of the military budget, but by 1921 this
had fallen to 5 percent.®® With the
passage of the 1922 naval law, this
percentage slowly increased, until by
1930 the navy was obtaining 20 percent
of all military expenditures.®® This
money purchased new warships which
increased both the morale and the fight-
ing ability of the navy. By 1930, 17
admirals had been added to the retired
list, several unnecessary arsenals had
been curtailed, and modern torpedoes
and ship types had been developed.

This rejuvenation continued until
1940. In that year the French, spurred
by the German construction of pocket
battleships, had added the modern battle

FRENCH NAVY 43

cruisers Dunkerque and Strasbourg to
their fleet, and they were on the point
of completing the 35,000 ton battle-
ships Richelieu and Jean Bart, as well as
the modern aircraft carrier Clemenceau.
These vessuls, plus the light ones con-
structed in the twenties and thirties,
gave France a balanced fleet of respect-
able dimensions.

But the French miscalculated. Their
main strategic threat lay not in their
colonial possessions or anywhere at sea,
but on their eastern frontier. While
spending large sums of money on a fleet
to protect their colonies, they left their
eastern border inadequately defended.
As a result their fleet, so painstakingly
reconstructed from the time of the
Washington Conference, became one of
the spoils of war
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