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SECRETARY OF STATE WILLIAM H, SEWARD'S
POLICY TOWARD GREAT BRITAIN, 1861-1865

I. INTRODUCTION

This report is a review of Secretary of State
William H., Seward's realistic and firm foreign policy to-
ward Great Britain during the American Civil War. The word
realistic, as used in this paper, is defined as the disposi-
tion to face facts and deal with these same facts in a
practical manner. Firm is used to describe Seward's ad-
herence to the basic policy he established early in the war
and his refusal to deviate from it to any great degree during
the war, To say Seward's policy was always consistent and
firm is incorrect. There is, however, a strand of realism
and firmness to his policy which can be identified early in
the war and traced throughout British-American diplomacy.
until the danger of foreign interference was past.

A key element in Seward's conduct of foreign policy was
his maturation and growth as a statesman as the war progressed.
This will be evident throughout this paper. Although, some of
his initial actions were not realistic when all factors are
considered, the realism of his policy grew as his own diplo-
matic expertise and skills developed.

In order to understand properly relations between Great

Britain and the United States during the Civil War some back-




ground is necessary. Prior to commencement of hostilities
between the North and South in 1861, relations between the two
powers possibly had never been better in United States Diplo-
matic history. There were no major points of disagreement;
intercourse was incessant, and the greater portion of American
foreign trade was with England. Approximately four-fifths of
American imports came from England or her colonies. Great
Britain drew the raw materials for her most important manu-
facture from the American Southern States. The most crucial
commodity exported to Ingland was Southern cotton; a fact
which was to cause diplomats of several nations much grief in

years ahead.
II. FORMING THE TEAM

The Lincoln administration entered office on March 4, 1861.
William H. Seward was appointed Secretary of State. It was
widely assumed, Seward included, that the Secretary would be
the dominant figure in the Administration. Seward was a
political figure of great stature, whereas Lincoln was an un-
known guantity. This notion was rather guickly dispelled in
Seward's mind and he was to work in close harmony with Lincoln
until the latters death in 1865.2

The new Secretary of State had a brilliasnt career in

IMountague, Bernard, A. Historical Account of the Neutrality
of Great Britain During the American Civil War, (Longmans, Green,
Reader, and Dyer, 1870), p. 122.

2Henry W. Temple, "William H. Seward," in Vol 7 of The
American Secretaries of State and Their Diplomacy, ed. Samuel
Flagg Bemis (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1928), p. 22.




public life behind him. His public service had extended over
thirty years and included two terms in the upper chamber of the
New York legislature, two terms as Governor of New York, and
almost two full terms in the United States Senate. GSeward's
long career had involved him in many of the momentous questions
of the day. His years in the Senate spanned the period when
the problems leading to the Civil War were hotly debated.
Seward's position against the extension of slavery brought much
abuse from Southerners but gained corresponding approval from
Northerners. His leadership had, by 1860, made him the leading
candidate for the Republican Presidential nomination of that
year.3 That he did not receive the nomination over the less
well known Lincoln can be attributed to the powerful enemies
Seward had made during his political life and his liberal views
on most issues.

In addition to the domestic political credentials Seward
possessed, he had considerable knowledge and experience in
foreign affairs. The new Secretary had traveled in Europe
and met some of the leading statesmen. He had served on the
Senate committee on foreign affairs and was familiar with the
diplomatic relations between the United States and the principal
European powers. ©Seward's long interest in the development of
closer commercial relations between his native New York and

England and Prance made him very familiar with how close the

3Alonzo Rothschild, Lincoln, Master of Men (Boston: Houghton
Nifflim Co., 1906), p. 121.

4Thornton Kirkland Lothrop, William Henry Seward (Boston:
Houghton, Mifflin and Co., 18939), p. 217.




ties really were.5 All things considered, Seward was well guali-
fied to be Secretary of State. Lincoln recognized this and had
decided to appoint him to the position very soon after he re-
ceived the Republican nomination.

Some comments on the Lincoln-Seward relationship are in
order before going into the details of Seward's diplomacy with
Great Britain. Lincoln did rely on Seward to conduct the
nation's foreign affairs. At the same time, the President
kept a watchful eye on his Secretary and did not abdicate his
overall responsibilities in the field of diplomacy. Lincoln
was not hesitant about going against Seward's advice as he
did in the guestion of reinforcing Fort Sumter.7 The Presi-
dent exerted his authority in editing many of the messages sent
by Seward to American envoys abroad. Although primarily con-
cerned with domestic affairs, Lincoln with Seward's advice made
the final decisions on major guestions of foreign policy. The
Secretary was well aware of his subordinate position within the
administration and there is no evidence of his ever attempting
to circumvent the President.

In the early months of 1861 Seward had hopes of avoiding
armed conflict between North and South through conciliation of
the northern tier of slave states. By doing this Seward hoped

to divide the South until the tide of reaction had settled and

%Ipid., p. 297.
6R0thschild, Master of Men, p. 127.
7John T. Morse Jr., Abraham Lincoln 2 Vols. in American

Statesmen series, ed., J. T. Morse Jr. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin
Co., 1900), p. 246.




gveryone came to his senses. This plan was doomed to failure
because of Seward's misapprehension of the facts, i.e., the
determination of the South to form a separate nation.8

Once war began, Secretary Seward and President Lincoln
realized foreign intervention on behalf of the Confederacy must
be avoided at all costs. They also recognized Great Britain
as the key nation in preventing foreign recognition and assis-
tance.9 This was unfortunate as Seward was not trusted by Bri-
tish leaders., Their distrust of Seward was based on remarks he
had made to the Duke of Newcastle during the latter's visit to
the United States in 1860 and Seward's lack of diplomatic ex-
perience.lo British distrust of the Secretary was to be re-
inforced during the first two years of the war.

Realizing that Great Britain was the most important nation
as far as preventing foreign recognition and assistance to the
South, Seward obtained the appointment of Charles Francis Adams
as American envoy to England. Adams and Seward were close per-
sonal, as well as political, friends. Seward thought Adams the
best qualified man to represent the United States in Great Bri-
tain. The Adams family, by tradition, contained the best diplo-

mats in America. The cultured and aristocratic Adams, it was

8Charles Francis Adams, An Autobiography, (Boston: Houghton
Mifflin Co., 1916), p. 73.

9Frederic Bancroft, The Life of William H. Seward, 2 Vols.
(New York: Harper & Brothers, 1900), pp. 204-205.

loThomas A, Bailey, A Diplomatic History of the American
People, 8th ed. (New York: Meredith Corp., 1940), p. 318.




hoped, would do much to counter the wide-spread belief among
the British nobility that the South could win independence.

The American minister to Great Britain was not a policy
maker and did not attempt to become one. Seward and Lincoln
developed the policy and Adams carried it out. His adroit
presentation of some of the more belligerent instructions his
immediate superior sent him possibly avoided an open break be-
tween the United States and Great Britain. The rapport Adams
established with British leaders enable him to perform his duties
most effectively.12 He did in fact deo much toward easing of
tensions between England and the North. Adams role in the war
has been evaluated by some historians as no less important than

that of many of the leading Northern generals.
ITI. EARLY DIPLOMACY

One of Secretary Seward's first significant acts after
assuming his new office was neither realistic nor consistent
with his overall policy he was to follow later in the war. On
April 1, 1861, Seward composed and forwarded to President Lincoln
a paper entitled "Some Thoughts for the President's Consideration.”

The part of most diplomatic interest is the section in which he

llJay Monaghan, Diplomat in Carpet Slippers, (Indianapolis:
Bobbs-Merrill, 1945), p. 41.

lQH.C. Allen, Great Britain and the United States: (New York
St. Martin's Press Inc., 1955), pp. 454-5.

13Thomas A, Bailey, The Art of Diplomacy (New York: Appleton-
Century-Crofts, 1968), p. 250.




advocated United States' involvement in a foreign war as a

4 Historians have never fully

means to reunite the country.
explained how such a '"dangerous scheme found lodgment even in

a mind as imaginative and bold as Sewards."15 The desire for

a foreign war expressed in this message directly contradicts
Seward's future poliey when he did everything possible, without
imparing the honor of the nation, to avoid involvement in

foreign war.

The first major issue between Great Britain and the United
States arose over the blockade of southern ports. President
Lincoln declared a blockade of all southern ports from Virginia
to Texas on April 19, 1861. The blockade caused much concern
to foreign nations, particularly Britain and Prance, as the cotton
supply for their textile industries came from the seceding states.
The provisions of the blockade meant that any ship, foreign or
American, would be prevented from entering or leaving the

16 There had been some discussion in Lincoln's

blockaded ports.
cabinet regarding the merits of closing the ports by proclamation,
a paper blockade, or a physical blockade by the Federal navy.
Seward advocated the latter course as being less likely to bring

complications with foreign nations because the right of blockade

14Bancroft, Life of BSeward, p. 133.

lSWilliam Appleman Williams, ed., The Shaping of American
Diplomacy, 2nd ed., 2 Vols., "Rand McNally Series in American
History" (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1970), p. 260.

16John G. Nicolay and John Hays, ed., Abraham Lincoln, Vol 2,
(New York: Century, 1894), p. 35.




was well established and recognized by all nations.l7 In this

instance we see an example of Seward being realistic in advo-
cating a formal blockade but somewhat unrealistic in another
sense, By proclaiming a blockade the United States had publicly
declared & belligerent status and under the comnonly accepted
laws of the day this meant relations between the United States
and foreign powers would be governed by the laws of neutrality,
not the laws of peace., As we shall see, Seward was later to
protest vigorously when Great Britain, in accordance with
commenly accepted practice, issued a declaration of neutrality.l

Seward's basic guidelines for American relations with Great
Britain had already been established in a lengthy dispatch to
Adams dated April 10, 1861. This dispatch establishes the general
tone for the firm policy Seward was to maintain toward Great
Britain throughout the war. The message is also one of the three
or four most important notes Seward was to formulate concerning
Anglo-United States relations. Briefly stated, Seward instructed
Adams that "Your task. . . . involved the responsibility of pre-
venting the commission of an act by the government of that
country which would be frought with disaster, perhaps ruin, to
our own."

After this broad but succinct statement of Adams' purpose

as American envoy, Seward presented the general instructions the

17Lothrop, William Henry Seward, pp. 288-290,
1

SHenry W. Temple, American Secretaries of State, pp. 48-49,




minister was to follow in the conduct of his duties. Adams could
acknowledge British official sympathy for the problems confronting
the United States government but he was not to admit to any
weaknesses in the Constitution or "apprehensions on the part

of the government." The United States representative was, in no-
case, to entertain suggestions by Britain regarding compromise
between the United States and the Confederacy. Adams was to
consider himself the sole representative of the United States

in England and that he represented all the nation, "When you are
to divide that duty with others (Confederate Envoys), diplomatic
relations between the government of Great Britain and this govern-
ment will be suspended, and will remain so until it shall be

seen which of the two is most strongly entrenched in the confi-
dence of their respective nations and mankind."

Adams was to leave no doubt in the minds of the English
leadership that recognition of the Confederacy would be inter-
preted as a hostile act toward the United States. Any objections
Adams might make to such recognition were not to be based on any
favors from the United States government or the Republican party.
In Seward's mind the United States continued to exist as one
nation and he hoped to persuade the European powers to accept
this theory of undiminished sovereignty. Finally, Adams was to
remember the seceding states "are now, as they always heretofore
have been and, notwithstanding their temporary self-delusion, they

must always continue to be, equal and honored members of this
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Federal Un:i.on.19

Thus Seward identified several points of policy which he
would follow throughout the war:

First, he was never to acknowledge the Confederacy as a
nation., Secondly, British official association with Confederate
envoys would be grounds for breaking off diplomatic relations.
Thirdly, any attenpts at mediation between the North and South
by Britain or any other nation were to be summarily dismissed.
Fourth, British recognition of the Confederacy would be inter-
preted as a hostile act against the United States. Finally, the
struggle in Americawas a domestic affair of a temporary nature,
and as such, foreign interference would be rejected by the
United States.

Seward was somewhat unrealistic in the above message when
he a@lluded to the war being of a temporary nature. The slight
unreality in this message, however, is more than offset by the
firmness with which Seward adhered to these points throughout the
course of Anglo-American relations. That the Secretary believed
the war would be of short duration is implicit in many of his
writings at this time. This again proves that his early assess-
ment of the dedication and intent of the Confederate leadership
was lncorrect.

Secretary Seward's first outright effort to gain European

19George E. Baker, ed., The Diplomatic History of the War for

the Union, Vol. 5 of The Works of William E. Seward (Roston:
Houghton, Mifflin & Co., 1890), pp. 199-213.
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support for the Northern cause was his attempt to negotiate
United States participation in the Declaration of Paris.go
Almost one month before Great Britain accorded belligerent
status to the Confederacy, Secretary Seward had formulated a
plan by which he hoped to avoid just such action. The Declara-
tion of Paris, drawn up in 1856 by the maritime powers of
Furope, outlined the status of neutrals in relation to warring
powers. Briefly stated, the provisions of the declaration were:
;3 Privateering 1s and remains abolished.

2. The neutral flag covers enemy goods, with the excepticn
of contraband of war.

3. Neutral goods, with the exception of contraband of
war are not liable to capture under enemy's flag.

4., Bloekades, in order to be binding, must be effective;
that is to say, maintained by forces sufficient really
to prevent access to the coast of the enemy.Z21

The United States had not signed this agreement at the

time Lincoln assumed office. The issue of privateers arose
again in 1861 when Confederate President Jefferson Davis decided
to use Southern privateers against Northern commerce. To
counter Confederate action, Seward attempted to have America
entered as a party to the declaration. The British would not
agree to the United States becoming a signatory unless a provi-

sion was added that it would not affect the seceding states.

Jeward would not agree to this provision and American efforts

2DEhpraim Douglas Adams, Great Britain and the American Civil
War., Vol 2, (New York: TLongmans, Green and Co., 1925), p. 1357.

21

Bancroft, Life of Seward, p. 187.




12

at becoming a party to the declaration were dropped.

The actions of the Secretary of State in regard to the
Declaration of Paris are understandable. Had the European
powers allowed the United States to become a party to the
declaration in its original form, all Confederate privateering
would have been unlawful.22 Another important point was that
American and European agreement on the declaration would have
made recognition of Confederate belligerency more difficult as
the treaty would have acknowledged the United States as one
nation. A major consideration in evaluating Seward's action
is that his original proposal for adherence to the declaration
was made before the British declaration of neutrality was
issued. Once Britain had recognized Southern belligerency
Seward lost interest in the entire matter.23 Seward's re-
fusal to agree to the British stipulation that the treaty
would not apply to the Confederacy was in line with his firm
policy of refusing to acknowledge the right of foreign nations
to recognize the Confederacy as a government,

During the months of April and May 1861, momentous events
took place which severely strained Anglo-United States relations.
Foremost among these was establishment of the Union blockade,

arrival of Confederate envoys in England, and issuance of the

22Charles Prancis Adams, Charles Francis Adams, Vol. 24 of
American Statesmen, ed., John T. Morse, Jr., 52 Vols. (Boston:
Houghton, Mifflin & Co., 1900), p. 39.

23

Adams, American Civil War, p. 169.
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1% May British declaration of neutrality in recognition of Lin-
coln's blockade proclamation. This declaration announced Brit-
ain's determination "to maintain a strict and impartial neutral-
ity"24 in the contest between North and South. How effectively
this was carried out will be seen when the trouble over British
construction, mamning, and arming of Confederate warships is
discussed. This British declaration, whose timing was taken
as an affront by Seward, caused much friction between the United
States and England because it gave the Confederacy belligerent
status. The proclamation was issued on the same day Charles
Francis Adams arrived in England to assume his duties as United
States envoy. Seward interpreted this as a desire on the part
of the British Government to avoid listening to arguments
against it and to make clear British sympathy for the South.25
Confederate:enwuys arrived in England during April and
were seen unofficially by the British Secretary of Foreign Af-

26

fairs. Seward's reaction to these events was contained in a

dispatch to Adams dated May 21, which was not to be shown to the
British leaders, but the essence of it transmitted by Adams.27
This document very emphatically illustrates Seward's strong

stand on each of these major events. Should the British offi-

24Bernard, Neutrality of Great Britain, p. 132.
g3

william A. Dunning, The British Empire and the United States

(New York: Charles Scribner, 1914), p. 208.
26

James Morton Callahan, The Diplomatic History of the Southern

Confederacy, (Baltimore: The John Hopkins Press, 100L), p. 144.
27

Lothrop, William Henry Seward, p. 301.
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cially recognize the Confederate envoys, Adams was instructed
to ",.. desist from all intercourse whatever, unofficial as
well as official, with the British government, as long as it
shall continue intercourse of either kind with the domestic
enemies of this country."

The position of the United States concerning British re-
cognition of Confederate belligerency was made very clear.

Seward told Adams that recognition of the Confederacy was "not

to be made a subject of technical definition". He stated, that
as far as he was concerned, it was direct recognition for Brit-
ain to acknowledge a belligerent status as they had just done.
The Secretary considered it direct recognition to receive Con-
federate Ambassadors or any other representatives from the
Southern government. He further stated that "no one of these
proceedings will pass unquestioned by the United States . . .
British recognition would be British intervention, to create with-
in our territory a hostile state by overthrowing the Republic it-
self".

Seward's instructions regarding British anxiety over the
blockade were equally firm and direct. Adams was told that by
U.5. law, the laws of nature, and the laws of nations, the United
States had the right to suppress insurrection. The blockade was
a proper measure to take in doing this. Seward further directed
Adams to tell the British that if the blockade was not maintained
by sufficient force Great Britain did not have to respect it.

The Secretary went on to say, however, that the blockade was being

maintained by force and the United States expected Britain to




15
honor it.28 This dispatch had actually been toned down by
President Lincoln before Seward sent it.29 The threat of war
implied within this message was so strong that Adams assumed
it had been forced on Seward by other members of the cabinet.Bo

The firmness of the policy stated within this communication
is readily apparent. How realistic it was in view of the situa-
tion in the United States at this time is open to some debate.
The Army and Navy of the United States were in no position to
engage in war with a foreign nation in addition to the Con-
federacy. The Union Army was being soundly defeated by the
Confederates in almost every engagement, and full scale con-
struction of the navy was only in its early stages. The majority
of the ships in existence were primarily involved in the
blockade. In Seward's view, however, such a strong and firm
policy was realistic. Although not actually possessing the
military force to back up his threats, he believed the nation
must put up a front indicating it did have sufficient military
strength.31

The succession of Union defeats between April and November

1861 did nothing to ease Seward's task of preventing foreign

recognition of the Confederacy. His dismay over the course of

28Baker, Seward's Works, pp. 241-245.

29Nicolay and Hay, Abraham Lincoln, pp. 48-49.
30

ok

Adams, American Statesmen, p. 179.

Bancroft, Life of Seward, p. 163.




16

events is illustrated by a letter to his wife in the Autumn of

1861:

I have had two weeks of intense anxiety and severe labor.
The pressure, . . . which disunionists have procured to
operate on the cabinets of London. . . has made it doubtful
whether we can escape the yet deeper and darker abyss of
foreign war . . . L have worried through and finished my
dispatches. They must go for good or evil, I have done

my best.32

IV. THE TRENT AFFAIR
An event was now to occur which brought the United States
and England to the brink of war. On Friday, November 8, 1861,

the USS San Jacinte, commanded by Commodore Wilkes, halted the

British ship Trent, on the high seas, and removed two Con-
federate envoys bound for England. The seizure was made by the
American captain without any instructions to do so from Washing-
ton.33 This action was hailed in the North as a great victory
while in England, as one observer noted, "The whole feeling of

the people has undergone a change. Sympathy was but coldly ex-

n34

pressed for the South. Now it is warm and universal. Removal

of the envoys from the Trent was, for a time, believed to be an
American attempt to provoke England to war.35 The British

Government immediately demanded the release of the envoys and

s

35Evan John Simpson (Evan John), Atlantic Impact (London:
William Heinemann, 1952), p. 210.

Adams, American Statesmen, pp. 320-321.

34Bancroft, Life of Seward, p. 224.

35Temp1e, American Secretaries of State, p. 61.




