NANzAN REVIEW OF AMERICAN STUDIES
Volume 20 (1998): 1-25

Kaiser Wilhelm II and the Attempt to Form a
German-American-Chinese Alliance
against Japan

RICHARD E SzippL

AT THE BEGINNING OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY, Germany found itself increas-
ingly isolated not only in Europe but also on the international stage as well. In
East Asia, for example, agreements between England and Japan (1902, 1905),
France and Japan (1907), and Russia and Japan (1907) left Germany and the
United States as the only major Western powers that did not recognize Japan’s
predominance in East Asia. To counter the growing Japanese influence in East
Asia, Germany made attempts to form an alliance with the United States and
China in 1907 and 1908. Such an alliance would be a way for Germany to safe-
guard its position in the Far East, and by drawing the United States away from
Britain would also help strengthen Germany’s position in Europe.!

In 1907 there were a number of reasons to believe that a German-American-
Chinese alliance was feasible. Most important, relations between the United
States and Germany were, in general, friendly. Apart from trade friction arising
from American agricultural exports to Germany and German manufactured
exports to the United States,? and some residual ill will against Germany for its
naval actions during the Spanish-American War and the Venezuela crisis of
1902-1903,3 there were no major policy conflicts between the two countries.
Germany had also been making overtures to Great Britain for a formal alliance,
but when the negotiations broke down, Germany’s attention turned toward
forming friendly relations with the United States, with the aim of decreasing
British influence on the United States and even to drive the United States away-
from Britain.* The German approach to the United States took the form of
friendly public gestures, intercultural contacts, and attempts to create a basis for
common action with the United States in the Far East and in Morocco. In 1905
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and 1906, Kaiser Wilhelm and President Roosevelt had been in personal contact
during the Russo-Japanese War and the Moroccan Crisis. The Kaiser’s influence
with the Russian Tsar helped Roosevelt mediate the war between Russia and
Japan, and German-American cooperation had helped bring about the interna-
tional conference at Algeciras. '

In addition to these precedents of diplomatic cooperation, a number of other
factors also boded well for the further strengthening of German-American rela-
tions. The German ambassador in Washington, Baron Speck von Sternburg, was
a close personal friend of Roosevelt’s and relations were cordial because of a
recent tariff agreement. Furthermore, Germany and the United States had a com-
mon interest in cooperating to thwart Japanese expansion in East Asia. Public
opinion in the United States supported the Open Door policy and there was a
strong anti-Japanese feeling on account of Japanese immigration on the West
Coast, Japanese economic penetration of Manchuria, and the fear of Japanese
military expansion in Asia and the Pacific.> Apart from Germany, the United
States was the only other power without an agreement recognizing Japan’s pre-
dominant position in East Asia. Despite settlement of the immigration issue
through the Gentlemen’s Agreement, tensions between Japan and the United
States were still high and the threat of war was still present. Rumors of war were
rampant when the American fleet was sent to the Pacific on its round-the-world
cruise in 1908, a move seen by some as a provocation of Japan.6

Furthermore, relations of both the United States and Germany with China,
the other potential member of a three-way alliance, were relatively friendly. The
United States and China were on good terms after the American decision to
return part of the Boxer indemnity and because of the official American Open
Door policy in China, with its ostensible aim of preserving China’s integrity.”
At the same time, the Open Door championed by the United States fit in well
with a recent shift in German policy toward China that emphasized cultural
activity and economic development.? In short, the three countries appeared to be
natural allies: the Chinese were anxious to gain support against Japan and its
friends, while the United States and Germany were afraid of being excluded
from China and East Asia by the other powers, especially Japan.? The common
interests shared by the three countries notwithstanding, and despite considerable
energy expended by Germany, a three-way alliance never materialized. This
paper aims to shed light on the problems that proved to be insurmountable in
the attempt to form a German-American-Chinese entente, with special attention
given to the role played by the German Kaiser Wilhelm II.

The Attempt at a German-American-Chinese Alliance

Kaiser Wilhelm II is well known for his personal interest in and attention to
affairs of state. Indeed, the diplomatic record of German relations with the
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United States and China reveals an excited Kaiser eager to forge closer ties and
even a formal alliance with both countries. The Kaiser himself claimed to have
been the first to propose the idea of a German alliance to the Chinese in a meet-
ing with Yin-cheng,!? the departing Chinese ambassador in Berlin in 1906.!! But
it was the Franco-Japanese agreement of 10 June 1907 that provided the direct
stimulus for the plan for a German-American-Chinese entente. The Franco-
Japanese agreement, apart from recognizing the Open Door, the integrity of
China, and the status quo in East Asia, also contained a mutual promise con-
cerning the security of Chinese territory in each country’s respective sphere of

“interest. The agreement understandably caused grave concern to the Chinese
government. As the German representatives in Tokyo and Peking reported to the
Foreign Ministry in Berlin in July 1907, the local press emphasized how undig-
nified it was for China to allow other nations to guarantee its integrity. These
newspapers also criticized the aggressive nature of the agreement, which
ensured only the interests of the signatories. One paper even called the mutual
recognition of interests an invitation to the division of China.!? Correspondents
of Japanese newspapers also filed similar reports from China.!3

At the same time, Count von Rex, the German envoy in Peking, reported to
Berlin that the Chinese government was concerned about the potential danger to
China in the agreement. He urged that Germany come to an understanding with
Russia and the United States to show China that it need not subject itself to
Japan, France, and Britain, but could rely on the support of the other powers.
Rex emphasized that an isolated Germany would suffer economically as the
French, Japanese, and British maneuvered to supply loans and weapons to
China.!#

The Foreign Ministry found Rex’s observations pertinent enough to forward
his report in September 1907 to Baron Speck von Sternburg, the German ambas-
sador in Washington. Sternburg was also instructed to sound out the possibility
of an understanding with the United States over China to protect the economic
interests of both countries against the encroachment of Japan, England, and
France. A formal treaty, however, was ruled out as impossible, at least under the
present circumstances. !5

In the meantime, Sternburg reported that he had had an occasion to discuss -
Japan and the East Asian situation with President Roosevelt. In that conversation
Sternburg emphasized the Kaiser’s long-held idea that Japanese encroachment
represented a grave danger to the Christian West, which must unite to resist it.
They also discussed the American naval program, in the course of which Roo-
sevelt bemoaned the fact that the United States had no naval base in the Far East.
Roosevelt explained that he could discuss such confidential matters because of
the great respect and trust that he had for the German ambassador.!6

It was in this atmosphere that a month later, on 15 October 1907, Rex
telegraphed from Peking that reliable sources indicated that the Chinese govern-
ment had decided to instruct its envoys in Germany and the United States to
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sound out the possibility of a three-way alliance. Rex suggested that this might
be a good opportunity for Germany to approach the United States with a plan to
strengthen the integrity of China. The Kaiser gave his approval, emphasizing
that Germany must give its support to China and not reject this display of confi-
dence.l’ '

The Foreign Ministry instructed Sternburg to broach the subject to Roosevelt
confidentially, assuring him that Germany would cooperate as on the occasion of
the Russo-Japanese War. Germany wished to strengthen China’s position against
Japan, to maintain the integrity of China, and to protect the Open Door for Ger-
man trade in China.!8

Twice Sternburg reported by telegram that Roosevelt was too busy to see
him, although he had been assured that the United States would work closely
with Germany for the integrity of China.!® On 8 November 1907 Sternburg
cabled Berlin that he had had a long talk with Roosevelt. The president told
Sternburg that, although he had received reports of Chinese concerns about the
various agreements among the powers, there had been no approach from the
Chinese for American support. Roosevelt did not think the time was ripe for an
alliance among China, Germany, and the United States, because it would pro-
voke ill will among the other powers. Nevertheless, Roosevelt asked Sternburg
to tell the Kaiser that he wanted to work hand in hand with him and would wel-
come his suggestions for maintaining the integrity of China, as well as his views
on the alliance to be proposed by China. It is interesting in hindsight to note that
Sternburg and Roosevelt even discussed the possibility of war between Japan
and the United States. Roosevelt mentioned that cooperation between the Amer-
ican and German fleets would probably be necessary, since the United States
lacked a naval base in East Asia. Sternburg asked whether the German army
might be of help in defending the American mainland from Japanese attack.
Roosevelt replied that, although the support of German troops would ensure a
military victory, it would be better for the United States army to fight on its own,
even suffer defeat, in order to convince the public that a thorough reorganization
of the army was necessary. Once reorganized the army could then make good the
initial defeat.?0

On 22 November 1907, after outlining his plans to the Kaiser and gaining his
approval, Reichskanzler von Biilow instructed Sternburg to reassure Roosevelt
of the Kaiser’s intention to cooperate. He should further relay the Kaiser’s opin-
ion that the Chinese proposal for an alliance deserved serious consideration, but
the initiative should come from the Chinese side.?! Sternburg replied that Roo-
sevelt was in complete agreement with the Kaiser.??

In the meantime, additional reports had arrived from Rex, who wrote of
increasing pressure from Japan on China, and a possible break between the two.
He also advised against dealing with China as an equal, since it was weak mili-
tarily and had no understanding of diplomatic or political action to safeguard its
own interests.2 On 30 November Rex reported that Liang Tun-yen, the vice
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president of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, had visited him to sound
him out privately in the matter of an approach to Germany and the United States.
Liang explained that the Chinese government had not yet agreed on a course of
action, but would soon make an approach to the governments in Washington and
Berlin.?* Sternburg was also informed of this Chinese approach to Rex. When he
mentioned it to Roosevelt, the president responded that because of the present
circumstances a formal alliance was impossible, but that an agreement concern-
ing common action of the three powers could be reached.?

However, the Chinese approach to the German and American governments
was not forthcoming. This made reaching an agreement very difficult, because
the German government could not appear to be too eager. Everything depended
on the initiative of the Chinese. In a telegram that arrived in Berlin on 14
December 1907, Rex reported that he was told that the Chinese government had
not yet instructed its envoys in Washington or Berlin, because of concern about
Chinese domestic problems.?¢ Sternburg was duly informed of this.?’

In the meantime, the Kaiser was becoming impatient. A letter had been for-
warded to Berlin from Generalkonsul Biinz, who had accompanied American
Secretary of War Taft on his voyage to New York and had discussed the East
Asia situation with him. Biinz reported Taft’s view that Japan was interested in
economic and military preponderance in China, and his comment that the Chi-
nese government was looking towards the United States for support, which
should not remain passive. In his comments on the letter the Kaiser wrote, “Your
report shows that we must come to an agreement with China, and soon! Too
much time has been lost already.”28

At this juncture, the German Foreign Ministry began to seriously formulate a
policy for the possible alliance. At the end of December, a long report arrived
from Rex outlining his view of the situation with concrete suggestions for a pos-
sible alliance of China, Germany, and the United States. Rex observed that the
Chinese were motivated by the fear that the recent East Asian agreements
among the powers included secret agreements to intervene in China in case of
unrest or rebellion, which would be the pretext for a subsequent division of
China. In such a division, Japan would take the lion’s share, with Britain,
France, and Russia getting the rest, leaving Germany and the United States with
nothing. It was therefore in the interests of not only China, but also Germany
and the United States, to prevent this. Rex suggested two separate agreements
for the content of the alliance. First, there would be a treaty between China, Ger-
many, and the United States guaranteeing the integrity of China proper and stip-
ulating certain economic advantages for Germany and the United States.
Second, an agreement, to be kept secret from China, between Germany, the
United States, and Russia committing all parties to act in common against a Jap-
anese attack on China north of the Hoang Hoa [Hwang Hwo]. After a foresee-
able (and successful) war with Japan, Russia would be given a free hand to
expand its influence into Mongolia, East Turkestan, Manchuria, and Korea.
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There would be no territorial gain for Germany and the United States, but the
principle of the Open Door would be maintained in China proper. 2°

As Luella Hall points out, it is noteworthy that there is no mention of territo-
rial gain for Germany. The main concern is for commercial advantage.30 Indeed,
as Werner Stingl indicates, German policy in China had become oriented
towards improving its economic position in China. There was a movement
among business circles to do more. In 1907, Rex made a plan for intensifying
German Kulturpropaganda efforts through schools and scientific training to
make China more open to German economic expansion in China. Germany
lagged behind the other powers in such cultural efforts.3!

When he read Rex’s report, the Kaiser could scarcely contain his enthusiasm.
In his comment at the end of the report, he wrote: “Excellent! My views exactly,
which I expressed to Yin-cheng [Chinese ambassador to Berlin until his recall in
1906]. ... That was a year ago, and we have nothing until now. Something must
be done now. Immediately, subito.”32

On the next day, the Kaiser wrote a long letter to Biilow in which he gave
vent to his thoughts on what was to be done in the matter of the alliance. The
Kaiser claimed that he shared Rex’s views exactly, that he had made similar sug-
gestions himself, and that he had even suggested an entente guaranteeing Chi-
na’s integrity to the departing Chinese envoy Yin-cheng last year. The Kaiser
further directed that Rex’s proposal should be made the “basis for immediate
negotiations. An Entente Cordiale with China for maintaining the status quo is
absolutely necessary for us. Otherwise our entire Weltpolitik will go down the
drain” (emphases in original ).3 .

Kaiser Wilhelms’s letter reveals several striking, if unrealistic, elements in
his rationale for the entente. First of all, he welcomed the dispatch of the Amer-
ican fleet to the Pacific, since it would thwart Japanese expansion and force the
British to send a stronger naval squadron to the East, thus weakening is position
in Europe. The presence of the American fleet in the Pacific, preferably sta-
tioned in the Philippines or China, would also thwart British predominance in
the Yangtze Valley and thus strengthen Germany’s position in Shantung. The
Kaiser also believed that since the Japanese fleet was not yet ready to fight the
United States, it would be a good time to unite the German and American fleets,
to keep Japan and the other powers from dividing China. In addition, an entente
guaranteeing the status quo would also serve American interests, since it would
deter a Japanese attack, and protect American trade and commercial interests.
For Russia, an agreement would hinder encroachment of other powers on the
Russian sphere of influence in East Asia.

Concretely, the Kaiser suggested using Sternburg’s friendship to influence
Roosevelt to accept the supposedly forthcoming Chinese proposal. But above
all, the Kaiser called for immediate action: “We must make an agreement as
soon as possible. I have worked for this moment for years! ... Forward! We
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have considered the matter long enough! Enough words have been exchanged.
Let us now see action!”34

The course of action that was actually taken, however, was neither as deci-
sive nor as far-reaching as the Kaiser had envisioned. The instructions Biilow
sent to Rex reflect a more realistic moderation of the Kaiser’s grand vision. First,
Biilow pointed out what Roosevelt had already indicated, that a formal alliance
was impossible, since it would never get the necessary approval from the United
States Senate. Any agreement would therefore have to be limited to an exchange
of declarations. Here China must first ask Germany and the United States for
support in its policy of not ceding territory to any power, and of holding the door
open for trade with all countries. The United States and Germany would then

-declare their readiness to support this policy and the maintenance of China’s
integrity and independence. Third, a secret agreement allowing special eco-
nomic advantages to the United States and Germany must be avoided under all
circumstances, since it would violate the Open Door and would be impossible to
keep secret. Fourth, the time was not ripe for an approach to Russia in the mat-
ter. Finally Biilow warned Rex that he must avoid giving the impression that
Germany had any special interest in such an exchange of declarations. Rather,
the initiative must come from China, which must also win the acceptance of the
United States. Rex was therefore to indirectly encourage the Chinese to make an
approach to the United States.?> Similar instructions were also sent to Sternburg,
asking him to do his best to persuade Roosevelt to accept the Chinese
approach.

Especially noteworthy here is Biilow’s grasp of reality and caution: the
impossibility of a formal alliance, and the necessity that Germany not be seen as
the initiator, to avoid creating mistrust among the powers. Since the move was
directed against Japan and Great Britain and based on the premise of continued
Japanese-American hostility, Germany could not be seen as trying to stir up
trouble among the powers. Perhaps the greatest factor in the ultimate failure of
the attempt to form a German-American-Chinese entente was that the whole
project depended on the initiative of the Chinese, which was not forthcoming,
much to the consternation of the impatient Kaiser. The Chinese hesitated from
almost a year, until November 1908, before making a direct approach to the
United States. By then, however, it was too late, since the Japanese and Ameri-
cans had in the Root-Takahira Agreeement reached an understanding on the
major points of tension between them, thus undermining the Japanese-American
conflict that would lie at the basis of any potential entente among China, Ger-
many, and the United States.

In the next few months, Rex referred several times to moves in the Chinese
government concerning a possible alliance. Towards the end of January 1908, he
reported to Berlin that the matter was to be brought before the Empress Dowa-
ger and the Prince Regent. He also mentioned that the government intended to
send a special envoy to the United States concerning the Boxer indemnity, but
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the occasion would also be used to broach the subject of a three-way alliance
among China, the United States, and Germany.¥’

In the meantime, Sternburg reported from Washington that the statements of
Professor Burgess, an American guest lecturer in Berlin, who had called for
closer cooperation between Germany and the United States, had been received
very negatively in American circles. As Sternburg explained, most Americans
recognized the common interests shared by Germany and the United States, but
the long tradition of forming no foreign alliances made official cooperation dif-
ficult. Since Burgess’s views were seen as inspired by Germany, his utterances
were poisoning the diplomatic atmosphere. Sternburg therefore urged that the
German press treat the issue with great care and reserve.®

At the same time, the German government made efforts to make relations
with China as cordial as possible by reversing a previous decision not to honor
the request for four Chinese officers to train with the German field artillery. The
reason given for the change was that in case of an agreement with China and the
United States, it would be in Germany’s interests that China should have an
army trained in German models and methods, and equipped with Krupp can-
non.* The four Chinese officers were admitted to the second class of the Fel-
dartillerie-Schiefschule from 5 February to 25 May 1908.4

At the end of February 1908, some three months after sending his proposal
for the contents of the alliance, Rex reported to Berlin that the Chinese now
appeared ready to make an approach concerning the alliance. Rex had had a dis-
cussion with Chang Chi-tung, a high official and member of the Council of
State, who brought up the question of the possibility of a German-Chinese
agreement. This was the first time that Rex had discussed the idea with anyone
besides Liang Tun-yen, the vice-president of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
Chang had said that he personally thought such an alliance very desirable and so
did many leading members of the Chinese government. In Chang’s view, the
participation of the United States was essential and the Chinese would therefore
approach Roosevelt first. Chang had, however, voiced two reservations to Rex.
First, the negotiations must be kept secret so as not to cause any animosity
among the other powers. Second, since China was in a weak position, it would
not be able to reciprocate in offering military and naval support. Rex considered
the interview significant because it showed that the two most important mem-
bers of the Chinese government next to Prince Ching, namely, Chang Chi-tung
and Yuan Shi Kai, were apparently in favor of the agreement and supportive.
Rex also reported that the Chinese government intended to send either Chang or
Tang Shao-yi (Governor of Mukden) to the United States as special envoy. As
could be expected, the Kaiser was excited by the prospects of the Chinese finally
making the move. In his concluding comments to the report he wrote that, after
discussions among the three parties, Germany and the United States must issue
a “statement of policy” guaranteeing the status quo and integrity of China.4!

Meanwhile, in Washington, Sternburg had been notified of Rex’s report of
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the impending Chinese move, which he brought up in a conversation with Roo-
sevelt. The president had said that he was happy to hear of the Chinese govern-
ment’s apparent decision, but added that the new Chinese envoy in Washington
had made no mention of a possible agreement. On the other hand, Roosevelt said
nothing when Sternburg brought up Wilhelm’s idea of a “statement of policy.”*

Later in April, a telegram from Rex gave the Kaiser further room for encour-
agement. Rex reported that the Chinese throne had given its approval to a pro-
posal by Prince Ching and Yuan Shi-kai to send Liang Tun-yen to the United
States as special envoy to express gratitude for the remission of the Boxer
indemnity and to discuss the possibility of an entente.> On 17 April, Wilhelm
replied to a letter from Roosevelt in which the president wrote that the Chinese
envoy in Washington had not broached the subject of a declaration of policy on
China. In his reply, Wilhelm assured Roosevelt that according to Rex, Liang
Tun-yen would be sent in two months to the United States as special envoy. He
added, “I sincerely hope that we shall be able to come to an agreement about a
statement of policy which will help to maintain the integrity of the Chinese
Empire and assure the open door to the trade of all nations.”#

While both the Germans and the Americans were awaiting the arrival of the
special envoy, Sternburg reported some discouraging developments. In May, for
example, he wrote of difficulties that stood in the way of the agreement. For one
thing, despite Roosevelt’s interest in cooperation between Germany and the
United States, the president was wary of Congress and American public opinion.
Sternburg also referred to other difficulties in the relations between Germany
and the United States, such as the statements of Professor Burgess mentioned
above, and the Kaiser’s rather indiscreet comments on the appointment of Hill as
United States ambassador to Germany. All of this had made it very difficult for
Roosevelt to follow through with any common action with Germany. Still,
according to Rex, Roosevelt wanted to do what he could, and only time would
tell if the problems of Congress and public opinion could be overcome.*

Another major indiscretion of the Kaiser, an interview with Wiliam B. Hale
of the New York Times in July 1908, could only reinforce Roosevelt’s reluctance.
In his rambling comments, Wilhelm had spoken of the gelbe Gefahr (“the yel-
low peril”), the collapse of the British empire, the inevitable conflict between
Japan and the United States, and an imminent agreement between the United
States and Germany to defend China. Although Roosevelt wisely saw to it that
the interview was never published, knowledge of its content leaked out both in
Europe and the United States.6 Not only did the interview destroy the German
Foreign Ministry’s strategy of making the initiative appear to originate with the
Chinese, it also angered Roosevelt and demonstrated the unreliability of Ger-
many as a partner.4

Meanwhile, in Peking, Rex had become impatient. As he reported in June,
Rex had inquired from Yuan Shi-kai about the status of the proposal for the
three-way entente. Rex was told that the Chinese government had definitely
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decided to make an agreement with Germany and the United States, but had not
yet determined how to go about it. The Chinese were afraid of provoking the
other powers and unsure of how the United States would reply to the approach
from them. For his part, Rex suggested that the Chinese need only refer to the
present situation of China, pressured as it was by the various recent agreements
among the powers and ask whether America might be ready to help support
China in case she fell into difficulties. The reply to this question would reveal
how far the United States would engage itself for China. Rex also answered
Yuan’s question whether an agreement between China, Germany, and the United
States would be sufficient to counterbalance the preponderance of France,
Britain, and Japan. Rex replied that none of these powers would act aggressively
against Germany and the United States, and stressed that neither Japan nor
Britain would dare do anything against the United States. Finally, he asked
whether Rex thought a written agreement was necessary. Rex replied that a for-
mal treaty was out of the question, since there were no prospects for approval by
the United States Senate. An exchange of notes outlining each nation’s obliga-
tions to the others would suffice. The Kaiser’s impatience is clear in his mar-
ginal comments, where he noted that these issues had already been addressed a
year earlier and that the cooperation of Roosevelt had been assured.*®

' Two months later, in August, Rex reported that Tang Shao-yi had been
appointed special envoy to the United States, ostensibly to express Chinese grat-
itude for the remission of the Boxer indemnity, but also to discuss the subject of
entente. Tang had also requested Rex to ask the German ambassador in
Washington for his help in the matter.#® In a report at the end of September,
Rex wrote that he had met Tang before his departure. According to Rex,
Tang was especially worried about how to inform the United States of Ger-
many’s willingness to help. Rex advised him to simply say that Germany had
such friendly relations with China that the United States could assume that
Germany would support its policy. Rex requested the Foreign Ministry to
instruct the German envoy in Washington to help Tang in making the
approach to the United States and enclosed Tang’s personality profile and a
brief description of his career.5

Tang, however, did not arrive in Washington until November. On his way, he
stopped in Japan to discuss financial questions with the Japanese government. It
appears that the Japanese tried to discourage a possible rapprochement between
China and Germany or the United States. As Rex reported on 4 October 1908, a
Chinese newspaper published a story claiming that the Japanese chargé in
Peking had spoken with Tang before his departure and supposedly warned him
that, although China and Japan enjoyed friendly relations, rash diplomatic
actions could have unfavorable consequences. Tang is said to have replied that
China was free to act as it wished and that any problems in Sino-Japanese rela-
tions were Japan’s fault. Rex could not verify the account, but said he believed
it was probably true.5!
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The press in China, Japan, and the United States also reported that there was
more to Tang’s mission than the avowed purpose of the indemnity issue and
financial matters. According to Rex, a Chinese paper with ties to official Chi-
nese circles had published an article openly pointing out the advantages of a
Chinese-American alliance, especially in counterbalancing the threat to Chinese
independence from foreign powers.52 In the United States, Generakonsul Biinz
reported a discussion with Roosevelt about a controversy unleashed by the New
York Herald in August, when it published a leading article calling for an alliance
between the United States and China to protect the latter’s interests against
Japan. It had also published an interview with Wu Ting-fang, the Chinese envoy
in Washington, who had said that China was endangered by increasing Japanese
influence, which could be eased by a Chinese-American agreement. The articles
had unleashed much protest in Japan, where some circles were calling for Wu’s
recall. Roosevelt told Biinz that there was no special significance to the agitation
in the Herald for a Chinese and American treaty. Blinz wrote that Roosevelt told
him that “neither he nor Root had ever seriously concerned themselves with
such thoughts.”>3

An editorial in the Japanese Hochi Shinbun dated 15 January 1909 claimed,
“When T’ang Shao-yi left China for America last year, it was an open secret that
he had an important diplomatic mission besides that of conveying the gratitude
of the Chinese people for the remission. . . . He also intended to conclude an
alliance with America, and if possible to induce Germany to enter it, so that the
influence of the Anglo-Japanese alliance might be counter-balanced.”>* At any
rate, on his visit to Japan, Tang claimed that he was warned that any alliance
between China and another power would not be received favorably by Japan.»
Apparently Japan had been fully informed of the Kaiser’s scheme for an alliance
and paid close attention to Tang’s visit, since Takahira had sent to Tokyo a
detailed account of the Hale interview, which he had been able to obtain. How-
ever, since Takahira also knew of Roosevelt’s rejection of the Kaiser’s plan,
there was no great alarm in Tokyo.%

Some have suggested that Japan deliberately rushed the Root-Takahlra nego-
tiations to thwart Tang’s mission. At any rate, as Luella Hall has pointed out,
after Takahira’s return to Washington in the spring of 1908, Japan had tried to
smooth things over with the United States. A general arbitration treaty had been
signed in May, and the American fleet had been received cordially in Japan in
October. The friendly relations continued to improve to the point where Takahira
suggested an exchange of notes on the Open Door, the Root-Takahira agreement
of 30 November 1908.57

Furthermore, in view of the pending exchange of notes concerning the Root-
Takahira agreement, the United States was taking pains not to offend Japan.
As Paul von Hatzfeldt reported from Washington in October, the American gov-
ernment did not welcome attention in the press to any possible alliance or the
political meaning of the special envoy. The American government wished to
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avoid upsetting Japan, especially now that the U.S. fleet was in Yokohama. A
month later, in November, Hatzfeldt reported that Tang had arrived in Washing-
ton, but added that he personally doubted that Tang would have anything to offer
the U.S. that was worth risking antagonizing Japan over.5

The Root-Takahira Agreement was formally signed on 30 November, 1908,
a few days after Tang’s arrival in Washington. It was a fatal blow to the potential
rapprochement of China, Germany, and the United States. In essence, Japan and
the United States agreed to recognize each other’s possessions in East Asia, dis-
avowed all aggressive intentions, and promised to uphold China’s independence
and integrity and the Open Door. It greatly reduced tension between the United
States and Japan, and as such, took away one of the major motivations of the
German-American leg of the alliance, which was based on the premise of Japa-
nese-American hostility.

Tang had been given a chance to see an advance copy of the text, which had
also been sent to Tokyo, Peking, St. Petersburg, London, Paris, and Berlin. The
Chinese were understandably upset. Yuan Shih-kai expressed his disappoint-
ment to Rockhill, the U.S. envoy in Peking, complaining that the United States
should have waited for Tang’s arrival in Washington before negotiating the
agreement.’® From China Rex similarly reported the Chinese government’s dis-
appointment and their belief that the Japanese had deliberately concluded the
agreement in order to settle the matter before Tang arrived in Washington.®®

At any rate, when Tang finally met Roosevelt on 9 December, no mention
was made of the Chinese-German-American Alliance.s! Ambassador Sternburg
died of cancer in August 1908. Count Bernstorff, his replacement, reported that
Tang made no mention of the proposed agreement when they met. Moreover,
Tang had told him that the purpose of his trip was to get financial information
about the United States. Bernstorff had heard from various circles that Tang had
not been able to accomplish anything. The Kaiser’s marginal comments betray
his disappointment: “Very regrettable. Japan has precluded it.”62

According to a report from Rex at the end of January, the Chinese still had
not realized the full implications of the Japanese-American exchange of notes.
Liang Tun-yen had approached Rex a few days after the announcement of the
Root-Takahira Agreement to see if he had heard any news about the Chinese-
American-German rapprochement. Rex had replied that he had no news and
expected no news, since it was clear to him that an entente was now meaningless
because of the Japanese-American agreement. Rex then reminded Liang that he
had already told him a year ago that the United States and Germany would be
favorable towards a rapprochement and that China should act immediately.

A report from Bernstorff at the beginning of January sheds some light on the
change in attitude of the Americans. Bernstorff wrote that he had met Roosevelt
for an hour and they talked over cigars. When Bernstorff presented a letter and
gift from the Kaiser, Roosevelt expressed his joy at both. He also said that he
wanted to show the letter to Taft, since he wanted him to have the same close
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relations with Germany through the help of the Kaiser and the German repre-
sentatives in Washington. Roosevelt also said that he would speak as confiden-
tially to Bernstorff as he had with Sternburg. As for American relations with
China and Japan, Roosevelt said that he had spoken with Sternburg about a joint
guarantee of Chinese integrity, but had not been able to follow up on it, since
this would encourage China to take an anti-Japanese stance and might provoke
war. In such a case China would be helpless, and neither Germany nor the
United States could protect it. The United States could not send its fleet to the
Pacific and would never go to war over China, since American public opinion
would never support such a war. If it came to a war with Japan, the United States
would have to fight for its own interests and in such a way that the American
people could support wholeheartedly and win. Roosevelt said he had told the
same thing to Tang Shao-yi. Concerning Japan, Roosevelt said that he foresaw
friendly relations with Japan for the next few years. When problems arose, the
United States would treat Japan in a friendly manner, but at the same time show
it was ready for war if necessary. The disappointed Kaiser wrote in his marginal
comments that Roosevelt was deceiving himself about Japan and China.®3

At the beginning of January, in a reply to a letter of condolence from the
Kaiser on the occasion of Sternbuig’s death, Roosevelt referred to the recent
changes in China with the dismissal of Yuan Shih-kai as a sign that one could
not deal with the Chinese. “The Chinese,” he wrote, “are so helpless to carry out
any fixt [sic] policy, whether home or foreign, that it is difficult to have any but
the most cautious dealings with them.”64

Since the Root-Takahira Agreement pledged the preservation of the integrity
of China and the maintenance of the Open Door, in the strict sense China and
Germany had nothing to complain about. Publicly, Biilow declared in a Reichs-
tag speech that it was in agreement with German interests.®> The Kaiser made no
public statement, but his marginal comments cited above indicate that he pri-
vately blamed Japan for the failure of Tang’s mission and criticized Roosevelt
for misunderstanding the true nature of Japan’s and China’s position.

Further Attempts to Foster German-American Cooperation

Although the Root-Takahira Agreement had precluded the possibility of the
entente envisioned by the Kaiser, he did not give up on the idea. About a year
later, on 2 January 1910, Rex reported that Russia was becoming increasingly
disturbed at Japanese road and railroad building in Manchuria and Korea, which
could serve military purposes. Japanese actions in Manchuria had also provoked
protests from the Chinese. While dismissing the immediate prospects of war,
Rex claimed that Japan would not be satisfied with south Manchuria and would
eventually want North Manchuria, Harbin, and even Vladivostok. In Rex’s view,
Japan was striving for predominance in China. China was helpless and only
Germany and the United States could help her.
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Impressed by the content and tone of the report, the Kaiser wrote a long com-
ment in the margins. First, Rex should be congratulated for the fine report. It
was exactly what the Kaiser had been preaching for the last 14 to 15 years. “I
could have written it myself!” he noted. The Kaiser also wrote that Germany
must make an agreement with the United States to guarantee the integrity of
China. The Kaiser predicted that Japan would make military preparations and
take Vladivostok before 1914 or 1915, that is, before the scheduled completion
of the Panama Canal, which would greatly enhance United States influence in
the Pacific. The Kaiser reasoned that the United States would need German
friendship to counter the Japanese threat and recommended handling the tariff
question accordingly.s®

A month later, in February, Bemstorff reported from Washington that he had
spoken with Secretary of State Knox about the Far East. Knox had told him that
Russia and Japan were intimidating China, whose position could be strength-
ened only by the two unselfish powers, i.e., Germany and the United States. For
his part, Bernstorff mentioned to Cox that he had had occasion to discuss the
same issue with Roosevelt. Bernstorff concluded the report by asking for per-
mission to “pick up the thread that was dropped a year and a quarter ago, when
Japan and the United States made the agreement”$” The Foreign Ministry’s
answer, however, was negative. There was a fear that a German-U.S. agreement
concerning China would arouse the mistrust of the other European powers, and
Germany might have to take the blame for the failure of the American
Manchurian policy. Bernstorff was instructed that if the U.S. should raise the
question, he was to tell them that Germany was prepared, now as before, to
cooperate in the matter of the Open Door. Germany would be able to join in a
formal agreement only if Great Britain were a partner.5® This reflects the fact
that Germany was also trying to foster closer relations with Great Britain.

When Bernstorff reported a short time later that Knox had again brought up
the Asian question and spoke of general cooperation with Germany,® he was
instructed to avoid giving the impression that Germany would do anything to
oppose the other powers in Manchuria. In fact, Germany had already refused to
support a Russian plan for a railroad to Peking, and so it could not now support
any U.S. project without offending Russia.”® Nevertheless, the Kaiser was still
quite interested in a possible German-American-Chinese alliance, as can be seen
from his marginal comments on another report of Bernstorff on American Far
East policy. “Yes, we must go about it with vigor. With the Russian, Japanese,
British alliance, we need a Chinese-American-[German] three-way alliance for
the maintenance of the status quo of China and the Open Door, similar to our
Yangtze Agreement with Britain.”7!

In the meantime, the Chinese had again become interested in closer cooper-
ation with Germany and the United States. In September 1910, Rex forwarded a
letter from the Prince Regent to the Kaiser asking for Germany’s help in admin-
istration and military reforms. The Prince Regent was going to send Liang, the
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vice-president of the Chinese Foreign Ministry, as a special envoy to Europe and
the United States, and he would visit Germany to discuss the matter. According
to Rex, the Prince Regent expressed his openness to further suggestions from
the Kaiser for improving relations between Germany and China.”

At this time, reports of the upcoming visit of Liang to Europe and the United
States appeared in the German, American, British, and Chinese press along with
rumors of a Chinese-American and Chinese-German rapprochement.”

At the end of September 1910, Kanzler Bethmann-Hollweg sent a report to
the Kaiser, writing that Rex had been requested to forward the Prince Regent’s
letter and introduce Liang as special envoy. The Prince Regent called for closer
relations with Germany and asked for German help in military and commercial
reforms. Bethmann-Hollweg, however, was of the opinion that it would be best
to be dilatory when Liang came and not make any conclusions until after the
return of the crown prince from his trip to East Asia. He felt it was important to
keep the discussions secret because such negotiations would anger Japan. In his
comments, Wilhelm wrote that he was in complete agreement with the idea of
supporting China, and stated that it should not matter what the other countries
thought or said. France, Britain, and Russia had complained about German sup-
port of Turkey, but Turkey and China were the only two countries that still had
a relationship of trust with Germany. In the Kaiser’s view, Germany must sup-
port both countries against the deleterious effects of British financial policy.”#

About a month later, on 21 October 1910, Bethmann-Hollweg wrote another
report to the Kaiser, in which he summarized his conversation with the Chinese
special envoy, Liang Tun-yen. Liang had said that the purpose of his mission
was to strengthen relations between China and the United States and at first
wanted to ask Germany for a statement of support for the maintenance of the
sovereignty and integrity of China, also in regard to Manchuria. But since this
might cause mistrust and animosity among the powers, he now wanted to send a
note to all the concerned powers guaranteeing the sovereignty and integrity of
China. Specifically, the powers would agree to respect the full sovereignty of
China, would make no territorial concessions to the benefit of other powers, and
would keep the door open to equal trading conditions for all the powers. The
Kanzler said he found the plan very practical and commendable and that the
German government would gladly accept it. He also suggested that Germany
keep its acceptance secret to make it Jook like China was first approaching the
United States. Then, if the United States agreed to the statement, Liang could
say he would ask Germany’s opinion. Liang also requested German officers to
help train the Chinese army and asked for German support for an international
conference on tariff revision. The Kanzler promised German support for both,
and described the entire conversation as very satisfactory. In his final comments,
Wilhelm called Liang’s proposal “reasonable and practical.””
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During the next few months, Bernstorff reported from Washington that he
had discussed the East Asian question with Taft a number of times. Taft was
happy about the recent agreement on a loan by international financial circles to
aid in Chinese reforms. Taft had also said Germany was the only country that
supported the Open Door.”¢ According to Bernstorff, Dr. Wheeler, president of
University of California and well known in Germany, had been asked by Taft to
write a letter to the Kaiser asking for the closest possfble cooperation with Ger-
many. The reasoning was that if the British saw Germany and the United States
coming together, they would drop their ties with Japan lest they be left out of the
combination. This would help thaw British-German relations and promote coop-
eration of Britain, Germany, and the United States against Japanese expansion.””
In January 1911, Bernstorff reported that Taft had once again brought up his
favorite theme, East Asia. Taft said that he shared the views of the Kaiser, and
wished to do all he could to keep the Open Door, but Britain was the biggest
obstacle.”®

In February 1911, Bernstorff reported on a meeting with Liang, who told him
that he had met Knox. Liang told Bernstorff that Knox would not go into the
question of the declaration of China’s integrity because he said it would weaken
previous statements by the powers concerning China. Knox did, however, agree
to Liang’s proposal for an arbitration treaty that would deal with all questions
that could not be settled by diplomacy, provided that the other powers also
agreed. Liang asked Bernstorff if Germany would agree and would try to per-
suade Italy and Austria to go along, since Knox had promised to try to get
Britain to accept.”” However, Bernstorff was instructed that Germany could not
agree to an arbitration treaty, since this would make a precedent for other nations
to press Germany for similar arbitration treaties, something that Germany did
not want to do in view of its isolated position in Europe.8® Reporting on his next
meeting with the Chinese envoy, Bernstorff wrote that Liang was disappointed
that Germany could not agree to an arbitration treaty. Since he did not want to
return to China empty-handed, Liang made another proposal: China would send
a note to all the nations asking them to bring before an arbitration court all ques-
tions that could not be settled through diplomatic channels. He thought that Rus-
sia and Japan would go along, and that the United States could persuade Britain
to join, and wanted Germany to persuade Italy and Austria. According to Bern-
storff, Liang was very taken with his plan, which he saw as a kind of neutraliza-
tion of China.8!

The Foreign Ministry replied that the same reservations still held for the new
proposal, since a diplomtic note would carry the same weight as a treaty. Rather,
Liang’s original proposal for a declaration of integrity would better serve Chi-

16 NANZAN REVIEW OF AMERICAN STUDIES 20/ 1998



na’s interests, and would enhance the value of earlier statements.8? Bernstorff
reported in March 1911 that Liang said he would bring up his original proposal
to Knox again, even though Knox was very cautious about China after the fail-
ure of his neutrality plan and difficulties with the proposed international loan to
China.®3 However, as Bernstorff subsequently reported, when Liang brought up
the proposal once more, Knox refused again, insisting that a repetition of a dec-
laration upholding the sovereignty and integrity of China would weaken earlier
declarations.®

At the end of 1911, there was another opportunity for cooperation. Revolu-
tion had broken out in China, and the United States was concerned about the
possibility of Japanese military intervention. Knox had told Bernstorff that it
was his long-standing wish for close cooperation with Germany.8>

At the end of December 1911, when the German Foreign Ministry received
reports from Tokyo that Japan was mobilizing troops for a possible intervention
in China, it seized the opportunity to suggest to the United States that it issue a
statement, which Germany would support. The statement would say that all
powers have agreed to respect the sovereignty and integrity of China and the
Open Door, and since both the imperial and revolutionary factions have
respected the life and property of foreigners, there was no need to intervene now.
Only if the situation changed would a common action of all the powers be
acceptable in order to avoid misunderstanding. It would be expected that the
United States, Russia, Britain, and France would go along, and Japan would
have to as well, so as not to become isolated. The Foreign Ministry instructed
Bernstorff to approach the United States government in Washington, while it
would talk with the American envoy in Berlin.86

As Bernstorff reported at the end of January 1912, Knox was at first reluctant
to agree to a repetition of the statement, since it would weaken the previous dec-
larations, and would give the impression that the powers would not intervene,
thus encouraging the Chinese to continue the fighting. Nevertheless, he would
be inclined to issue a statement if he had a clarification of the British position.57 -

The Foreign Ministry instructed Bernstorff to reply that the British envoy in
Berlin had given assurances that Great Britain greatly desired China to remain
intact and not be broken up. In addition, Bernstorff was told, the Russian ambas-
sador had said that Russia would not question the integrity of China, and would
settle problems in Mongolia by negotiating with the Chinese government .88

On 29 January 1912, Bernstorff replied that Knox was in principle in agree-
ment with Germany about the need to prevent unilateral action by Japan, but
was reluctant to offend the other powers by a repetition of earlier declarations.
Knox therefore suggested that the German government ask the United States
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its position on China, to which the United States would reply by issuing a
statement along the lines suggested by the Foreign Ministry.?® Bernstorff was
thereupon instructed to tell Knox of the German government’s agreement.%

Some days later, Knox sent a note to all the major powers informing them of
the United States’ answer to Germany on the Chinese question. The note began
by stating that all nations had pledged to uphold the sovereignty and integrity of
China and had shown agreement in position towards China. It then went on to
say that there was no need to intervene as of yet, but if intervention did become
necessary, the United States favored a policy of concerted action of the powers,
so as to avoid misunderstandings. The representatives of the powers had
accepted the note and war preparations in Japan were stopped. Knox related to
Bernstorff how happy he and Taft were at the success of the note and that the
agreement of the United States and Germany had been proclaimed publicly.
Knox was especially pleased that it was German initiative that brought about
this happy result.®! Bernstorff was instructed to notify Knox of the official satis-
faction of the German government and say that the United States policy was in
complete harmony with Germany’s views.?2

The announcement of this note represents a high point of German-American
cooperation in East Asian affairs. However, although a certain level of coopera-
tion between the United States and Germany was possible, it never led to the
more substantial alliance envisioned by Kaiser Wilhelm. There were, in fact,
several factors that hindered any advance in German-American relations. For
one thing, the end of Roosevelt’s term in the spring of 1909 ended the personal
contact between the president and the Kaiser. Sternburg, who was personally on
friendly terms with Roosevelt, had also died in the meantime. While Taft, Roo-
sevelt’s adviser, would have welcomed German cooperation in China, he did not
enjoy the same level of personal friendship with Wilhelm. For its part, Germany
would have liked to cooperate with the United States, but because of the increas-
ingly difficult situation in Europe, Germany could not risk antagonizing the
other powers in Asia. Under Kanzler Bethmann-Hollweg, Germany sought
closer cooperation with Britain, which had a common interest with Germany in
promoting economic and political stability in Latin America, and dislike of the
discriminatory American fees for the Panama Canal. There were also new eco-
nomic conflicts between Germany and the United States over tariff negotia-
tions.”® Furthermore, as Manfred Jonas points out, the “dollar diplomacy” of
Taft, Roosevelt’s successor, was intended as a substitute for political and mili-
tary action, and was even less likely to result in an alliance. In addition, Ger-
many was becoming increasingly involved in the Balkans and the Middle East,
where the United States had little interest:%* All these factors made any further
German approaches to the United States problematic.
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Conclusion:

Reasons for the Failure of the German-American-Chinese Alliance

There are several reasons for the failure of the attempt to form a German-
American-Chinese entente. One crucial factor was the Chinese hesitation to
make a direct approach to the United States. Since Germany could not take the
leading role for fear of creating mistrust among the powers and further isolating
itself, it was dependent on Chinese initiative and American willingness to coope-
rate. However, China was reluctant to act for fear of antagonizing Japan. For the

" United States, a formal treaty was out of the question because of a long-standing
tradition against foreign alliances. The anti-British intent of the entente could
also have endangered the good working relationship between the United States
and Britain.

A second factor was Germany’s overestimation of Japanese-American hos-
tility. Unknown to the Germans, the Japanese and Americans had already
reached a basic understanding in July 1905 to recognize their respective interests
in East Asia and the Pacific. This was one of the very developments against
which Germany was trying to enlist American aid.?S Similarly, the so-called
Gentlemen’s Agreement between Japan and the United States had smoothed
over the immigration issue and the corresponding tensions. Furthermore, a gen-
eral arbitration treaty had been signed in May 1908, and the American fleet had
been received cordially in Japan in October 1908. These friendly relations had
developed to the point where the Root-Takahira Agreement of 30 November
1908 became possible.*

Third, the Germans had also overestimated the value of appealing to the
Open Door as the basis for German-American cooperation. Germany’s interests
in China were not primarily economic but political. Germany wanted to protect
its position in Shantung and to divert Russian attention to Asia, giving Germany
a freer hand in Europe. German cooperation with the United States could not be
allowed to antagonize Russia, while the United States had economic interests in
Manchuria that were threatened by Russian encroachment. Nor was the United
States eager to support Germany in Shantung since this would antagonize Great
Britain. Thus the only real common interest between Germany and the United -
States in the Far East was to keep the powers from dividing up China.”

Fourth, it was difficult to dispel a basic American mistrust of German inten-
tions. German attempts at courting the Americans through gifts, cultural
exchanges, and Sternburg’s friendship with Roosevelt did not always have the
desired effect. While the friendship of Sternburg helped Roosevelt deal with the
difficult Kaiser, his faithful reporting of Roosevelt’s flattering statements helped
create a false illusion of Roosevelt’s friendship for the Kaiser.”® While Roo-
sevelt’s correspondence with Wilhelm is filled with flattery, his private corre-
spondence with others shows that he did not take Wilhelm seriously. For
example, in a letter written in 1905 to Cecil Spring Rice, a British diplomat and
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close friend, Roosevelt described the Kaiser as “too jumpy, too volatile in his
policies, too lacking the power of continuous and sustained thought and
action.”®. As many have pointed out, the personal contact between Roosevelt
and Wilhelm has been overrated.!00

In a word, German dependence on a reluctant China to take the initiative and
an overestimation of Japanese-American tensions and common interests in
China combined with the pitfalls of personal diplomacy led to the failure of the
attempt to form a German-American-Chinese alliance against Japan.
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