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ABSTRACT  

The North Atlantic Triangle and the Genesis and Legacy of the American 

Occupation of Greenland During the Second World War 

 

On April 9, 1940, Germany invaded Denmark. Instantly, the fate and status of Greenland, 

a Danish colony, was thrust into limbo. During the war, Greenland’s vital mineral 

resources and location made it significant for the warring parties on both sides of the 

Atlantic. However, conflicting international corporate and political interests made any act 

to defend the island on the part of the Allies, or the officially neutral Americans, 

problematic.  

 

Within a year of the Danish occupation, the American government had signed an 

agreement for the defense of Greenland, extending the protection of both the Monroe 

Doctrine and the American military to the island. This action was an important step in the 

formal expansion of American influence in the Western Hemisphere that occurred during 

the Second World War.  

 

This thesis argues that global economic, political, and technological changes led to Greenland’s 

increased geopolitical significance and set the stage for a shift in the balance of power within the 

North Atlantic Triangle. It demonstrates how decisions relating to the security of the island came 

to be made and how conflicting interests within and between governments affected the genesis of 

the occupation. It explores how Winston Churchill’s decision to mine the North Sea led to the 

American occupation of Greenland and examines the ways in which the effects of Churchill’s 

actions raised concerns in Canada about the possibility of a British defeat, which in turn led 

Mackenzie King, the Canadian Prime Minister, to align his foreign policy closer to that of the 

United States’ President Roosevelt. This thesis also asserts that Roosevelt successfully used the 

potential foreign occupation of Greenland to demonstrate to the American public the dangers of 

foreign conflicts to the United States and to further his hemispheric security objectives both 

domestically and abroad. These events had a profound and lasting impact on the relationships 

within the North Atlantic Triangle and on political identity in Greenland, and signalled an 

important shift in the foreign policy of the United States toward greater American involvement in 

world affairs.  

Keywords: Greenland, United States, Canada, United Kingdom, Denmark, Germany, Roosevelt, 

Churchill, Mackenzie King, Kauffmann, Hitler, Arctic, Cryolite, Second World War, Monroe 

Doctrine, Hemispheric Security, Nationalism, Empire, Resources, Technology, Meteorology, 

Aluminium, Aviation  
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HISTORY FACULTY ABSTRACT  

The North Atlantic Triangle and the Genesis and Legacy of the American 

Occupation of Greenland During the Second World War  

 

On April 9, 1940, Germany invaded Denmark. Instantly, the fate and status of Greenland, 

a Danish colony, was thrust into limbo. During the war, Greenland’s vital mineral 

resources and location made it significant for the warring parties on both sides of the 

Atlantic. However, conflicting international corporate and political interests made any act 

to defend the island on the part of the Allies, or the officially neutral Americans, 

problematic.   

Within a year of the Danish occupation, the American government had signed an 

agreement for the defense of Greenland that extended the protection of both the Monroe 

Doctrine and the American military to the island. This action was an important step in the 

formal expansion of American influence in the Western Hemisphere that occurred during 

the Second World War. The process through which this step occurred, however, was not 

straightforward. 

The British, fettered by both a reluctance to challenge the U.S.’s Monroe Doctrine and a 

dearth of available military resources, requested that their Canadian allies occupy the 

island and defend it and its resources from the Germans. Canada’s proximity to Greenland, 

Canadian corporations’ reliance on Greenlandic cryolite, and its desire to keep the north 

Atlantic convoy line secure, in combination with the British request, prompted a quick 

response. The RCMP schooner St. Roch set out to serve as a communications vessel for a 

Canadian-led occupation of Greenland, and the Canadian military developed plans to 

mobilize a secret taskforce to secure the cryolite mine and defend it from the Germans.  

In a strange turn of events, American President Franklin D. Roosevelt made efforts to 

block Canadian forces from defending the island. At a secret meeting on April 23, 1940, 

he convinced Canadian Prime Minister Mackenzie King not to dispatch the troops. The 

two eventually agreed to mutually “aid the people of Greenland,” but leave any “real” 

military defense of the island to the British. However, a series of miscommunications led 

Roosevelt to subsequently belie this decision: American coast guard forces occupied 

Greenland in the summer of 1940. Within the year, American bases were established on 

the island and in April 1941, a controversial agreement made Greenland an American 

protectorate for the duration of the war.  

When viewed in isolation, the American occupation of Greenland can appear simply as an 

interesting footnote to the history of the Second World War. Yet within the broader 

contexts of the war, Arctic security, and transatlantic relations, the incident takes on 

greater historical significance. 

For the United Kingdom, the American occupation of Greenland is an important moment 

in the history of the British Empire because it marked a significant change in Britain's 

relationship with Canada. In addition, a re-evaluation of the causes of the German 

occupation of Denmark and Norway and the resulting collapse of the Chamberlain 

government reveal significant insights into the British role in the Second World War, in 

particular that Churchill’s decision to mine the Leads in Norway gave Hitler cause to 

invade Scandinavia, and that this was linked to his invasions of the Low Countries and 

France. For Canada, Mackenzie King’s handling of the Greenland situation is a significant 
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example of the way in which he attempted to establish an independent Canadian foreign 

policy at the time. It also provides insight into corporate-government interaction in Canada 

and the conflicting perspectives between different branches within the Canadian 

government itself. For the United States, the occupation of Greenland was its first 

belligerent act during the Second World War. It was also the first time the Monroe 

Doctrine was implemented in the North Atlantic. The occupation of Greenland also 

furthered American objectives of hemispheric security and helped to firmly establish the 

growing presence of the American military on the world stage. An examination of how 

Roosevelt handled the occupation provides insight into the domestic and foreign policies 

of one of the most enigmatic American presidents. For Greenland, the American 

occupation brought major political, social, and economic changes to the island that are still 

felt today.  

Despite its significance, literature on this subject is extremely limited, and a dedicated 

monograph is yet to be produced. The little that is extant was written during the Cold War 

era and has not been re-evaluated to account for additional archival sources.  Moreover, 

the existing work tends to fall along strict geographic and disciplinary lines and views the 

subject through either highly militaristic or strictly nationalistic lenses within a narrow 

timeframe. In contrast, this thesis takes an integrated approach to the subject, drawing 

from a wide variety of American, British, Canadian, Danish, and German, corporate, 

personal, military, and diplomatic archival documents in order to produce the first 

comprehensive international study on the events leading to and resulting from the 

occupation of Greenland.  

An examination of the events that led to the American occupation of Greenland also 

provides the opportunity to understand the role that contingency can play in history. A 

particular combination of events in the early stages of the Second World War came 

together to make it possible for the United States to move into Greenland and for the 

British and the Canadians to acquiesce. Many of those same events in the spring and early 

summer of 1940 coalesced to make broader changes possible, which resulted in a shift of 

the global power dynamics. An in-depth analysis of the events leading to the American 

occupation of Greenland provides a fresh window through which to explore these events 

and the significance of the period more generally. This project examines the ways in which 

the little known events leading up to the American occupation of Greenland serve to 

challenge and modify traditional historical narratives relating to the early years of the 

Second World War. It will discuss the lasting effects that the situation in Greenland has 

had on continental security and Canadian-American and Canadian-British relations, 

particularly in the Arctic.  

This thesis argues that global economic, political, and technological changes led to 

Greenland’s increased geopolitical significance and set the stage for a shift in the balance 

of power within the North Atlantic Triangle. It demonstrates how decisions relating to the 

security of the island came to be made and how conflicting interests within and between 

governments affected the genesis of the occupation. It explores how Churchill’s decision 

to mine the North Sea led to the American occupation of Greenland and examines the 

ways in which the effects of Churchill’s decision raised concerns in Canada about the 

possibility of a British defeat, which in turn led Mackenzie King to align his foreign policy 

closer to Roosevelt’s. This thesis also asserts that Roosevelt successfully used the potential 

foreign occupation of Greenland to demonstrate to the American public the dangers of 

foreign conflicts to the United States and to further his hemispheric security objectives 
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both domestically and abroad. Roosevelt’s policies helped Americans become accustomed 

to the idea that they would have to do more to defend themselves during the war. It also 

had a profound and lasting impact on the relationships within the North Atlantic Triangle 

and on political identity in Greenland, and it signaled an important shift in the foreign 

policy of the United States toward greater American involvement in world affairs.  

This thesis is divided into seven chapters within three sections. Section I includes Chapters 

1 and 2 and provides background; Section II includes Chapters 3-6 and discusses the 

events leading to the occupation and the occupation itself; and Section III includes 

Chapters 7 deals with the effects of the occupation.  

Chapters 2-6 comprise the main body of the thesis. "Chapter 2 - Greenland and The World 

in 1940" situates the occupation in a global context and examines the general state of 

international affairs in 1940. It argues that global economic, political, and technological 

factors set the stage for a change in relationship within the North Atlantic Triangle and for 

the increased geopolitical significance of Greenland during the Second World War.  

Chapters 3-5 provide a triangulated account of the occupation from perspectives of the 

British, Canadian, and American governments respectively. "Chapter 3 - Mine Game" 

discusses the military, diplomatic, and political consequences of Churchill’s decision to 

mine the Norwegian Leads, which not only necessitated the American occupation of 

Greenland, but also caused the collapse of the Chamberlain government during a critical 

phase of the war. "Chapter 4 - A Presidential Geography Lesson" focuses on President 

Roosevelt’s strategic use of the Monroe Doctrine in domestic and international policy 

relating to Greenland during the war. "Chapter 5 - Of King and Cryolite" explores the 

interaction between the Canadian aluminum industry and the Canadian government during 

the months leading to the occupation. It examines the secret meeting between Mackenzie 

King and Roosevelt regarding Greenland and emphasises that conflicting interests within 

the Canadian government itself led to confusion over the handling of the Greenland 

situation.  

"Chapter 6 - Opening a Long Closed Door: The Occupation of Greenland" brings together 

the narratives of the previous three chapters and details the process of the occupation and 

the impact it had on Greenlanders. "Chapter 7 - Conclusions" concludes the work and 

suggests areas for future research.  

In addition to its relevance to the broader themes of the decline of the British Empire, the 

development of an independent Canadian foreign policy, the rise of the United States on 

the world stage, and the increasing significance of the Arctic in global affairs, this project 

provides a necessary link between the past and present. With the impact of climate change, 

the traditional views on the Arctic are being re-evaluated. A more complete appreciation of 

the historical background of military, diplomatic, and corporate negotiations involved in 

the American occupation of Greenland will aid in our contemporary challenges in the 

Arctic and the changing global balance of power.  

The American occupation of Greenland is a tipping point in the relationships within the 

North Atlantic Triangle. The United States’ global political power was waxing, the United 

Kingdom’s empire waning, and Canada, stuck between the two, was in the process of 

exercising its maturing independent political identity. As a nation, Canada has been 

defined by its origins as a British colony and by its relationship to the United States. This 
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project is a case study in the relationships between all three and will influence the way we 

think about the connections between Canada, Britain, and the United States.  

Although this project deals with the trilateral relationships within the North Atlantic 

triangle, Greenland is much more than a backdrop against which events took place. The 

people of Greenland affected and were affected by the American, Canadian, and British 

actions relating to the island during the Second World War. At the outset of war, militaries 

on both sides of the Atlantic were dependent on Greenlandic meteorological data and 

North American industry was reliant on the island’s mineral resources. By the end of the 

war Greenland’s predicted role in transatlantic air traffic had come to fruition. The onset of 

the Cold War made Greenland one of the most strategically significant sites in the Western 

Hemisphere for the staging of nuclear weapons. 

As it was in 1940, Greenland is today a nation of increasing geopolitical significance. The 

effects of climate change on the island are revealing an incomprehensible wealth of natural 

resources at a time of high global demand and low supply. Additionally, the global 

economic crisis has not only accelerated the shifting balance of political power once again, 

this time from west to east, but has also reignited long dormant security debates in which 

Greenland plays an important strategic role. Greenland’s position in the world has changed 

significantly over the past century; however, historically it has been the most noteworthy 

in times of political, economic, and technological flux. Seventy years ago Greenland’s 

resources and strategic location made it the object of a truly international power struggle. 

Today, as we live through an important historical period, an examination of another such 

critical moment will not only help us understand our past, but will also give us insight into 

our present and future. 

Keywords: Greenland, United States, Canada, United Kingdom, Denmark, Germany, 

Roosevelt, Churchill, Mackenzie King, Kauffmann, Hitler, Arctic, Cryolite, Second World 

War, Monroe Doctrine, Hemispheric Security, Nationalism, Empire, Resources, 

Technology, Meteorology, Aluminium, Aviation  
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Chapter I: Introduction 

In late June of 1940, just days before the fall of France, four ships, two American, one 

British, and one Canadian, converged in a harbour off the southern coast of Greenland. 

Their subsequent standoff was the result of more than two months of complicated 

negotiations and miscommunications between London, Ottawa, and Washington regarding 

the security of the island following the surprise German occupation of Denmark on April 

9
th

. The invasion had thrown the status of Greenland - a strategically situated Danish 

colony - into question. Although no shots were fired in the Greenlandic harbour, the 

encounter between the three nations was tense and in stark contrast to the narratives of 

transatlantic cooperation that have come to characterise the historiography of the North 

Atlantic Triangle during the Second World War.  

Three weeks previously in the early morning hours of June 1
st
 the Hudson’s Bay Company 

(HBC) Nascopie sailed up the Arsuk Fjord on the southern tip of Greenland. It dropped 

anchor off the coast of Ivigtut, a small mining town on the southwest side of the island. 

The Nascopie was on one of its seasonal journeys to deliver post and supplies throughout 

the Arctic, but that year its journey was more difficult than usual. Aside from its usual 

crew the Nascopie carried aboard several plainclothes Royal Canadian Mounted Police 

(RCMP) officers who were intending to survey the security of the island for the Canadian 

government. In addition to transporting the extra passengers, the Nascopie had been 

contracted by the government to retrieve a vital shipment of cryolite, a mineral unique to 

Greenland and essential for the war-time production of aluminum, for the Aluminum 

Company of Canada (Alcan).
1
  

                                                           
1
H.J. Hendra, “Report on Ivigtut Cryolite Mine Ivigtut, Greenland: Mining Position 

and Particulars of the Mining Plant,” Unpublished Report, Aluminum Company of Canada 

Global Mission Archives, Montreal: 6 July 1940, 1-52. 
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Complicating the situation, American President Franklin D. Roosevelt had previously 

made efforts to block Canadian military involvement on the island. At a closed-door 

meeting on April 23, 1940, he attempted to convince Canadian Prime Minister William 

Lyon Mackenzie King not to dispatch a planned Canadian expedition to secure the island. 

The prime minister was not difficult to persuade. King was eager to ensure that cordial 

relations were maintained between Canada and the United States. He also was keenly 

aware of the Canadian military’s limitations and had his own concerns about the potential 

consequences for Canada in the event of a British defeat in Europe. The two men 

eventually agreed to send diplomats in the form of consuls to the island and to mutually 

“aid the people of Greenland” but to allow any “real” military defence of the North 

Atlantic to be handled by the Royal Navy. Both leaders agreed to leave Greenland to 

“manage her own affairs.”
2
 Despite the apparently successful negotiations, Greenland’s 

political status was still uncertain and both sides had maintained a desire to protect their 

own interests on the island. 

When the reports of undercover RCMP officers aboard the Nascopie reached Washington, 

some in the American government believed King had betrayed his agreement with 

Roosevelt (which was in fact untrue), and Washington took the potential threat of a 

Canadian occupation of the island seriously.
3
 In response, the United States Coast Guard 

cutter Comanche was dispatched to ensure that American corporate and security interests 

                                                                                                                                                                               

 
2
Mackenzie King, “Memorandum Re-conversation with the President,” Diaries, 23 

to 24 April 1940, 6. In William Lyon Mackenzie King, The Mackenzie King Diaries, 

1893-1950 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1973), microfiche. 

 
3
One of the most vocal critics of the Canadians was American Undersecretary of 

State Adolf Berle. See Berle Diary, 20 May 1940, Berle Papers Box 211, 10–11. Adolf A. 

Berle, Papers 1912-1974. Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt Presidential Library and 

Museum, Hyde Park, New York. 
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in Greenland were protected. The Comanche was newer and faster than the aged Nascopie 

and it easily reached Greenland before the Canadians.
4
 When the Nascopie eventually 

approached the island it was blocked by armed American Coast Guard forces and refused 

landing rights. Those on the Canadian vessel were forced to languish aboard ship for 

several weeks while Americans fortified the island’s coast and entered diplomatic 

negotiations with the Greenlandic representatives.
5
 

In the midst of the tension between the Canadians and the Americans, the Nascopie was 

joined by the British-manned Julius Thompson. The Julius Thompson was a Danish ship 

that had been taken in prize by the Royal Navy. It was carrying Mr. Kenneth P. Kirkwood, 

the Canadian consular representative whose presence had been previously agreed upon by 

Roosevelt and King. Despite the prior arrangements, the British crew of the Julius 

Thompson and Mr. Kirkwood were similarly refused access to the island.
6
 

It was only the subsequent arrival of another American vessel - the USCG cutter Campbell 

- a few days later that signalled the beginning of the end of the confrontation in Ivigtut’s 

harbour. The Campbell was carrying Mr. Axel Svane, one of the two Greenlandic 

governors appointed by Copenhagen to manage the island’s affairs, and James K. Penfield, 

the newly selected American Consul, to the island.
7
 It was also transporting a cargo of 

arms, including several anti-aircraft guns, for the fortification of Greenland’s shores 

against potential belligerents. Following the Campbell’s appearance in the harbour, the 

                                                           
4
Patrick Abbazia, Mr. Roosevelt’s Navy: The Private War of the U.S. Atlantic Fleet, 

1939-1942 (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1975), 87. 

 
5
Hendra, “Report,” 1-52.  

 
6
Hendra, “Report,” 1-52. 

 
7
Hendra, “Report,” 7. 
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Americans assisted with the installation of additional defences along Ivigtut’s coast. They 

also finalised negotiations for the management of Greenland’s most valuable assets: the 

cryolite mine’s output and revenues. Once the additional defences had been instated and 

favourable contracts negotiated, those aboard the Nascopie were invited to dine with the 

Americans and Governor Svane on the island. Canadian crewmembers donated a large, 

and well-received, alcohol consignment to the dinner. This, in combination with the highly 

controversial handover of the Julius Thompson to the mine authorities, effectively ended 

the disagreement over access to the island and its resources, and began the American 

occupation of the island that lasted throughout the Second World War, the consequences 

of which are still felt today.  

The story of the more than three-week forced confinement of the crew of the Nascopie is 

not well-known, nor is the history of American occupation of Greenland more generally. 

However, what could seem at first glance to be a simple case of American imperial 

aggression is not as straightforward as it appears. The standoff in the Ivigtut harbour 

involved a convoluted web of political, military, and corporate interests. It reached the 

highest levels of government in many countries around the world and was emblematic of 

the truly global nature of what was to become the Second World War.  

The period between the German invasions of Denmark and Norway on April 9
th

 and the 

resolution of the Nascopie incident in late June 1940 was a time of intense international 

uncertainty. The speed and ease of Hitler’s advance across Western Europe had shocked 

many. In the short time between April 9 and June 22, Germany had gained control of 

Denmark, Norway, the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg and, by the time the crew of 

the Nascopie was dining in Ivigtut, France. The United Kingdom, aided only by its 

overseas empire, was the last Allied power standing in Europe against Germany. The 
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disastrous Norwegian campaign, which was precipitated by Churchill’s decision to violate 

Norwegian territorial waters and mine the North Sea, brought down the Chamberlain 

government at the very moment the British Empire needed strong leadership. It seemed 

clear to many at the time that the United Kingdom would inevitably be Hitler’s next 

conquest. That made the threat to Greenland acute. The very fact that Canada, the United 

States, and Great Britain were interested enough in Greenland to expend resources to make 

the journey to the island at this critical moment of the Second World War highlights 

Greenland’s increasing geopolitical significance on the world stage and to Second World 

War military strategy.  

The Nascopie incident and the deliberations leading to the American occupation of 

Greenland occurred during a period of the Second World War when the United Kingdom 

was in turmoil; Canada was struggling to find direction with its new-found autonomy; and 

the United States, which was still formally neutral, was moving gingerly from a period of 

relative isolation to greater political engagement in global affairs. Greenland was 

concurrently emerging from centuries of physical and political isolation and colonial 

dependence on Denmark. The strong potential for German occupation of the island forced 

its leaders to make the difficult decisions of how to act and where to place their allegiance, 

and those decisions had lasting effects on both domestic policies and external 

relationships.  

The interactions between the American, Canadian, and British ships in the harbour off the 

coast of Ivigtut in the spring of 1940 unfolded in real terms the shifting power balance 

between the three countries within the North Atlantic Triangle during the war. By the end 

of June 1940, the United Kingdom stood alone in Europe against Germany. Overstretched, 

and with priorities closer to home, a beleaguered Britain commandeered the Julius 
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Thompson to make its journey to Greenland. The neutral United States held the literal and 

figurative power position in the situation with both the Comanche and the Campbell. The 

small, aged Nascopie was an apt symbolic representation of the Dominion of Canada. 

Canada was in many ways the junior partner in the trio. It was a minor player, stuck 

between two great powers, attempting to please both sides. The incident also casts light 

onto the emerging importance of Greenland itself. Prior to the war, Greenland’s remote 

location and small population gave it at best a minor role in international affairs.
8
 During 

the Second World War, however, several factors converged to dramatically increase 

Greenland’s global geopolitical significance.  

As mentioned, Greenland was the world’s only significant source of natural cryolite, an 

essential component in cost-effective aluminium production. By 1940, military strength 

was increasingly seen in terms of air power.
9
 War-time aircraft were comprised of 

approximately 70 percent aluminium. As a result, cryolite, and by extension Greenland, 

were vital to governments and industry on both sides of the Atlantic. In addition, military 

strategists were beginning to see Greenland’s central location in the North Atlantic in a 

new light. Scientific expeditions in the 1930s affirmed the island’s utility for accurately 

predicting meteorological patterns in Western and Northern Europe (this information 

would prove particularly tactically advantageous in the context of war). A series of 

successful landings on Greenland’s ice cap not only dramatically improved access to the 

island but also led many to consider its potential role in both transpolar aviation and as a 

location for airplanes to refuel during transatlantic crossings. This realisation also led some 

                                                           
8
In the First World War the United States had abdicated any claim to the island in 

order to negotiate its purchase of the Virgin Islands. See “Denmark” in Papers Relating to 

the Foreign Relations of the United States 1917 (Washington: Government Printing 

Office, 1926), 457-706. This issue will also be discussed in chapters 3, 4, and 7.  

  
9
R.J. Overy, The Air War 1939-1945 (New York: Stein and Day, 1981). 
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to fear that Germany would establish airbases on the island or capitalise on the island’s 

coastline, with its many bays and inlets, for the use of U-boats and surface raiders. 

Greenland’s location within the Western Hemisphere made the possibility of a German 

presence on the island particularly problematic for the United States. The American 

government would potentially view any foreign occupation of the island as a violation of 

the Monroe Doctrine, which sought to prevent the extension of European powers in the 

New World.  

Greenland’s relations with the outside world were also affected by shifts in the geopolitical 

power shift during the war. Over the course of the Second World War, the United States 

went from a reluctant player in international affairs to one of only two global superpowers. 

The United Kingdom, by contrast, went from enjoying one of the world’s largest empires 

backed by the world’s best navy to a battle-scarred kingdom in serious debt and beginning 

the process of global decolonisation. Canada, which had begun the war as a British 

Dominion with a limited history of exercising independent political agency, ended in 1945 

as a country with a new national identity, possessing the world’s third largest navy, a 

significantly expanded army, and boasting a vastly improved and increased industrial 

output.
10

 While Canada’s ties to the United Kingdom were weakening, in part as a result of 

Mackenzie King’s policies, it was increasingly reliant on the United States both 

economically and militarily.  

The Second World War also brought major changes to Greenland itself. In 1939 it was a 

closed-door colony that was entirely dependent on Denmark for all of its trade and 

                                                           
10

Barry Broadfoot, Six War Years 1939-1945: Memories of Canadians at Home and 

Abroad (Toronto: Doubleday Canada Limited, 1974), xi. See also Roger Sarty, "How an 

Un-naval Country Became a Key Combatant in the Battle of the Atlantic," War in the St. 

Laurence: The Forgotten U-Boat Battles on Canada's Shores (Toronto: Allen Lane, 2013), 

15-49. 
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governance. When the war concluded, Greenland’s increased geopolitical significance led 

Denmark to grant its colony two seats in the Danish Parliament in Copenhagen, beginning 

the path to home rule on the island. In addition, the onset of the Cold War further increased 

the island’s strategic significance to the United States. The security arrangement signed 

during the Second World War gave the United States licence to establish additional bases 

on the island in the post-war period, one of which is still in operation today.  

An examination of the events that led to the American occupation of Greenland also 

provides the opportunity to understand the role that contingency can play in history. A 

particular combination of events in the early stages of the Second World War came 

together to make it possible for the United States to move into Greenland and for the 

British and the Canadians to acquiesce. Concurrently, many of those same events in the 

spring and early summer of 1940 coalesced to make broader changes possible, which 

resulted in a shift of the global power dynamics. An in-depth analysis of the events leading 

to the American occupation of Greenland provides a fresh window through which to 

explore these events and the significance of the period more generally. This project 

examines the ways in which the little known events leading up to the American occupation 

of Greenland serve to challenge and modify traditional historical narratives relating to the 

early years of the Second World War. It will discuss the lasting effects that the situation in 

Greenland has had on continental security and Canadian-American and Canadian-British 

relations, particularly in the Arctic.  

This thesis argues that global economic, political, and technological changes led to 

Greenland’s increased geopolitical significance and set the stage for a shift in the balance 

of power within the North Atlantic Triangle. It will demonstrate how decisions relating to 

the security of the island came to be made and how conflicting interests within and 
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between governments affected the genesis of the occupation. It explores how Churchill’s 

decision to mine the North Sea led to the American occupation of Greenland and examines 

the ways in which the effects of Churchill’s decision raised concerns in Canada about the 

possibility of a British defeat, which in turn led Mackenzie King to align his foreign policy 

closer to Roosevelt’s. This thesis also asserts that Roosevelt successfully used the potential 

foreign occupation of Greenland to demonstrate to the American public the dangers of 

foreign conflicts to the United States and to further his hemispheric security objectives 

both domestically and abroad. Roosevelt’s policies helped Americans become accustomed 

to the idea that they would have to do more to defend themselves during the war. It also 

had a profound and lasting impact on the relationships within the North Atlantic Triangle 

and on political identity in Greenland, and it signaled an important shift in the foreign 

policy of the United States toward greater American involvement in world affairs.  

The American Occupation of Greenland: A Historiographical Overview 

There were a number of technological, military, and diplomatic factors that made 

Greenland strategically important during the Second World War, and there are several 

reasons that the American occupation of Greenland is historically significant. In spite of 

these, however, secondary literature relating to the island and the American occupation is 

extremely limited. The small amount of literature on the subject tends to fall along strict 

geographic and disciplinary lines and views the subject through either highly militaristic or 

distinctly nationalistic lenses, or both. This segmented view has meant that in spite of the 

role that Greenland played in developments in aviation, meteorology, and material 

production, its scientific significance has been almost completely overlooked. Existing 

work also tends to focus on the period after the signing of the US-Danish agreement for 

the defence of Greenland (April 1941). It ignores the critical period between the invasion 

of Denmark and the unofficial occupation of the island by American forces. By the time 
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the US-Danish agreement for the defence of Greenland was signed the following year, 

some of the most significant changes to western hemispheric security and to the power 

dynamics within the North Atlantic Triangle had already transpired. In addition, existing 

literature merely acknowledges that the occupation of the island happened, but does not 

explore the process by which the United States came to occupy Greenland nor the impact 

on American relations with Canada and Great Britain.
11

 Current secondary literature also 

tends to ignore the role of political leaders in the genesis of the occupation; for example, 

both Mackenzie King and Roosevelt played an integral role in the management of the 

Greenland situation and their contributions have not been adequately addressed. Further, 

the ways in which the lack of strong political leadership in Britain affected the period is 

another important, and unexplored, aspect of the occupation. Finally, although there are a 

staggering array of personal, political, corporate, and military primary sources relating to 

the American occupation of Greenland, few have been consulted in conjunction with each 

other. This lack of integration has meant that the larger historical significance of the 

occupation has been missed.  

History is often shaped by the events that follow it. The global nature of the Second World 

War, the great struggles and cataclysmic events that followed the war’s opening stages, 

and the war’s profound impact have led many historians to overlook events that carried a 

tremendous amount of contemporary significance at the time. In addition, concepts forged 

in the later stages of, and following the war, such as the special relationship a term used to 

describe the close relationship between the United States and Great Britain, have been 

                                                           
11

For example, Frode Skarstein's "A Cursed Affair" discusses Norwegian activities 

in Greenland during the Second World War, but the account focuses on 1941 and does not 

examine Canadian or British sources, and it references only online documents from the 

Roosevelt archive. Frode Skarstein, "A Cursed Affair - How a Norwegian Expedition to 

Greenland became the USA's First Maritime Capture in World War II," Polar Research 26 

(2007): 181-194.  
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projected back on the earlier period. Although the United States did not officially enter the 

war until more than two years after it began, historians have continually looked backward 

at the period prior to the United States’ entry into the war for indications that American 

participation in it was inevitable. Many histories of the American involvement in the 

Second World War begin after the fall of France in June 1940 or with the Destroyers for 

Bases deal, which is seen as a covert way the United States assisted the Allied cause and 

clear proof that the United States was determined to enter the war from that point 

forward.
12

 Drawing from a wide range of sources, this thesis will argue that the roots of 

American involvement go back well before the fall of France and involve German moves 

in Scandinavia. This involvement, however, was not necessarily a straightforward outcome 

of the special relationship nor was it an indication that American entry into the war was 

inevitable. In addition, although the fall of France is seen as one of the pivotal turning 

points of the war, the German occupation of Norway in the spring of 1940 has received 

only limited historical attention and the German occupation of Denmark is either ignored 

entirely or glossed over as a stepping stone to Norway. The German invasions of Denmark 

and Norway, however, were extremely important not only for the fate of Greenland and for 

helping to shape American policy, but also for the historiography of the Second World 

War. Recent scholarship by historians like Ian Kershaw has sought to re-evaluate the 

significance of the earlier stages of the Second World War. In Fateful Choices, Kershaw 

points to several critical decisions between May 1940 and the autumn of 1941 that 

changed the war’s outcome.
13

 This thesis will argue that for the North Atlantic Triangle 

and Greenland, Churchill’s decision to mine Norwegian territorial waters, King’s decision 

                                                           
12

See, for example, Waldo Heinrichs, Threshold of War: Franklin D. Roosevelt & 

American Entry into World War II (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988).  
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Ian Kershaw, Fateful Choices: Ten Decisions that Changed the World 1940-1941 

(New York: The Penguin Press, 2007). 
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to side with Roosevelt on the issue of Greenland, and Roosevelt’s decision to extend the 

Monroe Doctrine to the island were similarly significant decisions. It is true that there are 

many critical moments in the history of the Second World War. It is also true that the 

American government occupied a number of strategically significant locations in the 

Western Hemisphere and abroad over the course of the conflict, but it is the combination 

of the timing and the circumstances of the American occupation of Greenland that make it 

a particularly important case study.  

Germany 

The American occupation of Greenland was predicated on the threat of a German invasion 

of the island following the German occupation of Denmark on April 9, 1940. While there 

is no known evidence suggesting that a German takeover of the island was planned, 

Germany did have a longstanding military interest in Greenland for the acquisition of 

meteorological data. Germany conducted numerous studies on the island in the interwar 

period and established several covert weather stations on the island during the Second 

World War, one of which was bombed by American airmen in mid-May 1943.
14

 Over the 

past few years, there have been a number of excellent studies conducted on these stations 

and their significance.
15

 These studies, however, offer only limited information on the 

                                                           

 
14

Bert Balchen et al., War Below Zero: The Battle for Greenland (London: George 

Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1945), 33. 

  

 
15

Selinger, F., Von ‘Nanok’ bis ‘Eismitte’: Meteorologische Unternehmungen in 

der Arktis 1940–1945 (Hamburg: Convent, 2001). In addition William Barr's account of 

German weather stations in Svalbard contains some information on Greenland. William 

Barr, "Wettertrupp Haudegen: The Last German Arctic Weather Station of World War II: 

Part I," Polar Record 23 no. 143 (1986): 143-157. Similarly, J.D.M. Blyth published a 

detailed account of German meteorological activities on the island based on German 

reports and on interviews with German scientists after the war. This account gives only 

limited background on the activities in Greenland prior to the German occupation of 

Denmark. J.D.M. Blyth, "German Meteorological Activities in the Arctic, 1940-1945," 

Polar Record 6 no. 42 (July 1951):185-226. 
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interwar period and the important role Greenland played in the development of both the 

science of meteorology and trans-Arctic aviation. An examination of scientific journals 

from the period provides the necessary context for the development of German interest in 

the island in the years before the outbreak of the Second World War.
16

 Many of the 

documents relating to Greenland were destroyed during the war; however, the British 

Archives contains a collection of documents captured during the war in addition to 

intelligence reports dealing with broader German concerns about the island during the 

period, including memorandums on the potential application of the Monroe Doctrine to 

Greenland.
17

 The lack of Greenlandic archival sources during the war has been addressed 

in an innovative way through a recent Danish National Museum project which used 

archaeological methods to investigate the remains of a Second World War-era German 

weather station. The article provides interesting insights into covert German activities on 

the island but does not examine British, Canadian, or American archival sources and 
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See, for example, "Arctic Explorations May Locate the Origin of Storms," 

Science News Letter 8 no. 258 (March 20, 1926): 1-2;  C.K.M. Douglas, “The Polar Front 

and its Place in Modern Meteorology,” The Geographical Journal 94 no. 2 (Aug. 1939): 

135-150; William Herbert Hobbs, “The First Greenland Expedition of the University of 

Michigan,” Geographical Review 17 no. 1 (Jan. 1927): 1-35; Harry N. Holmes, “National 

Survival Through Science,” Science 96 no. 2498 (Nov. 1942): 433-439; Raye R. Platt, 

“Recent Expeditions in the Polar Regions,” Geographical Review 29 no. 2 (Apr., 1939): 

303-309; Elmer Plischke, “Trans-Arctic Aviation,” Economic Geography 19 no. 3 (Jul. 

1943): 283-291; Alfred de Quervain and P.L. Mercanton et al., "Bericht und vorläufige 

Ergebnisse der Schweizerischen Grönland expedition 1912-1913,” Neue Denkschr.Schwiz 

Naturforsch. Gesell. 53 (1920): 1-59; Jaquest W. Redway, “The New Meteorology,” 

Ecology 3 no. 4 (Oct. 1922): 337-338; Carl Samuelson, “Studoem über die Wirkungen des 

Windes in den kalten und gemässigten Erdteilen,” Bulletin of the Geological Institute of 

Uppsala 20 (1926): 58-230;Vilhjamur Stefansson, “A Ten-Year Program of Arctic Study,” 

Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 82 no. 5 (Jun. 1940): 897-919 and 

Greenland (London: George G Harrap and Co. Ltd., 1943); Barrett Studley, “Bombing 

Planes or Battleships?” North American Review 227, no. 6 (Jun. 1929): 727-736; and 

Leigh Wade, “Aerial Globe Trotting,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and 

Social Science 131 (May 1927): 86-93.  
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focuses on the later period of the war.
18

 The published six volumes in the Das Deutsche 

Reich und der Zweite Weltkreig series are also a useful source on the broader context of 

the war, particularly in the North Atlantic.
19

  

Greenland and Denmark  

Secondary sources in Greenlandic and Danish are also scarce.
20

 Aside from the lack of 

information on the scientific significance of Greenland, there are additional factors that 

have contributed to a lack of Greenlandic scholarship both in general and with respect to 

the Second World War. These factors include Greenland’s relatively small population, 

which has ranged from around sixteen thousand during the war to approximately fifty 

thousand today. This means there are few national scholars to contribute to Greenlandic 

secondary literature. Also, Greenlanders have the ability to complete their higher education 

at government-subsidised rates in Europe, resulting in few Greenlandic scholars remaining 

in, or returning to Greenland. Additional linguistic and cultural factors have also likely 

played a part in the lack of scholarship. Greenlandic (Kalaallisut, which translates literally 

as “the way of the Greenlander”) was not a written language until relatively recently. It 

was first transcribed in the early eighteenth century and did not become an official 

language of the island until Greenland gained home rule status in 1979.
21

 The complicated 
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Jens Fog Jensen and Tilo Krause, "Wehrmacht Occupations in the New World: 

Archaeological and Historical investigations in Northeast Greenland," Polar Record 48 no. 

3 (July 2012): 269-279. 

  
19

Das Deutsche Reich und der Zweite Weltkreig, 6 vols. ed. Militärgeschtliches 

Forschungsamt (München: Deutsche Verlag Ansatalt, 1979-). 
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One local Greenlandic account written in Danish is Ulrick Luckow and Jorgen 

Fisker, Arsuksfojorden: Ivigtut, Gronnedal, Arsuk (Gothaab, 1977). This account mentions 

a Canadian presence in Greenland but does not provide a full account of the genesis of the 

occupation. There is significant scope for further research into oral histories.  
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Mark Nuttall, "Greenlandic: Political Development of an Inuit Language," Polar 
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structure of Greenland’s government and its colonial relationship with Denmark has also 

likely contributed to the lack of literature on the occupation itself. Prior to the American 

occupation, Greenland was managed on a system of benevolent paternalism that sought to 

minimise Inuit Greenlanders’ contact with the outside world in order to preserve their 

traditional lifestyle. The war-time government was primarily comprised of Danish 

expatriates who were on contract by the Danish crown; as such, they had little interest in 

encouraging a Greenlandic identity that was separate from Denmark.
22

  There were 

significant changes in the management of the colony following the war as a result of the 

occupation. Greenlanders tend to view the period as the beginning of the "liberation" from 

Denmark but do not see this as a result of American policies on the island during the war. 

A thesis on Eske Brun, one of the Greenlandic governors during the war, has recently been 

published in both Danish and Greenlandic.
23

 It has made a major contribution to the 

literature but relies exclusively on Danish archival sources and does not consult American, 

Canadian, or British archives.
24

  

The relationship between Denmark and Greenland also complicates the limited primary 

sources that exist in archives. For example, in American documents from the period, the 

                                                                                                                                                                               

  
22

The structure of the Greenlandic government will be discussed more fully in the 

next chapter. Records of the communications between those authorities and Washington 

and Ottawa can be found in both the American and the Canadian Archives. See, for 

example, General Records of the Department of the Navy, RG 80, National Archives II, 

College Park Maryland; Roosevelt, Franklin Delano. Papers as President: Official File 

(OF), Personal File (PPF), President’s Secretary’s File (PSF), and Map Room File (MR). 

Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt Presidential Library and Museum, Hyde Park, New York; 

King, William Lyon Mackenzie. Papers, Memoranda and Notes. National Library and 

Archives of Canada, Ottawa. 
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term Greenlander is used interchangeably to refer to both the Danish expatriates who 

controlled the highest levels of Greenland’s government and Greenland’s Inuit peoples.
25

  

Opinions of some people living on the island can be found in British intelligence reports 

based on intercepted mail from Greenland to Denmark. Although the residents are called 

"Greenlanders" in the reports, it is likely, based on the content of their messages, that the 

term was referring to Danish expatriates living in Greenland.
26

 Another complication is 

that until very recently traditional oral histories of the Arctic have not been recorded. 

Those that have been recorded have not always been seen as reliable by academics.
27

 

While this misconception is starting to be redressed, particularly within the field of Arctic 

anthropology, there is significant scope for additional research, particularly by historians. 

Finally, during the occupation, American policy explicitly stated that Americans should 

avoid interfering with the island’s inhabitants to prevent the spread of disease and the 

disruption of their traditional way of life. The island’s large landmass, small population, 

and near total lack of infrastructure meant that this policy was by and large adhered to. It is 

generally agreed that Americans had only limited contact with the island’s inhabitants 

during the occupation. In addition, while the United States continued to operate a strategic 

military base on the island after the war, it returned the general stewardship of Greenland 

                                                           
25

See, for example, the contradictory (and in some ways racist) uses of the word 

Greenlander in the confidential report on Greenland (referring to Danish national 

Governor Svane as a Greenlander) compared to the letter from Cordell Hull to Frank Knox 

regarding the health risks of the American occupation to Indigenous Greenlanders. 

Confidential Report Greenland, Undated (estimated late 1940/early 1941), RG 80, Box 

192, National Archives II, College Park Maryland, 18; and Cordell Hull to Frank Knox, 

Letter, 28 April 1941, RG 80, Box 192, National Archives II, College Park Maryland, 1-3.  
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"Report on Greenland From Letters from Greenland to Denmark Intercepted at 

Bermuda," 10 December 1940, FO 371/24784, The British National Archives, 223. 

 
27

For an excellent discussion on the issues of Arctic histories and historiographies, 

see Yvon Csonka, “Changing Inuit Historicities in West Greenland and Nunavut,” History 
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to Denmark. As a result, in spite of the occupations impact, little attention is paid to the 

period of the American occupation by Greenlanders themselves.  

Although there is a dearth of Greenlandic secondary literature, the island’s status as a 

Danish colony has prompted a relatively large amount of Danish scholarship on the island 

and the American occupation. There are several excellent Danish studies on the diplomatic 

relationship between the United States and Denmark during the period of the German 

occupation. These studies tend to focus on the controversial Danish Ambassador to the 

United States, Henrik Kauffmann, and the role that he played in the negotiations for the 

US-Danish Agreement for the Defence of Greenland (1941).
28

 Examples of this literature 

include Bo Lidegaard’s I Kongens Navn: Henrik Kauffmann i dansk diplomati 1919-1958 

and Overleveren: Dansk Udrigspolitiks Historie, Bind 4, 1914-1945; and Finn 

Løkkegaard’s Det danske Gesantskab i Washington 1940-1942. All three examples offer 

superb analysis of Henrik Kauffman’s actions and Danish-American relations during the 

war, particularly with regard to the defence agreement. In addition, Poul Villaume and 

Thorsten Borring Olesen’s I blokopdelingens tegn: Dansk Udenrigspolitiks Historie, bind 

5, 1945-1972 offers excellent insight into the effects of the war-time Danish-American-

Greenlandic relations in the post-war period.
29

 Recently Axel Sørensen published 

                                                           
28

When Germany invaded Denmark, Kauffmann severed relations with the occupied 

Danish government and acted independently in negotiations with the United States 

concerning the security of Greenland and other Danish issues during the war. Kauffmann 

will be discussed at length in Chapter 6.  

  
29

Bo Lidegaard, I Kongens Navn: Henrik Kauffmann i dansk diplomati 1919-1958. 

(København: Samleren, 1997) and Overleveren: Dansk Udrigspolitiks Historie, Bind 4, 

1914-1945 (København: Gyldendaal, 2006); Finn Løkkegaard, Det danske Gesantskab i 
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Gyldendal Leksikon, 2005). 
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Denmark-Greenland in the Twentieth Century in English. The work provides a useful 

overview of the relationship between Denmark and Greenland over the last century.
 30

 

Although several chapters of the book are dedicated to the war, his analysis on its impact is 

limited (the author himself highlights the lack of secondary literature on the subject). In 

addition, the history of the Royal Greenlandic Trading Company published in the Polar 

Record in 1974 contains a useful section on the operation of the company during the war 

but does not cite any sources, although it can be inferred that it was most likely based on 

company records.
31

 Although the aforementioned studies provide extensive insight into the 

relationship between the United States, Denmark, and Greenland during the war, very little 

attention is given to the role that the United Kingdom or Canada play in the occupation, 

and Canadian and British primary sources are not consulted.  

In addition, it is important to note that although there are a number of secondary sources 

that focus on the Danish role in the American occupation of Greenland, since Denmark 

was occupied by what was considered to be a hostile power, a large number of the 

decisions that resulted in the eventual occupation were made without consulting 

Greenlandic officials or Danish authorities and, therefore, more scholarly attention should 

be paid to those who did make the decisions that resulted in the occupation. As this thesis 

focuses on those decisions and on the role of the North Atlantic Triangle in the genesis of 

the American occupation of Greenland, it will rely heavily on sources from the United 

Kingdom, Canada, and Great Britain.  
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The United Kingdom  

Secondary literature on the British involvement in the American occupation of Greenland 

is virtually non-existent.
32

 Given the central role that the United Kingdom played in the 

war, this lack of literature is not surprising since Greenland was very much peripheral to 

other events. The invasions of the Low Countries, the fall of France, the Blitz, the Atlantic 

Charter, and more recently the African campaigns and the campaigns in Italy and the East 

have understandably occupied British historians’ attentions for the decades following the 

war. In addition, during the war Greenland became an issue of public and corporate 

discussion in the United States and to some extent in Canada. In the United Kingdom, 

however, the strategic value of Greenland, particularly in light of its role in the Battle of 

the Atlantic in combination with the delicate nature of the negotiations with both the 

United States and Canada, was necessarily kept secret by the British government. This lack 

of public awareness about the issue during the war would have contributed to a lack of 

consciousness about the subject following the war.   

Another reason for the lack of British literature on the genesis of the American occupation 

of Greenland relates to British war-time Prime Minister Winston Churchill. Churchill’s 

personal papers and published works on the period provide important information into the 

contemporary handling of the situation in the United Kingdom. In addition, his historical 
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writing has played a major role in shaping contemporary historiography on the war.
33

 

When Churchill wrote his History of the Second World War, he separated the German 

invasions of Denmark and Norway (for which he was at least partially responsible) from 

Hitler’s invasions of the Low Countries and France (which have been seen as 

unprovoked). Churchill’s artificial separation not only shifted focus from one of his major 

tactical errors but also from the domino effects that resulted from his decision, including 

the German invasions of Norway and Denmark. The former led to the collapse of the 

Chamberlain government (which ultimately resulted in Churchill’s appointment as Prime 

Minister), and the latter necessitated the American occupation of Greenland. Another 

effect of Churchill’s separation of the invasions has been that many later historians have 

used his accounts of the war as a basis for their studies. As a result the significance of the 

German invasions of Denmark and Norway in larger studies of the Second World War is 

continually overlooked. Some might argue that it was inevitable that Hitler would invade 

Scandinavia, but several historians, including noted military historian Liddel Heart and 

Hitler's biographer Ian Kershaw, have noted that he had shown little strategic interest in 

Scandinavia.
34

 In addition, even if it was inevitable that Germany would invade Denmark 

and Norway, it should be remembered that the British action of mining the North Sea is 

what provoked the particular timing of the German invasion. For the American occupation 
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David Reynolds has explored the impact of Churchill’s writing and provides a 
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of Greenland this is a vital point as it was the German invasion of Denmark, which was 

prompted by the British mine laying, that not only led to the uncertainty over the island’s 

future but also caused the collapse of the Chamberlain government, making it difficult for 

Canada to communicate with the British government over the issue of Greenland.   

In spite of the dearth of British secondary sources on the occupation of Greenland, there 

are a number of Canadian-focused studies that take the British view into account, but very 

few of these make use of British archival sources. There is, however, a large amount of 

primary source material on the subject at the British National Archives at Kew Gardens, 

notably in the records of the Air Ministry, Cabinet Office, and Foreign Office.
35

 The 

personal papers and memoirs of British politicians are especially pertinent to this study, 

particularly given the role that politicians, both within and outside of the War Cabinet, 

played in Churchill's ability to follow through with  his plans to mine the Leads, manage 

the Norwegian campaign, and handle the eventual collapse of the Chamberlain 

government. The most significant records include the papers of Prime Minister Neville 

Chamberlain at the University of Birmingham, which provide helpful information on the 

military and political issues of the period. His weekly letters to his sisters Ida and Hilda 

Chamberlain are particularly informative on his views regarding public opinion and the 

press and his relationship with Winston Churchill.
36

 Another interesting source is the first 

authorised Chamberlain biography by Keith Feiling, published soon after Chamberlain's 
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death.
37

 The author was granted exclusive initial use of Chamberlain's personal and family 

papers, which he quotes liberally throughout his work. Many of Chamberlain's letters to 

his sisters have been recently published in a four volume series edited by Robert Self.
38

 

The 4th Volume, The Downing Street Years, is the most pertinent to this study.
39

 It 

includes an introductory essay that provides an excellent overview of the period. Graham 

Stewart's Burying Caesar is a useful study on the relationship between Churchill and 

Chamberlain in the period.
40

 The papers of John Simon, Chancellor of the Exchequer in 

the initial stages of the war, delve into great detail about the Norwegian campaign and the 

related collapse of the Chamberlain government,
41

 while the private papers of Lord 

Lothian, the British Ambassador to the United States, also contain useful documentation 

relating to the relationships between the United States, the United Kingdom, and Canada, 

and the period in general. The Papers of Richard Austen Butler, located within the 

Conservative Party Archive at the Bodleian Library at the University of Oxford, include 

documents on pre-war planning in relation to the British Empire, as does his memoir for 

the period - The Art of the Possible.
42

 Other memoirs and biographies of key government 
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personalities are also useful in exploring the relationship between military actions and 

government activities and the divisions that existed both within and between parties at the 

time.
43

 Printed parliamentary papers and British newspapers also provide useful insight 

into the British role in the occupation.
44

 Finally, several Canadian and American archives 

contain additional correspondence from the Foreign and Commonwealth Office relating to 

the occupation.
45

 

The United States  

As mentioned, there are very few secondary American sources relating to the American 

occupation of Greenland; however, the largest number of primary sources on the topic are 

American. This would seem logical, as the occupation of Greenland was ultimately an 

American endeavour. Nonetheless, it should be noted that while the American occupation 

of the island has been largely forgotten, during the war it was a major news story. As a 
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result, there is a significant amount of contemporary journalism on the issue.
46

 In terms of 

impact, the Harper’s magazine article entitled “Should We Buy Greenland?” was 

particularly important, as it was read by Congresswoman Edith Norse Rodgers, which led 

her to raise the question for debate in Congress.
47

 The general interest in Greenland, both 

before and after the signing of the US-Danish Agreement for the Defence of Greenland in 

1941, led to the publication of several scholarly articles on Greenland during the war.
48

 

One of the most interesting and useful primary sources on the handling of the American 

occupation of Greenland are Roosevelt’s complete unpublished press transcripts.
49

 

Although the transcripts have not been utilised in other studies on the subject of the 

American occupation, they provide important insights into the central role Greenland 

played in American public discourse at the time, Roosevelt's use of the Greenland 

situation, and how the media encouraged Americans to accept his defence policies.  

The significance of Greenland to the American government is also reflected in the 

memoirs of high level American statesmen like Cordell Hull and is discussed in Julius 
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Pratt’s study of Hull in The American Secretaries of State and their Diplomacy series.
50

 In 

addition, the Council of Foreign Relations volume The Undeclared War discusses the 

significance of Greenland at length.
51

 There are also several early American monographs 

that concern themselves with Greenland during the Second World War, such as War below 

Zero: The Battle for Greenland,
52

 The Third Front: the Strange Story of the Second World 

War in the Arctic,
53

 and Lifelines through the Arctic.
54

 Although these monographs 

provide interesting firsthand accounts from Greenland during the war, they discuss events 

after the official agreement, they are written for a general audience, and they do not 

directly address issues related to Canada or the United Kingdom. In addition, Nancy 

Fogelson's article “Greenland: Strategic Base on the Northern Defence Line” provides 

excellent background on the history of American security interests in the island during the 

early twentieth century, but the author does not make use of either Canadian or British 

primary sources.
55

 

The American ships involved in the early stages of the occupation were Coast Guard 

cutters and destroyers, and as such, they, like the Nascopie, do not appear in official 
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histories of the United States Navy. Two books, however, provide incomplete and 

divergent accounts of the Nascopie incident. The first, a popularised and simplistic version 

of events, can be found in Madelyn Klein Anderson’s chapter “Wars, Spies and Automatic 

cities” in Greenland: Island at the Top of the World.
56

 The second, a patriotic American 

perspective on Greenland and the Nascopie incident, can be found in chapter six, “A Blue 

Flag at Ivigtut,” in Patrick Abbazia’s Mr. Roosevelt’s Navy: The Private War of the U.S. 

Atlantic Fleet 1939-1942.
57

  

Although Greenland is not the focus of Justus Doenecke's exceptionally well researched 

study Storm on the Horizon he discusses Greenland several times and provides excellent 

context on the domestic issues that affected the United States at the time.
58

 The American 

occupation of Greenland also appears in other large studies of American diplomacy and 

defence. For example, Julius W. Pratt mentioned the occupation in his History of the 

United States Foreign Policy, but like so many other works on the subject, he discusses the 

occupation only after the signing of the agreement between the United States and Denmark 

in 1941.
59

 Similarly, in the midst of the Cold War, John Logan’s No Transfer used 

Greenland as an example of the ways in which the American government attempted to 
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insulate the Western Hemisphere during the war.
60

 In addition, Edward W. Chester’s 

“Greenland: Home of the Weather” in The United States and Six Atlantic Outposts 

provides a good overview of the strategic value of Greenland to the United States during 

the war.
61

 Although scholarship directly following the war and into the early Cold War 

years focused on the significance of Greenland for the hemisphere, recent studies have 

forgotten Greenland’s former strategic value. For example, Brian Loveman’s recent study 

No Higher Law provides a detailed and well-researched account of American foreign 

policy and the Western Hemisphere since the foundation of the republic. However, 

although he cites Alaska no fewer than eight times and Canada twenty-four times, he does 

not mention Greenland once in the study.
62

  

In addition to contemporary newspapers and magazines, a number of other collections are 

useful for the study of the genesis of the American occupation of Greenland. First, the 

Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt Library and Archives houses many valuable sources, 

including Roosevelt’s papers while president and the papers of Undersecretary of State 

Adolf Berle.
63

 Cordell Hull’s papers at the Library of Congress are also useful for 

examining American foreign policy in relation to the United Kingdom and Canada with 
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respect to Greenland.
64

 Finally, the collections of the United States Navy and Coast Guard 

in the American National Archives I and II offer insights into the strategic planning of the 

occupation and its legacy.
65

 

Canada 

Although limited, there are significantly more Canadian secondary sources than there are 

British. Canadian scholarship on the genesis of the occupation of Greenland tends to view 

the issue from either Arctic, national-military, or national-diplomatic perspectives. Most 

Canadian studies rely heavily on Canadian archival sources, only rarely consulting 

archives outside of the country. Some of the earliest Canadian writing on the subject was 

produced directly following the war by the former Canadian consuls to the island. For 

example, Max Dunbar provides interesting firsthand accounts of the significance of 

Greenland and Canada’s relationship to the island during the Second World War, but as a 

biologist he often underplays the larger geopolitical status of the island and does not cite 

primary sources.
66

 Another former Canadian consul to Greenland, Trevor Lloyd, published 

“Progress in West Greenland” in 1950. His article provides a good overview of the island’s 

modern history, but the author only briefly mentions the American occupation.
67

 

Canada’s role in the American occupation of Greenland is discussed in a section of Robert 

MacGregor Dawson’s Canada in World Affairs 1939-1941. While MacGregor Dawson 
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provides an excellent description of American security interests in the island in his 

account, he does not deal effectively with the nuances in the relationship between the 

United States and Canada over the issue.
68

 In addition, James Eayrs and C.P. Stacey 

discuss the issue in larger monographs; however, a large number of primary sources 

remain unexamined in both accounts.
69

 In 1981 David Haglund contributed to the literature 

on the Canadian role in the American occupation of Greenland in his article “Plain Grand 

Imperialism on a Miniature Scale: Canadian-American Rivalry over Greenland in 1940.” 

Haglund’s article drew from American Undersecretary of State Adolf Berle’s journals to 

explore the tensions between the United States and Canada over Greenland during the war. 

Haglund, however, saw the issues as limited to Berle and ignored the role Roosevelt 

played in the eventual occupation. As a result, he missed the bigger picture and 

significance of the issue. At the time Haglund’s article was published, Michael Scheuer 

wrote a response stating that there may have been more to the story than Haglund claimed. 

Scheuer highlighted a number of sources that Haglund neglected, including a published 

collection of key Canadian documents related to the island.
70

 Haglund has recently 
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produced an updated article on the subject, but it suffers from many of the same issues as 

the first.
71

 

More recently, several other Canadian historians have peripherally addressed Greenland in 

larger monographs dedicated to various aspects of the Second World War. One such 

example is No Higher Purpose: The Official History of the Royal Canadian Navy in the 

Second World War 1939-1943,
72

 by W.A.B. Douglas et al. In addition, Shelagh D. Grant 

has made a number of contributions to the discussion of Canada’s interest and involvement 

in Greenland during the war. Her monograph Sovereignty or Security? Government Policy 

in the Canadian North 1936-1950 explores the impact of the war on Arctic security 

policies particularly in relation to the United States.
73

 In the early 1990s Grant published 

an additional article that revealed that the St. Roch, the first ship to sail from the Pacific to 

the Atlantic through the Northwest Passage, was intended to act as the communications 

vessel for the planned Canadian occupation of Greenland.
74

 Grant has revisited the issue in 

a chapter of her recent book Polar Imperative, which situates the American occupation of 
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Greenland during the Second World War in the larger context of North American Arctic 

sovereignty.
75

  

Although there are some publications on Canada’s role in the American occupation of 

Greenland, there is very little secondary literature that directly addresses the Nascopie 

incident itself. As the Nascopie was officially the property of the Hudson’s Bay Company, 

it does not appear in official histories of the Royal Canadian Navy.
76

 Additional sources on 

the Canadian position relating to Greenland and the Nascopie incident can be gleaned from 

a variety of archives and printed collections. The Canadian National Archives possess 

extensive information on Canada’s role in the American occupation.
77

 Many of these 

sources have also been published in the Documents on Canadian External Relations series 

published by the Canadian Department of External Affairs (Volume VII is particularly 

helpful).
78

 The diary entries of William Lyon Mackenzie King from the spring of 1940 to 

the spring of 1941,
79

 are extremely useful, as are the memoirs of Hugh L. Keenleyside.
80
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Some of the most significant, yet underexplored Canadian primary sources are found held 

in the archives of the Aluminum Company of Canada (Alcan).
81

 The company holds two 

bound volumes containing correspondence written during the Second World War relating 

to cryolite and war. The archives reveal the discussions between the company and the 

Canadian government at the time and include a large report relating to the island.
82

 Most 

interestingly, the report contains two descriptions of the Nascopie incident, the first being a 

day-to-day account aboard ship, and the second a general summary of the voyage. The 

Alcan archives are particularly important because the collection not only provides useful 

insights into the corporate interest in the island and its resources, but also because it brings 

together the diplomatic and military issues involved in the conflict that can be seen as 

separate in other sources. Alcan’s official history provides a brief account of the 

company’s role in the war.
83

 The only academic to consult the Alcan archives to date is 

Graeme S. Mount, who presented an excellent paper on the subject in the mid-1980s, but it 

was not published.
84
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The Presidents and Prime Ministers of the North Atlantic Triangle 

This thesis, by examining unused sources and bringing different material and perspectives 

together, will deepen and contextualise the history of an important episode in the war. It 

will also add to our understanding of the North Atlantic Triangle and the mind-set of the 

key decision makers within it. The relationship between King and Roosevelt played a 

major role in the genesis of the American occupation of the island. Given that both 

William Lyon Mackenzie King and Franklin Delano Roosevelt were two of the longest 

serving leaders of their respective countries and that their personal relationship had a 

lasting impact on the foreign policies of both the United States and Canada, it seems 

unusual that there is not more research on the pair. A dedicated monograph is yet to be 

written on the subject in general, and there is very little written on how their bilateral 

decisions concerning the island affected the occupation. The relationship between 

Roosevelt and Mackenzie King during the War, however, is discussed in Lawrence 

Martin’s exceptional chapter the “Best Bilateral Years: Franklin Roosevelt and Mackenzie 

King,” in his monograph The Presidents and the Prime Ministers - Washington and 

Ottawa Face to Face: The Myth of Bilateral Bliss 1867-1982.
85

 Additionally, discussions 

of Canadian-American relations during the war can be found in Gordon T. Stewart’s “An 

Objective of US Foreign Policy since the Founding of the Republic: The United States and 

the End of Empire in Canada,” in Canada and the End of Empire.
86

 One of the best and 

                                                           
85

Lawrence Martin, The Presidents and the Prime Ministers - Washington and 

Ottawa Face to Face: The Myth of Bilateral Bliss 1867-1982 (Doubleday & Company 

Inc., 1982). 

   
86

Gordon T. Stewart, “An Objective of US Foreign Policy since the Founding of the 

Republic: The United States and the End of Empire in Canada,” in Canada and the End of 

Empire, ed. Phillip Buckner (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2005), 94-

116. 

 



34 
 

 
 

most prolific writers on the decline of the British Empire is John Darwin.
87

 By far the best 

sources of information on this issue are King’s diaries. As with so many issues, however, 

Roosevelt’s papers reveal little on the surface about his feelings toward the Canadian 

Prime Minister.  

Winston Churchill was not yet the Prime Minister during the early stages of the war; 

however, as mentioned, popular perceptions of the period continue to be largely based on 

his accounts. Churchill had a tendency to “overdo the rhetoric,” but his rhetorical skills, 

even when overdone, were often convincing. He was by most accounts a master 

storyteller.
88

 In addition to the division he created between Hitler’s invasion of 

Scandinavia and the Low Countries, the story that we know today of the special 

relationship between the United States and the United Kingdom that was forged and 

strengthened during the Second World War is largely based on the account he wrote.
89

  

Churchill’s substantial literary record along with several key war-time speeches have 

formed the foundation upon which much scholarship concerning transatlantic relations 
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during the Second World War has been based.
 90

 Through his writing and speeches 

Churchill forged the idea of the “special-relationship” with the United States. Churchill, 

born to an American mother and a British father, had an enduring faith in the English-

speaking peoples of the Anglo-Saxon race. He strongly believed that both the Americans 

and the British possessed inherent traits of “democracy, industry, intelligence, and a shared 

cultural and legal heritage.”
91

 This sentiment of Anglo-Saxon unity gave Churchill a 

palpable sense of shared heritage and a “vision of a common destiny.”
92

 Churchill hoped 

that this common destiny would result in a new world order led by a close Anglo-

American relationship in the post-war period.  

In the Churchillian narrative of the Second World War, Winston Churchill bravely 

opposed Chamberlain-style appeasement tactics against the Germans and then went on to 

convince the United States to join the British in the fight against the Axis powers. By 

Churchill’s account, his meeting with Roosevelt on the deck of the HMS Prince of Wales 

in August 1941, which resulted in the Atlantic Charter, was the first concrete step to the 

Americans’ winning the war and eventually saving the world from both Hitler and Stalin.
93

 

Within this storyline Churchill wove an intricate narrative of the deepening relationship 
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between both the political relationship between United States and the United Kingdom and 

the personal relationship between himself and Roosevelt.
94

 In 1951 an early reviewer 

foreshadowed the significance that Churchill’s writing would have for the work of modern 

historians. James L. Godfrey of the University of North Carolina called The Second World 

War “somewhat different than history in the way we usually think of it - it is the stuff from 

which history is written.”
95

 Churchill’s work has continued to garner strong praise within 

the modern academic community. Recently, in a review of Churchill’s Second World War, 

End of History author Francis Fukuyama stated that Churchill had a fine eye for detail and 

that “no figure was grander or more heroic than Churchill.”
96

  

Godfrey’s 1951 prediction proved true and many historians have since used Churchill’s 

work as a basis upon which to write accounts of the Second World War. His carefully 

constructed narrative was buttressed by many. Most historians do agree that Churchill 

genuinely believed in the special relationship that he so often promoted and helped to 

create, but it is becoming increasingly clear that the Churchillian take on the Anglo-

American relationship may not have been entirely accurate, particularly with respect to 

Roosevelt.
 
Nearly every work on Churchill and Roosevelt written in the past three decades 

begins by criticizing the one-dimensional state of the Anglo-American war-time 
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historiography. Few works, however, seem to justify this criticism. While this holds true 

for documentaries and popular histories, most scholarly literature on the pair examines, at 

least in part, the often ambiguous relationship between the two leaders. 
97

 

One of the most difficult challenges facing historians of Roosevelt’s foreign policy is the 

lack of personal writing by Roosevelt himself. While Churchill produced thousands of 

pages on the matter, Roosevelt, in contrast, “would never have been so unwise to commit 

himself to paper.”
98

 Roosevelt kept most of his thoughts and insights to himself. He 

avoided written records and was often purposely evasive. Roosevelt seems to have been 

aware of the challenges that his way of working would pose for historians. On the evening 

of the inauguration of the Roosevelt Library, for example, the president was in a 

particularly good mood. When asked why he responded: “I’m thinking of all the historians 

who will come here thinking they’ll find the answers to their questions.”
99

 

One of the main questions asked by historians visiting Roosevelt’s library is whether or 

not Roosevelt actually wanted the United States to enter the European war. The strong 
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isolationist sentiment in the country made negotiations between the president and Congress 

concerning increased military spending, even for defence, difficult. Although the United 

States was officially a neutral power, several authors suggest that Roosevelt personally 

earnestly wanted to enter the war, but he was perpetually hindered by a country that felt it 

had been tricked into the First World War and distrusted any action that could be seen as 

drawing the United States into another one. Historian Robert Dallek has suggested that 

although Roosevelt publically preached the doctrine of neutrality, he privately believed 

that morality and self interest “compelled American aid to Britain and France: the 

preservation of American values and national peace depended on the defeat of Berlin.”
100

 

Dallek’s argument is echoed by others, including Robert Divine, who points out that even 

though Roosevelt was a dedicated Wilsonian internationalist early in his career, the depth 

and breadth of isolationist sentiment in the United States fettered any possibility of a non-

isolationist agenda. He argues that unilateralism (the belief that the United States should 

stand on its own in international affairs, free from treaties or commitments to other 

countries) coupled with a real fear of war united a broad range of both Democrats and 

Republicans under the banner of Neutrality.
101

 Others, however, argue that Roosevelt was 

less concerned about ideals and more concerned about the economy. Keith Sainsbury 

contends that Roosevelt was not only sceptical of both the British and French Empires, but 

that he doubted France’s ability to become a great power again following the war. 

Suspicious of German economic competition, Roosevelt was not interested in rebuilding 
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the German economy in the same way that Churchill was.
102

 Some scholars have 

challenged this narrative and argued that the United Kingdom was not as important to 

Roosevelt as Churchill believed. The most acerbic argument is found in John Charmley’s 

Churchill’s Grand Alliance. Charmley’s work responds to what he calls “Churchill 

myopia.” While not blaming the Prime Minister for everything that went wrong, Charmley 

contends that Churchill’s character flaws (impulsiveness, sentimentality, myopia, and lack 

of judgment) contributed to Britain’s decline in the post-war period. His work goes against 

much of the body of research on transatlantic relations during the war and argues that 

counter to Churchill’s own argument, he did not bring the Americans into the War - the 

Japanese and the Germans did. Similarly, Churchill did not get the Americans into the 

Cold War - the Russians did. In addition, Charmley emphasises that counter to his later 

writings, Churchill himself adhered to Chamberlain’s views on appeasement in the 1930s 

and that Chamberlain’s methods were perhaps correct for an empire on the brink of 

decline.
103

 The question of Roosevelt’s desire to aid the Allies, and the United Kingdom in 

particular, is intimately intertwined with the idea of the special relationship. Roosevelt’s 

measures to protect the United Kingdom are seen as evidence for the unique relationship 

between the United Kingdom and the United States.  David Reynolds, a professor of 

history at the University of Cambridge who has produced more than a dozen monographs 

on the relationship between the United States and the United Kingdom, has long argued in 

favour of the existence of the special relationship.
104

 In his work Reynolds has stressed that 
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the period between 1939 and 1941 was particularly important for the establishment of the 

special relationship. In From Munich to Pearl Harbor he argued that during the period 

“Roosevelt created a new political consensus, built around aid to Britain and its allies. This 

replaced the policy of hemisphere defence that in the mid-1930s held sway.”
105

 This thesis 

will argue that Roosevelt's policy of hemisphere defence was not replaced, rather that aid 

to Britain was an extension of hemispheric defence policies. 

In the Greenland story, however, the relationship between Churchill and Roosevelt is less 

important than that between Mackenzie King and Roosevelt. From Churchill’s perspective 

Canada was an important part of the British Empire, but the relationship between Canada 

and the United Kingdom held a different sort of importance in comparison with the 

relations between Great Britain and the United States. Churchill has been seen by many 

scholars as an ardent imperialist, but his relationship to the empire was complicated.
106
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Canada’s position as a part of the British Empire led to its loyalty to the Crown being 

taken for granted. Churchill held a personal affection for Canada, but he was not close with 

Prime Minister Mackenzie King.
107

 King, a committed bachelor and teetotaller, had his 

own reservations about Churchill, whom he considered a drunk.  

In August 1940, King and Roosevelt had signed what would become known as the 

Ogdensburg Agreement without consulting Churchill.
108

 The agreement created a joint 

board of defence between Canada and the United States and committed the two nations to 

a common defence strategy. Later on, because the relationship between Churchill and 

Roosevelt was far stronger than that between Roosevelt and Chamberlain, King felt his 

role as the linchpin between the two countries had waned under the new Prime Minister. 

King was not present at the signing of the Atlantic Charter, something that he took 

personally.
109

 Although King felt hurt when he was not invited to the signing of the 

Atlantic Charter, he was guilty of the same offence as Churchill. What the examples of the 

North Atlantic Charter and the Ogdensburg Agreement illustrate, however, is less about 

the personal disagreements between Churchill and King and more about Roosevelt’s 

ability to manipulate situations and men to achieve his own political ends. An examination 

of Roosevelt’s management of the Greenland situation both domestically and 

internationally with Canada, the United Kingdom, Greenland, and Denmark will reveal 
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similar tactics on the part of the American president and will cast light on his way of 

thinking.  

Domestically, Roosevelt understood the value of American public opinion, and he used the 

press to manipulate it and keep it on his side. Internationally, Roosevelt understood the 

importance of personal relationships. He used the relationships he established with foreign 

leaders to achieve American strategic aims. It is impossible for historians to discern 

precisely what Roosevelt’s intentions were with respect to the war, particularly since he 

often purposely obfuscated them, but by triangulating sources relating to his work with the 

press, his diplomats, and foreign dignitaries with regard to the American occupation of 

Greenland; however, it is possible to reconstruct a side to Roosevelt that is underexplored 

in the existing historiography. This reconstruction will show that although he paid lip 

service to the special nature of the relationships between himself and both the Canadian 

and British prime ministers, he was more interested in securing the Western Hemisphere 

than in genuine collaboration with the English-speaking peoples of the North Atlantic. 

Roosevelt may have used the policy of hemispheric defence to eventually aid Britain and 

its allies, but the policy was most certainly not replaced by the policy of aid to Great 

Britain, as some scholars have claimed. He viewed the security of the United States in 

terms of its hemisphere. Roosevelt’s motives were rarely transparent or altruistic. Aid to 

Britain was a priority for Roosevelt, yes, but that too was for the purpose of hemispheric 

defence. A victorious Britain meant a secure North Atlantic and a secure North Atlantic 

meant a more secure hemisphere. In addition, for Roosevelt the Western Hemisphere 

included both Canada and Greenland, and the war provided an opportunity to bring them 

closer to the United States, both economically and militarily. 
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The North Atlantic Triangle 

This thesis will focus not only on the key decision makers but also on the relationships 

between their nations. It will explore the questions of what the North Atlantic Triangle 

actually meant and what it consisted of. While Churchill’s writing has helped to establish 

the idea of the special relationship between the English-speaking peoples of the North 

Atlantic, the concept of the North Atlantic Triangle itself was coined by Professor John 

Bartlet Brebner in 1945 in his classic work of the same name.
110

 In order to understand 

Brebner's concept it is important to understand something about him and the context in 

which it was crafted. Brebner invested the notion of the triangle with a strong moral 

connotation, as a grouping which helped to ensure international peace and stability. He was 

an historian who attended the University of Toronto, the University of Oxford, and 

Columbia University. Brebner used the term North Atlantic Triangle to describe the 

trilateral relationship between Canada, the United States, and Great Britain.  

Early in his career, Brebner established close ties with leading liberal internationalists and 

the Carnegie Foundation for International Peace.
111

 He was mentored by one of the 

foundation’s leading members, fellow Canadian James T. Shotwell.
112

 In his role as 

director of Economics and History for the Carnegie Foundation, Shotwell oversaw the 

creation of 150 volumes of the social and economic history of the First World War as well 
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as a series of twenty-five studies on Canadian-American relations. Shotwell commissioned 

Brebner to write North Atlantic Triangle, which was to be the last work in the Canadian-

American series. Brebner’s work would discuss the ways in which the United Kingdom 

affected the relationship between the United States and Canada: two former colonies that 

had taken very different paths to achieving independence from British colonial rule, while 

maintaining both parliamentary institutions and liberal values.  

Brebner’s North Atlantic Triangle was published in 1945, the same year that the United 

Nations charter was drafted at the San Francisco conference. Shotwell attended the 

conference as the president of the Carnegie Foundation. He saw a clear link between 

Brebner’s work on the volume and the work of the conference. Published on the heels of 

the most deadly wars in modern history, the story of the North Atlantic Triangle was 

intended to serve as a model for international peace in the post-war world. Despite multiple 

disagreements within the triangle, there had not been a war between the three countries for 

more than a century. This example was in stark contrast with the European model in which 

the historic alliances between states had created a domino effect leading to inevitable wars.  

North Atlantic Triangle has been called the high-water mark of continentalist scholarship. 

In his work, Brebner asserts that the North Atlantic Triangle emerges as a result of the 

Treaty of Washington (1871), which settled a number of ongoing border disputes including 

the Alabama claims. He argues that before 1871, the North Atlantic Triangle did not exist 

because Canada was not an independent nation (Canada had only achieved Dominion 

status through confederation four years earlier in 1867). Brebner contends that Canada’s 

movement toward greater independence from London was stimulated by events such as the 

Alaskan boundary dispute of 1903. Brebner, however, does not minimise the multiple 

occasions when relations with the United States were strained. Rather, he used them as 
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examples to support his claim that the North Atlantic Triangle could be used as a model for 

peace. Following the War of 1812, all conflicts within the triangle itself were resolved 

through peaceful negotiation rather than armed combat. He stresses this point by 

highlighting the fact that despite “the perplexing triangular interplay during the prelude to 

war,” the three nations were the closest “in triangular economic integration for war.” 

Discussion within the work about the three countries was not divided equally. Brebner 

asserted that he thought he gave a disproportionate amount of attention to Canada and did 

not adequately factor in the ways in which French-speaking Canada affected the country. 

Brebner’s work has influenced most other scholarship on the subject since its publication. 

It has, however, not been without its critics, one being Brebner himself. In 1948, three 

years after the end of the war, Brebner updated his seminal work in three key ways. First, 

he highlighted the growing importance of US/Canadian trade. Second, he noted the parallel 

trend in the political development of Canada and the US, to the extent that Canadians had 

been asking themselves if they had ceased to become a protectorate of Britain simply to fall 

under the domination of the United States. Third, he suggested that Canada was seeking to 

escape from singular political dominance through multiplying political commitments 

elsewhere (for example membership of the United Nations and of the Security Council 

in1947 and taking part in the 1948 North Atlantic Treaty discussions). The most common 

criticism of Brebner’s work is that it overemphasises the role of Canada in the trilateral 

relationship, but this is something that Brebner himself addresses early on in North Atlantic 

Triangle.
113

 In addition, Brebner’s use of the term North Atlantic Triangle was descriptive, 

rather than theoretical. North Atlantic Triangle was not a work of international relations, 

political science, or even historical theory in the modern sense. Although the book was 
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intended, at least in part, to serve as an example for peace in the post-war world, the term 

itself was a descriptive metaphor to explain the relationship between the countries within it. 

Brebner clearly stated that his “primary aim was to get at, and to set forth, the interplay 

between the United States and Canada - the Siamese twins of North America which cannot 

separate and live.”
114

 Most academics who were writing about the relationship between the 

United States, Canada, and Great Britain during the Cold War used the term at face 

value.
115

 Contemporary academics have interpreted Brebner’s central point differently. 

More recently, however, they have begun to ascribe complicated theoretical concepts to the 

term, and glean from Brebner’s work that “Canada’s foreign policy is best explained in 

terms of Britain and the United States.”
116

 

This mistaken reinterpretation of Brebner’s term has led to significant historical disputes. 

Over the past few decades, scholarly debates around the utility, and in some cases 

existence, of the theoretical concept attributed to Brebner have been hotly contested. These 

debates have taken place within a small circle of primarily Canadian academics in journals 

such as the London Journal of Canadian Studies. The triangle’s critics include those who 

find the concept incomplete, inadequate, and incorrect. For example, in “The Thin Raiment 

of the North Atlantic Triangle: Canada and the Decision for War 1938-1939,” Terry 

Crowley contends that Mackenzie King was more interested in domestic policies than in 

the opinion of the United States. While the United States may not have factored as highly 

in King’s decision to enter the Second World War, this thesis will show that his personal 
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relationship with Roosevelt had a significant impact on his policies. Justin Masse 

contended in “North Atlantic Quadrangle, 1940-1946: Mackenzie King’s Lasting Imprint 

on Canada’s National Security Policy,” that the concept of the triangle itself was 

problematic and that Canada’s foreign policy could best be described as a quadrangle that 

included French Canada and France itself. This concept might be helpful to explain the role 

of French Canadians on Canadian policies; however, following the fall of France in the 

context of war, this contention does not seem viable.
117

 Perhaps the most damning criticism 

has come from Gordon Stewart, who contends in “What North Atlantic Triangle?” that the 

North Atlantic Triangle is a flawed concept kept on life support by a small community of 

scholars rather than an accurate reflection of historical reality. In spite of these criticisms a 

number of scholars continue to defend the concept of the North Atlantic Triangle.
118

 The 
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merits of the enduring relevance of the theoretical concept of the North Atlantic Triangle 

may be debatable, but for the purposes of this study Brebner’s original use of the 

descriptive term North Atlantic Triangle is extremely pertinent. As the genesis of the 

American occupation of Greenland helps to demonstrate, the United States, Canada, and 

Great Britain were the major players in the North Atlantic during the Second World War. 

Although the Greenlandic governors and the Danish Ambassador to the United States also 

played roles in the occupation, the German occupation of Denmark meant that their role 

was limited.  

This thesis makes use of the North Atlantic Triangle to describe and illustrate the 

interconnections between the three countries in its endeavor to explore the American 

occupation of Greenland. First and foremost, it is used in a strictly descriptive sense to 

discuss the relationship between the United States, Great Britain, and Canada. Although the 

relationship was trilateral, it was by no means equal, and it evolved throughout the war. 

Second, if one were to trace the farthest south eastern point of the United Kingdom to the 

northernmost point of Canada, to the southwestern most point of the United States, the 

resulting triangle would encompass most of the island of Greenland. As such, the triangle 

will also be used as an illustrative tool to depict the physical area of mutual interest that 

physically exists between the three countries, which includes Greenland. Third, it will be 

used to triangulate the events that took place in the lead-up to the American occupation of 

Greenland. By describing events from British, American, and Canadian perspectives, this 

thesis aims to provide a more complete understanding of the occupation itself and the 

effects it had on the island. These multiple perspectives are unified in chapter 6 on 

Greenland and the occupation. Finally, as this thesis examines the moment in the Second 
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World War when the triangle changed shape, it will also be used in the concluding chapters 

to illustrate the changing power balance between the three countries. 

Many scholars contend that the utility of the North Atlantic Triangle ends with the Suez 

Crisis, beyond which point the relationship between the three countries is seen as 

declining.
119

 Common linguistic and cultural similarities, broadly speaking, along with 

geographic proximity have meant, however, that particularly for Canada, the significance 

of a North Atlantic Triangle has continued to persist.
120

 This thesis does not claim that the 

North Atlantic Triangle is the only way to describe the foreign policies of the countries 

involved in it, rather that it is simply a useful means to explore the issues involved in the 

American occupation of Greenland and the relationship between the three countries more 

generally. Thinking about the triangle from a slightly different angle, however, is also a 

useful tool to understand the interests of the three countries in Greenland at the outset of 

the Second World War. 

The occupation meant something different to each of the three powers involved and to 

Greenland itself. For the United Kingdom, the American occupation of Greenland is an 

important moment in the history of the British Empire because it marked a significant 

change in Britain's relationship to Canada. In addition, a re-evaluation of the causes of the 
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German occupation of Denmark and Norway and the resulting collapse of the Chamberlain 

government reveal significant insights into the British role in the Second World War, in 

particular that Churchill’s decision to mine the Leads in Norway gave Hitler cause to 

invade Scandinavia, and that this was linked to his invasions of the Low Countries and 

France. For Canada, Mackenzie King’s handling of the Greenland situation is a significant 

example of the way in which he attempted to establish an independent Canadian foreign 

policy at the time. It also provides insight into corporate-government interaction in Canada 

and the conflicting perspectives between different branches within the Canadian 

government itself. For the United States, the occupation of Greenland was its first 

belligerent act during the Second World War. It was also the first time the Monroe 

Doctrine was implemented in the North Atlantic. The occupation of Greenland also 

furthered American objectives of hemispheric security and helped to firmly establish the 

growing presence of the American military on the world stage. An examination of how 

Roosevelt handled the occupation provides insight into the domestic and foreign policies 

of one of the most enigmatic American presidents. For Greenland, the American 

occupation brought major political, social, and economic changes. The history of the 

occupation also provides insight into the ways in which international interests influenced 

the decisions that led to it, as well as the island’s governance and natural resource 

management practices. It also speaks more generally to broader themes of the North 

Atlantic Triangle, Canadian-American Bilateral relations, the special relationship between 

the United States and the United Kingdom, and the changing role of the Arctic in global 

military strategy.  

This thesis is divided into eight chapters within three sections. Section I includes Chapters 

1 and 2 and provides background; Section II includes Chapters 3-6 and discusses the events 
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leading to the occupation and the occupation itself; and Section III includes Chapter 7 deals 

with the effects of the occupation and provides suggestions for future work.  

Chapters 2-6 comprise the main body of the thesis. "Chapter 2 - Greenland and The World" 

in 1940 situates the occupation in a global context and examines the general state of 

international affairs in 1940. It argues that global economic, political, and technological 

factors set the stage for a change in relationship within the North Atlantic Triangle and for 

the increased geopolitical significance of Greenland during the Second World War.  

Chapters 3-5 provide a triangulated account of the events leading to the occupation from 

the perspectives of the British, Canadian, and American governments respectively. 

"Chapter 3 - Mine Game" discusses the military, diplomatic, and political consequences of 

Churchill’s decision to mine the Norwegian Leads, which not only necessitated the 

American occupation of Greenland, but also caused the collapse of the Chamberlain 

government during a critical phase of the war. "Chapter 4 - A Presidential Geography 

Lesson" focuses on President Roosevelt’s strategic use of the Monroe Doctrine in domestic 

and international policy relating to Greenland during the war. "Chapter 5 - Of King and 

Cryolite" explores the interaction between the Canadian aluminum industry and the 

Canadian government during the months leading to the occupation. It examines the secret 

meeting between Mackenzie King and Roosevelt regarding Greenland and emphasises that 

conflicting interests within the Canadian government itself led to confusion over the 

handling of the Greenland situation.  

"Chapter 6 - Opening a Long Closed Door: The Occupation of Greenland" brings together 

the narratives of the previous three chapters and details the process of the occupation and 

the impact it had on Greenlanders. "Chapter 7 - Conclusions" concludes the work and 

suggests areas for future research.  
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In addition to its relevance to the broader themes of the decline of the British Empire, the 

development of an independent Canadian foreign policy, the rise of the United States on 

the world stage, and the increasing significance of the Arctic in global affairs, this project 

provides a necessary link between the past and present. With the impact of climate change, 

the traditional views on the Arctic are being re-evaluated. A more complete appreciation of 

the historical background of military, diplomatic, and corporate negotiations involved in 

the American occupation of Greenland will aid in our contemporary challenges in the 

Arctic and the changing global balance of power.  

The American occupation of Greenland is a tipping point in the relationships within the 

North Atlantic Triangle. The United States’ global political power was waxing, the United 

Kingdom’s empire waning, and Canada, stuck between the two, was in the process of 

exercising its maturing independent political identity. As a nation, Canada has been 

defined by its origins as a British colony and by its relationship to the United States. This 

project is a case study in the relationships between all three and will influence the way we 

think about the connections between Canada, Britain, and the United States.  

Although this project deals with the trilateral relationships within the North Atlantic 

triangle, Greenland is much more than a backdrop against which events took place. The 

people of Greenland affected and were affected by the American, Canadian, and British 

actions relating to the island during the Second World War. At the outset of war, militaries 

on both sides of the Atlantic were dependent on Greenlandic meteorological data and 

North American industry was reliant on the island’s mineral resources. By the end of the 

war Greenland’s predicted role in transatlantic air traffic had come to fruition. The onset of 

the Cold War made Greenland one of the most strategically significant sites in the Western 

Hemisphere for the staging of nuclear weapons. 
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As it was in 1940, Greenland is today a nation of increasing geopolitical significance. The 

effects of climate change on the island are revealing an incomprehensible wealth of natural 

resources at a time of high global demand and low supply. Additionally, the global 

economic crisis has not only accelerated the shifting balance of political power once again, 

this time from west to east, but has also reignited long dormant security debates in which 

Greenland plays an important strategic role. Greenland’s position in the world has changed 

significantly over the past century; however, historically it has been the most noteworthy 

in times of political, economic, and technological flux. Seventy years ago Greenland’s 

resources and strategic location made it the object of a truly international power struggle. 

Today, as we live through an important historical period, an examination of another such 

critical moment will not only help us understand our past, but will also give us insight into 

our present and future. 
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Chapter II: Greenland and the World to 1940  

With the rapid shrinking of distances in this age of speed and invention, Greenland may be 

of crucial importance to us in the future  . . . Greenland in our hands may be a valuable 

piece in our defensive armor. In the hands of hostile interests it could be a serious menace. 

Robert E. Peary, 1916
121

 

With the improvement in aviation . . . that will follow the war it is within the bounds of 

probability that before long airships may at regular intervals cross the Atlantic, in which 

case Greenland would prove a convenient and important location on a Trans-Atlantic 

aerial route . . . Greenland should be acquired by Great Britain and placed under the 

control and form part of the Dominion of Canada. 

J.D. Hazen, 1917
122

 

In 1916 American Arctic explorer Admiral Robert E. Peary launched a media campaign in 

an attempt to convince the American government and general public not to abdicate 

American territorial claims to Greenland.
123

 Peary’s campaign was in reaction to the recent 

Danish request for the United States to recognise Denmark’s sovereignty over the entirety 

of the island. Peary, who himself had braved frigid temperatures and traversed thousands of 

kilometers of frozen tundra in order to claim large swathes of the northern half of the island 

for the United States, not only lamented the possible loss of his life’s work, but also feared 

for the future security of the United States if Greenland was not brought under American 

control. He was particularly concerned about the potential implications of foreign military 

bases on the island in light of technological advances in air and sea power that could leave 

the United States vulnerable to attack in the event of a future conflict.
124

 Peary, however, 

was fighting an uphill battle. The American recognition of Danish sovereignty over 
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Greenland was a condition of the sale of the Danish West Indies to the United States.
125

 

The acquisition of the strategically situated islands of Santa Cruz, St. Thomas, and St. John 

were seen as vital to American economic and security interests, particularly given their 

proximity to the recently opened Panama Canal.
126

  

An additional challenge for Peary was that the discussions were taking place in the midst of 

the First World War. At the time, the United States and Denmark were both neutral in the 

conflict, but the belligerent actions of Germany in the Western Hemisphere were 

amplifying the perceived urgency of the negotiations. Germany had controversially 

attempted to draw Mexico into the war against the United States and was using unrestricted 

submarine warfare in the North Atlantic. Many saw these acts as provocations of war, 

which increased American desires to secure as much of the hemisphere as possible. In 

addition, unlike Spain, France, and Britain, Germany did not already possess a colony in 

the Caribbean.
127

 There were growing concerns that Germany would attempt to garner a 

permanent foothold in the region by establishing a submarine base in St. Thomas.
128

 

Germany’s willingness to involve itself in strategic areas of the Western Hemisphere was 

especially problematic in the United States in light of the Monroe Doctrine, which 

explicitly sought to prevent the extension of European powers in the Western Hemisphere. 
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In the American Congress, leading Republican Senators such as Henry Cabot Lodge were 

vocal in their support of the purchase of the islands in order to prevent any extension of 

German influence to the St. Thomas.
129

  

The German actions, in combination with the obvious potential advantages of an additional 

American territory close to the Panama Canal, made the strategic and commercial benefits 

of the purchase of the Danish West Indies evident. The discovery of coal in Spitsbergen, 

Norway, and the strategic use of Russia’s Arctic port Archangel for supplies in the first 

part of the war should have made the public more aware of the economic and strategic 

potential of the Polar Regions.
130

 Despite Peary’s arguments and these developments, 

however, the value of retaining claims to Greenland was less clear to either the average 

American or politician. In addition to the lack of public support for its acquisition, 

Greenland continued to present practical problems in access. The island’s unpredictable 

weather, heavy fogs, and pack ice made it extremely difficult to reach by sea for a large 

part of the year. Although Peary lauded the island’s potential value for transatlantic air 

routes, aviation in the Arctic remained untested and was seen as extremely dangerous. In 

the end American policymakers decided to prioritise the tangible need to secure the 

Panama Canal over Greenland’s future potential.
131
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The sale of the Danish West Indies to the United States was approved in 1916 and the 

islands were officially transferred on March 31, 1917.
132

 Once the $25 million deal was 

ratified by the Senate and the House, Woodrow Wilson’s Secretary of State, Robert 

Lansing, issued a statement that declared “the government of the United States of America 

will not object to the Danish government extending their political and economic interests to 

the whole of Greenland.”
133

   

The American recognition of Danish sovereignty of Greenland did not go unnoticed in 

Canada or Great Britain. In a secret report for Lord Curzon’s Sub-Committee on Territorial 

Desiderata on the Terms of Peace, J.D. Hazen, the Canadian Minister of Marine and 

Fisheries, strongly recommended that the United Kingdom acquire Greenland and place it 

under the control of the Dominion of Canada. Hazen, in a similar vein to Peary, noted the 

potential strategic benefits of the island for a high-powered wireless station, which would 

be useful for both submarines and aircraft and as a station on the transatlantic aerial route 

from Great Britain to the United States.
134

 Greenland’s potential strategic significance was 

evident to many, so much so that the British Foreign Office discussed following through on 

Hazen’s report and raising the issue of Greenland at the Paris Peace Conference. It was 

decided, however, that the matter was “extraneous to the scope of the labours” of the 

conference and that it would be better to discuss the issue at the League of Nations at a 
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later date.
135

 As in the United States, the British discussions about the fate of Greenland 

were also preempted by more pressing security concerns.  

In the years following the First World War, however, technology progressed rapidly, and in 

less than two decades the vision of Greenland held by Peary and Hazen would be realised. 

By the time of the Second World War, several technological and political factors 

converged to make the island one of the most geopolitically significant locations in the 

Western Hemisphere.  

Some of the most important of these factors were related to technological advances in the 

interwar period. A 1938 memo circulated amongst British politicians, including the future 

Minister for Air, Richard Austen Butler, summarised some of the ways in which 

technology would change strategy in future wars. The memo noted that time would be the 

greatest difference between past and future wars. This change was as a result of the 

increased “speeds, carrying capacity, and endurance” of several modes of transportation. 

These improvements to transportation not only increased the speed of travel and shipping 

but also increased the global demand for the raw materials needed to produce and fuel 

them. It was noted that the rise of “instantaneous world-wide communication” as a result of 

improvements to wireless technologies would contribute to a change in the speed and 

strategy of the next war.
136

 The development of these technologies necessitated the 

establishment of additional wireless stations to aid with communications. The memo made 

special mention of developments in airpower, stating that “the last war must not be taken as 
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an example of the power of the air, as even at the end of the war, the employment of 

military aircraft and the development of material was in its infancy.”
137

 Airpower had 

indeed improved significantly in the interwar period in both range and carrying capacity.
138

 

These improvements had a major impact on the geopolitical significance of the Arctic 

Regions. New polar projection maps published in newspapers and magazines visibly 

illustrated both the strategic significance of the Arctic and Antarctic to international 

security and the potential of trans-Arctic aviation, which could reduce travel times 

significantly.  

Flying was already changing the strategic thinking of the military. In military strategy the 

objective of an offensive attack was to gain control of an area while that of a defensive 

attack was to maintain control of an area. Historically, land areas had been controlled by 

armies and sea areas had been controlled by navies. Airpower, by contrast, had to be 

considered in terms of three areas: land, sea, and air.
139

 The perceived superiority of 

airpower, that powers could attack land-based, sea-based and air-based targets, led to calls 

to replace entire naval fleets with airplanes. Airpower, however, was still in the nascent 

stages of development, and aircraft in the period had numerous limitations, particularly in 

terms of their range. The range of an aircraft was most affected by weight, but for planes to 
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be effective militarily they needed to carry bombs, which increased the weight and 

decreased the range of flights.
140

 Even without bombs or other cargo, few planes had the 

capacity to make a transatlantic crossing without refueling. In this context military 

strategists started to explore the possibility of aircraft carriers in earnest and began to see 

the potential defensive importance of refueling stations and aerodromes in the Atlantic.
141

 

The technological advancements in airpower inspired fear as well as excitement in the 

general public. Events like Charles Lindbergh’s inaugural transatlantic crossing in 1927 

captured the imaginations of people around the world.
142

 Dystopian stories about the 

impact aviation would have on society had been published for decades.
143

 Newspapers and 

popular fiction were replete with stories which “described skies full of airplanes that hurled 

incendiary bombs and chemical gasses on defenseless cities.”
 144

 As one writer eloquently 

stated “there was no more evocative symbol for the dark side of progress than the long 

range bomber.”
145

 These fears were exacerbated by the growing instability in global 

economic and political systems in the period. The spring of 1940, when Greenland became 

an acute issue, was a time of great global upheaval. A war had been raging in the Far East 

for several years; there had been colonial wars; and now a second major war had erupted in 
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Europe and threatened to spread. The economic crisis of the 1930s brought down 

governments and polarised populations. Fear, insecurity, and sometimes violence led to 

dictators on both ends of the political spectrum assuming the leadership of national 

governments. Desires for increased spheres of influence, living space, and natural 

resources led for calls to reclaim historical territory lost in the Great War and earlier in the 

Pacific, Europe, and Eurasia. With the majority of the globe already claimed, leaders, aided 

by new technologies, began looking to the Polar Regions to fulfill renewed imperial 

desires.  

The unstable international situation emphasised the need for Arctic nations to fortify their 

borders and solidify their claims to territorial sovereignty. Nowhere was this truer than in 

the Soviet Union. During the interwar period, the Soviet Union began to pay more attention 

to the economic and military potential of its Arctic regions. It acquired additional Arctic 

territory through the annexation of Franz Josef Land (formerly Fridtjof Nansen Land) in 

1929. In addition, the Soviet Union dedicated substantial resources to its existing holdings, 

establishing wireless and meteorological stations throughout its vast Arctic territory. 

Merchant shipping through the Arctic Northern Sea Route also increased dramatically, as 

did flights in the region. Between 1933 and 1936, flights in the Soviet Union’s Arctic 

increased by 300 percent. Additionally, the first journey though the Northern Sea Route 

from west to east in a single season by the ice breaker Sibiriakov had a significant 

psychological effect on the country and immediately led to the creation of the Central 

Board of the Northern Sea Route, which was tasked with all aspects of development in the 
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region.
146

 The USSR’s successes in its Arctic regions led other countries to consider the 

strategic value of other parts of the Arctic including Greenland.  

The geography of the Soviet Union made the fortification of its Arctic more pressing as it 

physically bridged the conflict in the Pacific and the developing conflict in Europe. In the 

East the Soviet Union had been involved in a series of clashes with Japan and was assisting 

China in the Second Sino-Japanese war in order to prevent Japanese expansion into its own 

territory. In the West, the Soviet Union signed a non-aggression pact with Germany in 

August of 1939. Germany had been pursuing expansionist policies throughout the decade. 

It had annexed both Austria and Czechoslovakia. In this period Germany had also become 

a world leader in meteorology and polar aviation. It too had conducted numerous 

expeditions to the Arctic and Antarctic to gather meteorological information and to 

establish German claims in the Polar Regions.  

War was declared in Europe in September 1939. Expectations varied wildly as to what 

impact the war would have. As far as the Arctic was concerned, Denmark, Norway, and 

Sweden, as well as a number of other countries, hoped to remain neutral in the conflict.
147

 

The United States also adopted the position of neutrality, and Canada entered the war on 

the side of the Allies. Although some anticipated significant land battles early on in the 

war, following the invasion of Poland, fighting had been limited and sporadic on the 

continent. Hopes were high, in spite of their proximity to Germany and Great Britain, that 

the Scandinavian countries would be able to maintain their neutrality. In late November of 

1939, however, the Soviet Union invaded Finland in order to garner territory that would 
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help to insulate St. Petersburg (which lay a mere forty kilometers from the Finnish border) 

against potential attacks.
148

 The occupation of Finland by Stalin’s forces elicited sympathy 

across Europe and in the United States, but for the time being German and Russian 

aggression remained confined to the eastern regions of the European continent. In the 

winter of 1939-1940, the lack of military activity elsewhere in Western Europe led to the 

period being called the Phoney War. The relative calm of this period, however, was short-

lived. The spring brought a flurry of troop movements across the continent, which included 

the German invasions of Denmark and Norway. The invasion of the two Scandinavian 

countries had repercussions far beyond Europe. Greenland, as a Danish colony, could now 

potentially be claimed by Germany. As in the First World War, Greenland was to become 

the subject of increased global attention. Unlike the First World War, however, Greenland 

was now strategically significant.  

This chapter will trace the history of Greenland’s interaction with Europe up to the German 

invasion of Denmark. It will argue that although Greenland had been significant in earlier 

periods, during the interwar period Greenland’s strategic importance increased 

significantly as the war drew closer. Against the backdrop of political expansion and 

scientific discoveries in meteorology, flight, and material science, Greenland became an 

increasingly important location for weather stations, transpolar aviation, and raw materials 

for aluminum production in the interwar period. Drawing from contemporary scientific 

publications, this chapter will trace the developments in meteorology, aviation, and 

material production and will illustrate the ways in which the convergence of these factors 

made the security and control of the island acute, which resulted in Greenland becoming 
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the centre of an international power struggle after Germany invaded Denmark on April 9, 

1940.  

History of European Interaction with Greenland 

"There are few places where a sense of history and geography is so necessary to 

understand topical policies, as in connection with Greenland."
149

 

Greenland, one of the largest islands in the world, is in many ways a place without a 

known history. It has been excluded from mainstream historiography partially because the 

failure of the first European settlement on the island meant there was little contact between 

it and the wider world for centuries, and also because so much of Greenland’s past is itself 

a mystery. The original settlers of the island disappeared nearly a thousand years ago. 

Similarly, the Norse settlement on the island vanished without known cause.
150

  

Greenland’s global political importance has waxed and waned over the centuries, coming 

into focus only when the natural resources it contains have been deemed to be of sufficient 

value to brave the island’s inhospitable weather conditions and the treacherous journey 

there. Three hundred years after the failure of the first European colony on Greenland, the 

promises of adventure, untold mineral wealth, and potential new shipping routes to the 

East were the impetus for renewed European interest in Greenland in the 18
th

 century. 

These journeys were later conducted in the name of science and took on mythological 

qualities as explorers and traders disappeared into the Arctic mists, returning with polar 

bear skins and narwhal tusks.  
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As a result of Greenland’s marginal place in global history, the island’s modern history has 

been told piecemeal through various nationalistic lenses: as a Danish colony, as a 

traditional Norwegian fishing ground, or as a site of various international polar 

expeditions.  

In spite of its remote location and harsh weather conditions, Greenland has a long history 

of interaction with Europe. This interaction, however, was inconsistent, involving long 

stretches of isolation punctuated by periods of intense contact and trade. Greenland’s status 

as a European settler colony in combination with its distant location and low population 

meant that questions of its sovereignty played out in courts far removed from those who 

lived on the island. Adventurous Europeans were drawn to the island by its resources, but 

contact with Greenlanders was limited by Denmark’s longstanding closed-door policy for 

the island.  

Greenland was first colonised by Europeans in the late 990s following the discovery of the 

island by Icelandic explorer Erik the Red in 982 AD.
151

 Erik, who had been exiled from 

Iceland, encouraged others to join him with the promise of unlimited uninhabited land.
152

 

The resulting colony thrived for centuries.
153

 It is thought to have been most prosperous 
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between 1100 and 1200 AD, during which time it benefited from significant exchanges 

with Iceland and Norway.
154

 In 1261 the colony declared its allegiance to the King of 

Norway.
155

 The colony traded actively until the early 14
th

 century when several factors 

converged to temporarily sever Greenland’s ties with Europe.
 156

 

The exact cause that led to the collapse of the initial European colony on Greenland is 

unknown; however, several events likely contributed to the disruption in communication 

between Greenland and Europe. These included political unrest in Norway, which altered 

the Kingdom’s trading patterns with its colony, and the arrival of the Black Death in 1349, 

which devastated Norwegian shipping in the North Atlantic. In addition, the influx of the 

Thule Inuit in southern Greenland radically changed the social dynamics on the island. The 

Thule both marginalised the Tuniit people, the traditional trading partners of the 

Europeans, and threatened European farmers through constant raids in the Western 

settlement. Finally, the little ice age is thought to have caused significant changes to 

Greenlandic weather patterns and drastically affected the living conditions on and access 

to the island.
157

 Whatever the reasons, international trade with the island, with the 

exception of the occasional whaling vessel, ended.
158

 Greenland had very limited sustained 
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interaction with Europe for nearly three centuries. Consequently, European interest and 

scholarship on the subject were greatly reduced.  

Although there was virtually no contact between Europe and its former colony, Greenland 

continued to be considered part of the Dano-Norwegian colonial Empire in the North 

Atlantic which included Greenland, Iceland, the Faroe Islands, the Orkney Islands, and the 

Shetland Islands.
159

 In the 1720s Hans Egede, a Norwegian pastor who sought to resume 

contact with the descendants of the old Norse population and return them to Lutheran 

Christianity, organised a series of expeditions to the island.
160

 When Egede arrived on the 

island, he is said to have found no evidence of the Old Norse population he was seeking, 

but he was successful in re-establishing a European colonial presence on the island and 

reopening trade between Greenland and Scandinavia.
161

 In addition, although Egede was 

unable to achieve his original goal of converting Norse-Greenlanders to Lutheranism, he 

set about reforming the lives of Greenlanders and establishing formal Danish control over 

the greater part of the island.
162

 The reestablishment of a European colony in Greenland, 

particularly one founded by a devout missionary on religious grounds, brought with it new 

social and cultural rules and expectations. Under the Royal Greenlandic Trading 
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Department (RGTD), which was established after the collapse of the Bergen Company, 

administrators attempted to create a “colonial society of distinct social categorization that 

classed, gendered and racialized” in order to prevent marriages between Inuit women and 

European men.”
163

  

The RGTD managed the island’s government from 1774 until 1908.
164

 The company 

pursued a number of protectionist policies in order to do so. In 1776 the Monopoly Act 

was passed. The act was intended to secure the company’s exclusive trading rights on the 

island and to protect Greenlanders from “the violence of ignorant and rapacious 

seamen.”
165

 The Monopoly Act effectively established a “closed-door policy” for the 

island, which served the dual purpose of reinforcing Danish sovereignty over the island 

while insulating native Greenlanders from disease.
166

 In 1782 Greenland was divided into 

Northern and Southern halves which were each policed by a governor. At the same time 

marriage between Europeans and “unmixed” Greenlandic women was outlawed in spite of 

the fact that the island’s history meant that determining the background of Greenlanders 

was difficult.
167

 Initially, trade between the RGTD and Greenlanders was done informally. 

As time went on, however, this was replaced by a strict Danish government-regulated state 
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monopoly that had the power to fix the prices of all articles of trade, including imports and 

exports.
 168

  

Between 1908 and 1912 the company lost its exclusive control of the island and the 

management of the colony was transferred to the Danish Ministry of the Interior. In 

practice, however, very little changed and Greenland continued to have minimal 

interaction with the outside world. The Danish government continued the RGTD’s 

longstanding closed-door policy with its northernmost colony. The Danish government 

endeavoured to keep the island and its First Nation’s peoples isolated from foreign 

influences. The government was particularly concerned about the potential spread of 

European and American diseases to the island’s inhabitants, who had no immunity against 

them. It also required special permits for visitors to the island and granted them to only a 

select few. As a result, Greenland’s small population of approximately sixteen thousand 

only rarely had contact with non-Greenlanders.
169

  

The strict government trade monopoly persisted well into the 20
th

 century, which 

contributed to the costs of administrating the colony while providing Greenlanders with 

basic necessities at reasonable prices, as well as concurrently controlling the types of 

outside goods offered them (such as alcohol, coffee and tobacco).
170

 Although 

Greenlanders had some role in the island’s governance, including responsibilities for the 

management of hunting stations and serving as justices alongside Danes in district 
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tribunals, the majority of high-level positions were held by the Danish.
171

 The Danes, who 

accounted for approximately three percent of the population, held the lion’s share of 

professional jobs including administrators, missionaries, doctors, educators, and mine 

employees.
172

 In spite of the paternalistic nature of many of its policies and the relative 

isolation of its people, the Danish government’s management of Greenland was highly 

regarded internationally.
173

  

Despite the international community’s high regard for Danish policies relating to 

Greenland’s Inuit peoples, Denmark’s exclusive claims to the island did not go 

unchallenged. In the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries interest in the island was renewed as a result of 

its resources and the ongoing search for trade routes to the East. Denmark’s closed-door 

policy meant, however, that few explorers or cartographers were permitted to visit the 

island. As a result, in the early 20
th

 century large swathes of the island remained unmapped 

and much of the island’s coast was uncharted. The lack of knowledge of large areas of 

Greenland meant that some other powers considered areas of the island, particularly in the 

north and east, to be terra nullius (no-man’s-land) that could potentially be claimed by 

another nation. There are a number of ways by which a country can declare jurisdiction 

over another. At the time these included discovery, cessation, accretion, subjugation, 

prescription, and continuity.
174

 Discovery alone, however, was incomplete. It was 

                                                           
171

Stefansson, Greenland, 200.  

 
172

Confidential Report Greenland, Undated (estimated late 1940/early 1941), RG 

80, Box 192, American National Archives II, College Park, Maryland, 18. 

 
173

“Greenland, last of Denmark’s colonies, has been administered by a benevolent 

bureaucracy whose enlightened social and educational policies have been highly beneficial 

to the natives,” C. Hull to F. Knox, Letter, 28 April 1941, RG 80, Box 192, American 

National Archives II, 2; see also Mosley, “Iceland and Greenland,” 742.  

 
174

Lassa Oppenheim, International Law - A Treatise volume I (London: Longmans, 

1905), 129.  



71 
 

 
 

necessary to prove “effective occupation” through settlement, governance, and the 

enforcement of laws.  

In order for Denmark to claim sovereignty over Greenland, it needed to continually prove 

that it was effectively occupying it, but at the time only small pockets of the island were 

populated. Norway actively contested Danish claims to the sparsely populated eastern coast 

of the island, which had been Norwegian fishing ground for centuries.
175

 The British, who 

themselves had a longstanding tradition of exploration in the region, had an interest in the 

island as a result of its proximity to Canada.
176

 Similarly, many Americans felt as though 

they also had strong claims to sections of the vast island as a result of American discovery 

expeditions that had charted areas of previously unexplored Northern Greenland.  

By the conclusion of the First World War, however, Denmark was actively seeking 

international agreements to strengthen its claims to Greenland. As mentioned, during the 

war the United States had implicitly abdicated its rights of discovery to the island in order 

to complete the purchase of the Danish West Indies. In 1925 Great Britain (and by 

extension the Dominion of Canada) recognised Danish sovereignty over Greenland but 

requested a first right to purchase the island if Denmark decided to sell it. As a result of this 

acknowledgement, the British were granted “most favoured nation status” on the island, 

which allowed the British special privileges relating to hunting and fishing and establishing 
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meteorological, telegraphic, and telephonic stations for scientific and humanitarian 

purposes.
177

 

In the 1920s, however, these discussions over the island’s status and its uses remained 

largely theoretical. Apart from the short summer hunting season, Greenland remained 

difficult and dangerous to access and, apart from the ongoing disagreement with the 

Norwegians over fishing rights, there was little concrete international interest in the Danish 

colony. By the late 1930s, however, the situation had changed dramatically. Advances in 

meteorology were increasing the strategic significance of the island and assisting with 

navigation to and from Greenland. In addition, technological improvements in airpower 

placed Greenland directly on flight paths to Europe. Finally, Greenland’s mineral resources 

became an essential component in the smelting of aluminum for aircraft manufacture. Each 

of these factors would have vastly increased Greenland’s geopolitical significance even in 

peacetime; however, the confluence of these three factors in the midst of the Second World 

War heightened international interest in the island and Greenland’s place in the world.   

Greenland's Increasing Significance in Science and Technology  

Some of the most important technological developments in the interwar period related to 

meteorology. Greenland not only played an important role in the development and 

refinement of meteorological science, but it was also revealed to be one of the most 

significant locations from which to predict weather patterns in Europe. Accurate 

meteorological data was generally important, but in the context of war it was vital for all 

branches of the military. The army needed precise weather details for troop movements. It 
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was, for example, much more difficult to make progress over large land areas in a violent 

rain or snowstorm. The navy relied on accurate weather reports for safe sailing, and in 

northern waters for the prediction and detection of icebergs.
178

 Finally the air force was 

reliant on the weather in order to function. Although airplanes were significantly more 

technologically advanced than in the First World War, they still lacked instrumentation 

that could assist with conditions of low visibility. Fogs and snow storms were especially 

precarious for landings, as pilots were still largely dependent on their sight for successful 

landings. Weather was also important for larger military strategies and coordinated attacks. 

With accurate weather reports, even bad weather could be made advantageous.
179

 In order 

to best exploit the advantages afforded by good meteorological data, it was essential to 

understand how weather patterns functioned, to have means to accurately measure weather 

in a location, and to possess a method to convey and receive that information that was 

faster than the weather itself. Developments in all three of these areas occurred in 

Greenland in the interwar period. 

War has long had an important role in the development of technology, and this is 

particularly true in the case of meteorology.
180

 In 1854, during the Crimean War, a violent 

storm damaged and sank numerous ships and wrought havoc on the camps of Allied 

armies. The extensive damage and loss of life as a result of the storm highlighted the 
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necessity of establishing a regular telegraphic storm-warning service.
181

 Initially, this was 

done through wire telegraphy while radio was only used to communicate with ships, but 

there remained limited coordination of these services both within countries and 

internationally. During the First World War, meteorologists were relied upon to keep pilots 

informed of current and future weather conditions, but both the means to predict the 

weather and the methods to relay meteorological information often proved inadequate.
182

 

When the Americans entered the war, they quickly realised that “Germans were 

abundantly provided with all of the necessary meteorological information of which they 

themselves were almost hopelessly destitute.”
183

 As a result of the lack of knowledge and 

training in the new science of aerology (meteorology), the United States Weather Bureau 

detailed members of its staff to act as instructors and field officers for the American 

military during the First World War.
184

  

There was little standardisation in this developing science in the interwar period, and many 

violently disagreed on how weather should be measured, predicted, and communicated.
185
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At the time, many of the leading meteorological scientists were Scandinavian. It was 

postulated that weather in some of the most populated areas of the United States and 

Europe might be the result of air pressure from the Polar Regions. The theory known as the 

Three Dimensional Cyclonic (or Frontal) Theory, developed by the Norwegian School of 

Meteorology, broadly contended that hot and cool air currents worked in a cyclonic 

pattern, and it was the movement of these currents that affected weather. In Europe the 

main currents were described as tropical and polar. Tropical currents originated from the 

southern hemisphere and polar air originated from the Arctic. Polar air warmed over the 

Atlantic, known as maritime polar air, it was particularly important for European 

meteorology. In the British Isles, for example, polar air occurred five times more 

frequently than tropical air.
186

 The ability to measure polar air at its source, it was thought, 

would allow for much more accurate weather prediction. 

The validation and acceptance of the Scandinavian theories on the part of the scientific 

community took a number of years.
187

 A series of scientific expeditions in the 1920s and 

1930s at the Greenland weather station sought to explore the role that Greenland played in 

global weather patterns.
188

 Greenland had played a part in the development of the 

Scandinavian theories, but those theories needed to be tested by the broader academic 

community.
189

 In 1926 William Herbert Hobbs embarked on the first University of 
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Michigan expedition to Greenland. He sought to test the theory that Greenland was the 

“cradle” where the storms of Europe began their existence, and it was cold air from 

Greenland’s interior that was responsible for havoc-making storms on the coast. Hobbs 

spent more than a year on the island and established more than one hundred weather 

stations there.
190

 He was the first to use ballons sondes, hydrogen-filled weather balloons 

that made meteorological data collection possible at higher altitudes, on the island.
191

 

Before the end of the expedition, Hobbs contacted several European meteorological 

stations close to the island in order to confirm the movements of air currents from the 

island.
192

 These readings served to support the theory that Greenland could play an 

important role in European weather prediction. 

The successful expeditions of Hobbs and several others in the interwar period led to the 

eventual acceptance on the part of the broader academic community of the Norwegian 

school’s theory. The acceptance of the front theory also reinforced the importance of 

Greenland in metrological prediction. Maritime polar air was responsible for a significant 

proportion of weather in Europe, and maritime polar air emanated from the North 

American Arctic. Greenland was the farthest north-eastern landmass in North America. 

Thus, weather stations in Greenland were vital to European weather prediction.
193
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In 1930-1931 two British Arctic Air Route Expeditions provided additional information 

for the development of meteorology on the island. Hour-by-hour weather reports from sea 

level on the East and West coasts of the island were important, but they did not tell the 

whole story. In order to obtain the most accurate data, coastal reports needed to be 

supplemented by reports from inland ice, which was eight to ten thousand feet above sea 

level. The British expedition not only contributed to general scientific data, but also proved 

that a single competent man would be able to maintain a scientific post on the inland ice in 

the coldest period of the year (and therefore would be able to do this in all seasons). The 

British expedition had particularly interesting military potential because it showed that a 

single person could be parachuted in and could maintain a vital meteorological station with 

a minimal possibility of being detected.
194

  

German scientists had already shown significant interest in the viability of establishing 

stations on the island. In the same year as the British expedition, the Germans established a 

meteorological station called Esmitte on the island.
195

 The expedition had a large staff of 

scientists on both coasts and published several volumes on the results of the experiments 

carried out in Greenland. Germany was not only a leader in polar meteorology, but as 

Arctic explorer Vilhjalmur Steffansson noted, “the Germans are scholars; there is little that 

has been published in any country that has not been analysed and digested by them 
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particularly if it has a military application.”
196

 It was suspected at the time that the German 

government was already censoring some of its scientific data and using it for military 

purposes.
197

 

The new developments in meteorology went hand in hand with developments in wireless 

communications. Early weather reports had been made via telegraph. While telegraphy 

was effective, messages could only be sent where wires were laid. Also, telegraph wires 

could be cut both accidentally and by acts of sabotage. In addition, wired cables proved 

inadequate for the demands of modern flight. During the First World War, pilots 

demanded faster service and required information at more frequent intervals and in greater 

detail than the Army or Navy had previously. Radio revolutionised the transmission of 

meteorological data and needed to be adjusted to meet the needs of the modern era. As 

atmospheric movements are not dictated by political boundaries, a coordinated effort 

would need to be made to gather and transmit meteorological data for use. In 1919 plans 

for a European radio weather service were outlined at an international meteorological 

conference held in Paris. A timetable was also created by international agreement, 

assigning countries meteorological broadcast hours and a cipher code for transmission. 

Several high-powered stations, which collated international reports and broadcast them 

several times per day, were also identified. The Eiffel Tower, for example, reported the 

weather for 50-60 locations in Europe four times per day.
198

 In North America, reports 

were collated by the United States Weather Bureau and broadcast through commercial and 

naval radio stations (including a “floating Weather Bureau” in the North Atlantic).
199
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These North Atlantic reports were especially significant (particularly with regard to 

icebergs). In 1912 the Titanic sunk as a result of a collision with an iceberg. The 

catastrophic event led to the establishment of a North Atlantic Ice Patrol by the United 

States Coast Guard. Ocean currents were the main factor in determining the course of 

icebergs, which could be monitored through meteorological stations.
200

 The reports were 

also critical for predicting the violent storms in the North Atlantic that could affect 

transatlantic shipping routes. These advances in the ability to communicate meteorological 

information were also invaluable for another rapidly developing technology: flight. As 

mentioned, early airplanes were extremely vulnerable to harsh weather conditions. 

Greenland played an important role in the prediction and communication of weather 

patterns for Arctic flyers, and in the interwar period it also became an important location 

on global flight paths.  

The idea of Trans-Arctic aviation had been around for several decades but only began to 

be realised in the years directly preceding the Second World War. The use of airpower 

during the First World War led to German strategist W. Brun proposing regular flights 

from Europe to Japan via Nome or Archangel, United States and Canada. In 1923 Sir 

Sefton Brancker, Director of Civil Aviation in the United Kingdom, declared that the 

Royal Mail would be sending mail via the Arctic within the next ten years. The next year, 

while the United States was preparing to launch the dirigible Shenandoah to explore the 

area between Alaska and the North Pole, William A. Moffett, Chief of the Bureau of 

Aeronautics of the United States Navy predicted successful transpolar flights between 
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England, Japan, Alaska, and Siberia in the near future.
201

 In the early 20
th

 century there 

were few planes that had the fuel capacity to make a transatlantic crossing.
202

 Greenland, 

situated on flight paths between North America and Europe, was a possible location to 

refuel planes en route to the United Kingdom.
203

 In these largely theoretical discussions, 

Greenland was seen as having potential, but there were also concerns that Greenland’s ice 

cap would make it unsuitable for landings.  

In 1929 Lieutenant Barett Studley, a military strategist in the United States Navy, derided 

those who insisted on continually lauding the strategic significance of the island. He 

argued that the technological limitations of aircraft diminished the value of the island for 

military applications: 

A favourite variation of intercontinental bombing operations is the expedition via 

Greenland or Alaska. Air enthusiasts plan such campaigns with relish. The 

equipment essential to their successes consists of a comfortable arm chair and a 

four-foot globe. The latter is not affected by weather. But the accounts of recent 

flights in the far North have taught us something about Arctic storms. The fate of 

any such expedition can be deduced at first guess.
204

 

Studley went on to cite that in addition to potential issues with weather, aeroplane engines 

had not yet been designed that were suitably reliable for transoceanic and Trans-Arctic 
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aviation. He noted that “the gentleman who scans our skies for transoceanic air raiders 

probably looks under his bed at night for burglars.”
205

  

In spite of critics like Studley and the technological issues presented by aircraft, 

Greenlandic transpolar aviation continued to have a number of proponents particularly in 

the nascent field of commercial aviation. In 1926 American airman Rear Admiral Richard 

E. Byrd garnered significant private funding for a major air expedition to Greenland and 

the Arctic North. Byrd’s expedition was backed by the most prominent industrialists of the 

day including John D. Rockefeller Jr., Edsel Ford, Vincent Astor, and Thomas Fortune 

Ryan. It was the first time any of the four men had backed an air expedition. Their 

investment was seen at the time to be “an indication of the development in store for 

aviation and polar research.”
206

 Although Byrd was in many ways one of the “air 

enthusiasts” criticised by Studley, his financial backers were cognisant of the time and 

distance that could be saved if transpolar aviation could be perfected. The Arctic air route, 

which often included a landing in Greenland, had the potential to significantly reduce 

travel times from the United States to Europe and Russia (see Table 1). 

Polar projection maps, which had the North Pole at their centre, illustrated why the Arctic 

was expected to become “the great transportation crossroads of the world.”
207

 On these 

maps the Arctic looked like the hub of a giant wheel from which all land masses 

radiated.
208

 These maps, made possible by previous advances in aviation technologies that 
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allowed for aerial cartographic techniques, made Greenland seem a lot closer to Europe 

and North America than the previous Mercator projection maps (which became wildly 

distorted in the Polar Regions). Although they too were not without their critics, they 

provided a new way of visualising the once distant Polar Regions.
209

 

Table 1
210

 

 
Distance 

in Miles 

Distance Saved 

via 

Arctic Route 

New York to Moscow  
  

Steamship and Railroad - via Hamburg and Berlin 5,600 1,000 

Air - via London and Berlin 5,000 400 

Arctic Route - via Greenland and Iceland  4,600 
 

San Francisco to Moscow  
  

Steamship and Railroad - via New York, Hamburg and 

Berlin 
8,300 2,650 

via Tokyo and Vladivostok  15,500 9,850 

Air - via New York, London, and Berlin  7,600 1,950 

via Honolulu and Tokyo  10,900 5,250 

Arctic Route - via Ellsmere, Greenland, Spitsbergen, and N. 

Cape  
5,650 

 

San Francisco to London 
  

Steamship and Railroad - via New York 6,425 1,275 

Air - via New York  6,025 875 

Arctic Route - via Hudson Bay, Baffin Island, Greenland 

and Iceland 
5,150 

 

 

One of the staunchest advocates of the strategic potential of the region was Arctic explorer 

Vilhjamur Stefansson. In 1928 Stefansson was hired as an advisor to Pan American 
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Airways, which was studying the viability of an Arctic air route to Europe.
211

 Pan 

American also financed a flight by Charles Lindbergh to Greenland in 1933 and 

contributed to the cost of another four land expeditions to the Arctic.
212

 In 1927, the year 

before the Pan American study commenced, the German company Lufthansa announced 

that it would also be launching an expedition that would investigate the viability of an air 

route between Germany and the United States. The proposed German route would begin in 

Hamburg and pass Scapa Flow, the Faroe Islands, Reykjavik, and Cape Farewell 

(Greenland), ending in New York.
213

 In the early 1930s, Lufthansa operated local services 

in Iceland (The Flying Company of Iceland) in conjunction with Flugfjlag Islands. When 

the Icelandic company folded, Lufthansa secured a letter from the Icelandic premier giving 

it flying rights on the Island until 1 April 1940. This competition highlighted the perceived 

importance of American proactivity with respect to the development of transatlantic 

aviation, particularly given how quickly aviation technologies were advancing. 

The German route was just one of a number of exhibition and commercial test flights that 

landed in Greenland in the interwar period. The first circumnavigation of the globe landed 

in several locations on the island, including both Ivigtut and Cape Farewell. As Studley 

noted however, these early flights continued to be dangerous and, as mentioned, very 

dependent on weather conditions for their success. Low clouds, fog, snow, or wind could 

all damage the period’s delicate aircraft. During the aforementioned around-the-world 

flight, a blizzard in Alaska brought down one of the planes.
214

 In addition, there was still 
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significant scepticism about the viability of landing on the polar icecap and issues with 

navigating aircraft in the long Arctic nights. These challenges, however, were somewhat 

inadvertently overcome in a short period of time during Arctic airman Hubert Wilkins’ 

search for another missing Arctic explorer, Russian pilot Sigismund Levanevsky. Wilkins 

flew 20,000 miles over the Polar Sea in the autumn and winter of 1937-1938. Some of his 

flights were 3000 miles long, many were conducted in the winter season without daylight, 

and over the course of his searches Wilkins made a number of landings previously thought 

impossible.
215

 Although Wilkins was unsuccessful in locating Levanevsky, his search had 

the unintended consequence of proving that any camp located anywhere on the drifting 

pack ice could be reached by airplane at any time of year. In addition to Wilkins flights, in 

1937-1938 alone, there were approximately one hundred expeditions to the Arctic, which 

demonstrated the increased interest in the region.
216

  

Although it was true that interwar period aircraft had several drawbacks, the exhibition and 

commercial flights of the 1920s and 1930s helped to improve the technologies that would 

be used during the Second World War. By 1939 many military strategists were thinking of 

distances in terms of global flight paths rather than sea or over-ground routes. The 

successful avian expeditions to the Greenland in the 1930s disproved the misconception 

that the polar icecap would make flight landings impossible. Greenland was beginning to 

play an important role in weather prediction, wireless stations, and shipping routes. It was 

becoming increasingly strategic with developments in flight, and the island was also 
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playing an important role in gathering and communicating weather reports for pilots. 

Following the confirmation that landings were possible on Greenland’s ice cap, the island 

was also beginning to fulfil early 20
th

 century predictions that it would become an 

important location in transpolar aviation. By the start of the war, the view that Greenland 

would become the “future crossroads of the air” was becoming a reality.
217

  

Greenland, however, played another role in the age of flight. Greenland was home to 

cryolite, a mineral that was essential to the aluminium smelting process. One of the major 

restrictions of early aircraft was their weight. The lighter a plane, the farther it could fly. 

Aluminium was light, flexible, and strong, and it became the preferred material for the 

construction of airplanes. By 1940 the average plane was comprised of 75 percent 

aluminium. Aluminium became so essential to war-time manufacturing that in the early 

stages of the war there were shortages of aluminium despite the doubling of production.
218

  

In the 1940s there were a number of methods available to produce aluminium, but in order 

to do so in the most cost-effective manner it was imperative to have access to two essential 

materials: bauxite and cryolite.
219

 In the Hall–Héroult process of aluminium production, 

bauxite, an aluminium ore that is a composite sedimentary mineral rock, is heated and 

filtered to produce aluminium oxide. The aluminium oxide is then heated and cryolite is 

added as a flux and charged with an electric current to produce the metal.
220

 While bauxite 

is one of the most abundant materials on earth and was mined on nearly every continent, 
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cryolite, by contrast, was only found and mined in Ivigtut, Greenland. Although minor 

deposits had been discovered in a number of locations, the only place that cryolite could be 

found in significant quantities was in Ivigtut, Greenland.  

Ivigtut was home to the world’s only working cryolite mine. Ivigtut itself was a closed 

company town with a population of approximately 150 miners and mining officials 

without their families. The mine employees were Danish and not Inuit. Although the 

cryolite mine was the backbone of the Greenlandic economy, there was a popular saying 

that “Ivigtut is not Greenland.” The town was responsible to the shareholders of the Ivigtut 

cryolite mines, not the Greenlandic governors.
221

 In accordance with Danish policy, miners 

had almost no contact with native Greenlanders who were “neither employed at the mine, 

nor allowed to enter the settlement, except once a week for the purpose of trading fish and 

other native produce for rye bread, coffee, tobacco, etc.”
222

 

Cryolite accounted for 99 percent of Greenland’s mineral production in the first half of the 

20
th

 century. It was discovered in 1800, but did not begin to be mined and exploited until 

1856.
223

 Cryolite was nicknamed ice rock because of its ice-like appearance. The Royal 

Greenlandic Company (KGH) of Denmark had held a near-monopoly of the mining, 

refining, and trade of cryolite for nearly 200 years. In 1865 the Pennsylvania Salt 

Company (Pennsalt) negotiated exclusive rights for the North American distribution of 

cryolite, which was mined in Greenland and refined in Denmark.
224
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Cryolite was so significant that an article in Science described the mineral the “Achilles 

heel” of supply, stating: “if Germany could capture the Greenland cryolite deposit, the 

only one in the world, it might seem our Achilles heel had been cut.”
225

 In addition to the 

supply of the mineral being limited, the cryolite mine itself was located about 200 meters 

below sea level and was extremely vulnerable to sabotage.
226

 Both the American and 

Canadian governments and aluminium industries were so concerned about the possibility 

of the Germans obtaining a monopoly over the cryolite supply that they considered 

permitting the assembly of reserve stocks as early as May 10, 1939.
227

 Less than a year 

later, those fears would be realised when Germany invaded Denmark. 

Before dawn on 9 April 1940, Nazi ground troops and fighter planes crossed Germany’s 

northern border and invaded neutral Denmark and Norway.
228

 Now that Germany 

effectively controlled Denmark, it also had a strong legal claim to the Faroe Islands, 

Iceland, and Greenland. For thousands of years Greenland’s location had insulated it from 

foreign conflict. In the interwar period, however, technological innovations had proven 

Greenland’s utility in meteorological prediction, wireless communications, transatlantic 

shipping, aviation, and materials for war-time production. As a result of these 

developments, for the first time in Greenland’s long history it would be drawn into an 

international war.   
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Chapter III: Churchill's Mine Game - Great Britain and the German Invasions of 

Denmark and Norway 

Really, I must say that if a British government is not able to come to an understanding with 

a man like Adolf Hitler, it will one day be noted as one of the most remarkable and 

paradox [sic] facts in History.
229

 

Joachim von Ribbentrop 

It was not . . . until April 1940 that the decision I asked for in September 1939 was taken. 

By that time it was too late.
230

  

Winston Churchill 

Soon the ice would melt, and the Germans be masters of the North.
231

  

On April 8
th

1940 the British Admiralty gave notice that operation WILFRED was being 

undertaken.
232

 In accordance with the plan, four destroyers had begun to lay a minefield in 

the Leads, the Norwegian territorial waters at the entrance of the Vest Fjord near Norway’s 

northernmost, and most strategically important, port: Narvik.
233

 The controversial 

operation, which violated Norwegian neutrality, was advocated by First Lord of the 

Admiralty Winston Churchill, who had agitated for its implementation since the previous 

September.
234

 Churchill believed that given Hitler’s previous actions, it was best to take a 

proactive offensive position in the war. He also knew that the supply of raw materials 
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could be a significant point of weakness for Germany. Mining the Norwegian Leads, he 

argued, would cripple Germany’s war industry by cutting off vital shipments of Swedish 

iron ore to Germany, which passed through Narvik. In spite of Churchill’s impassioned 

arguments, however, many in the War Cabinet, the Foreign Office, and the Allied French 

government remained concerned about the consequences such a belligerent action could 

have in the context of war.
235

 The planned operation was especially contentious as it was 

designed to purposely provoke the Germans into invading Norway. Once the Germans had 

landed in the Scandinavian country, “or showed they intended to do so,” it was proposed 

that the Allies would themselves occupy Narvik and seize control of the railway line to the 

Swedish border.
236

 

The opposition to WILFRED and other war-time developments meant that it took nearly 

seven months for the operation to be approved and implemented. The success of the plans 

relied heavily on the assumption that the Norwegians would not offer resistance to the 

British move and the Germans would be unable to mount an effective counterattack.
237

 

Although the Norwegians’ resistance was limited, the Allies were totally unprepared for 

the speed and effectiveness of the German response. Less than twenty-four hours after the 

mine-laying operation had been begun, the Germans launched an attack on both Denmark 

and Norway. In the process they successfully garnered control of the entirety of Denmark 
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and every significant port and airbase in Norway, including Narvik.
238

 The Norwegians, 

with assistance from the Allies, initially withstood total German occupation, but German 

successes continued as the Allied forces made a series of significant tactical errors that 

eventually resulted in their withdrawal from Norway.  

The decision to mine the Leads and the resulting invasion of Denmark and Norway had 

immediate and far-reaching consequences. Not only did the events expand the war into 

two previously neutral countries, but it also brought active fighting closer to the United 

Kingdom and other strategic locations in the North Atlantic, including Denmark’s 

colonies, (which included the Faroe Islands, Iceland, and Greenland). The Norwegian 

campaign also had disastrous consequences for the Chamberlain government and the 

British reputation abroad. Parliament was in a state of crisis from the time of the German 

invasions on April 9
th

 until after Chamberlain’s eventual resignation on May 10, 1940. 

Churchill’s rise to power may have been one positive outcome, but the internal fissures in 

government, in combination with the shocking military defeats in Norway, led many to 

question the United Kingdom’s ability to withstand Hitler. These concerns were 

compounded when Hitler chose the very day that the United Kingdom was without a 

leader to launch his campaign in the west against France and the Low Countries. 

The British were necessarily so concerned with the immediate issues of governance 

resulting from the military failures that they were unable to deal effectively with other 

consequences of the invasion, including the exposed position of Greenland. Greenland was 

seen as inconsequential by comparison to some of the other issues facing Britain 

(including the increasingly real possibility of a British defeat). For the United States and 

Canada, however, Greenland was not inconsequential. The inability of the British to 
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respond effectively to Canada’s concerns about Greenland drove Mackenzie King and his 

administration closer to the United States at a critical period of the war and encouraged the 

United States into taking actions to protect Greenland.  

In the historiography of the Second World War, one of the most significant consequences 

of the German invasions and Allied failures in Norway is the collapse of the Chamberlain 

government and the promotion of Churchill to the position of prime minister, and this was 

in time to have an impact on the position of Greenland. Although Churchill had more to do 

with the Norwegian defeat than Chamberlain, that is not how the public saw it at the time, 

or how historians have seen it since. The collapse of the Chamberlain government 

continues to be seen as an extension of Chamberlain’s failure at Munich rather than 

Churchill’s decision to mine the North Sea or the failed Narvik campaign. Churchill’s 

accession to power is taken by many sources as either inevitable, or at the very least, a 

positive outcome of the Norwegian defeat. With the benefit of hindsight, biographers and 

historians often gloss over, or omit entirely, discussions of the tenuous position of the 

British government from April-June of 1940. The Norwegian campaign is seen as a 

setback for the Allies, but if it achieved nothing else it “did at least destroy the 

Chamberlain government, and bring to power an energetic coalition under the premiership 

of Churchill.”
239

 These sentiments are also reflected in the later memoirs of some of 

Chamberlain’s strongest supporters like R.A.B. Butler, who wrote, “It was a marvellous 

stroke of good fortune for the country that he [Churchill] should now have emerged as the 

hero and leader.”
240
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Most accounts of the Second World War, including those written by Churchill himself, 

divide Hitler’s advance on the Low Countries and France from the invasions of Denmark 

and Norway. These narratives similarly separate Chamberlain’s failed leadership from 

Churchill’s finest hour. The end of the Phoney War, or the Twilight War, as both 

Chamberlain and Churchill described it, continues to be seen as Hitler’s invasion of the 

Low Countries on May 10, 1940, rather than the invasion of Denmark and Norway a 

month earlier on April 9
th

.
241

 This false separation minimises the significance of the 

German invasions of Denmark and Norway in comparison with the Low Countries and 

France. In part as a result of Churchill’s own accounts of the war, it is often forgotten that 

it was his decision to pre-emptively mine the North Sea, which gave Hitler the justification 

to invade Denmark and Norway. When the reasons for the German occupation are 

discussed, it is often emphasised that Germany was gearing up for war anyway and that 

invasions were inevitable. While Hitler’s advances on the continent may have been 

inevitable, numerous sources show that Scandinavia was not where the Germans had 

planned to attack first, if at all. Moreover, in the limited literature on the American 

occupation of Greenland, it is simply stated that the invasion of Denmark led to the 

occupation, whereas British actions and German reactions, as well as the subsequent 

Canadian ones, played a key role in shaping American policy. Neither the circumstances 

by which the German occupation of Denmark occurred nor the British role in this process 

is examined in existing scholarship.  
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The implications of the German successes in Scandinavia were more devastating and far-

reaching than contemporary historiography suggests. In the spring and summer of 1940 the 

outcome of the war in Europe was not a foregone conclusion. The ease of German 

successes in Denmark and Norway sent shockwaves throughout Europe and abroad. The 

failure on the part of the British to defend yet another neutral nation dealt the seemingly 

invincible Royal Navy a serious reputational blow. In addition, the decisive German 

victory in Denmark brought the issue of control of Greenland into the forefront of 

American and Canadian concerns and significantly affected the way in which the British, 

Canadian, and American governments handled the Greenland situation. In addition, the 

weak state of the British government also provided another opportunity for the Germans to 

expand their military operations on the continent. The German invasions on the Low 

Countries on May 10
th

 took place the same day that the British government was, for all 

intents and purposes, without a leader. In addition, this perceived weakness, in 

combination with the continued successes of Hitler in Europe, also gave cause for the 

United States to consider strengthening Western Hemispheric security arrangements that 

would be essential in the event of an increasingly likely British defeat. American plans 

included Canada and would eventually incorporate Greenland.  

This chapter will discuss the ways in which the British decision to mine the Leads 

contributed to the German occupation of Denmark and Norway, which in turn necessitated 

the occupation of Greenland. It will argue that the British decision to violate Norwegian 

neutrality gave Hitler the pretext for the invasions of Denmark and Norway, which caused 

the Chamberlain government to fall at a critical period of the war. The collapse of the 

Chamberlain government both provided Hitler an opportunity to advance on the continent 

and weakened Britain’s ties to the Empire, allowing room for the United States to exert 

greater influence on Canada and the North Atlantic, including Greenland. 
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Churchill: Mining of the Leads  

Winston Churchill was a vocal proponent of proactive offensive military tactics both 

during and prior to the Second World War. While the Munich negotiations were taking 

place, Churchill was heavily criticised for his bellicose opinions and lack of faith in the 

peace process. He was labelled a rogue elephant, a militarist, and a fire-eater by the 

press.
242

 Post-Munich, however, Churchill’s previously disregarded opinions seemed sage. 

When the war began, Prime Minister Chamberlain, with some reservations, invited 

Churchill back into Cabinet as First Lord of the Admiralty.
243

 In a letter to his sister Ida 

early on in the war, Chamberlain wrote of Churchill, “Up to the present I can’t say that I 

think WC has been particularly helpful though certainly he would have been a more 

troublesome thorn in our flesh if he had been outside.”
244

 Churchill’s appointment is also 

said to have met with consternation by Hitler, who later called him a warmonger in a 

speech.
245

 Hitler was right to be worried about Churchill, who, unlike many of his 

colleagues, favoured proactive operations in war. Churchill was actively looking for ways 

to forestall potential German advances in Europe by offensive military means. In early 

September he was investigating the feasibility of “Catherine,” a proposed British naval 

attack into the Baltic. Catherine was intended to isolate Germany from Norway and 

Sweden by intercepting iron ore, food, and all other shipments from Scandinavia to 
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Germany.
246

 At a meeting on September 19, Admiral Drax, Commander-in-Chief of the 

Nore, highlighted the particular need to prevent Germany from receiving the shipment of 

Swedish iron ore that was vital to the war industry.
247

 It was suggested that every possible 

diplomatic effort should be made to stop the ore shipments, but if that failed, then the 

British should be prepared to take "more drastic action."
248

 While Catherine was being 

considered, Churchill developed an alternative to a direct naval attack on shipments from 

Scandinavia to Germany. He suggested that mining the Leads could be an effective way to 

deny German vessels the protection of Norwegian territorial waters.  

During the war, Germany had two major supply weaknesses: iron ore and oil. If either 

supply were cut off, it would greatly hamper Germany's military capacity. The two 

products came from opposite ends of Europe. Oil came from the Romanian and Baku oil 

fields, and iron ore from Sweden. Attacks on Baku were also considered, but it was 

thought that this might risk war with Russia which, although it had signed a non-

aggression pact with Germany, was not yet at war with Great Britain or France.
249

 The 

prospect of halting Scandinavian supplies to Germany seemed the less perilous of the two 

options. The Gällivare and Kiruna Swedish iron ore mines were located in Lapland, north 

of the Arctic Circle. The Swedish Baltic ports Luleå and Oxelösund, through which ore 

was shipped to Germany, were frozen in the winter months. In the winter, shipments of the 
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ore went through the Norwegian Arctic port at Narvik, which was open for shipping 

throughout the year and was the last stop on a direct train line from Gällivare. For 

Germany, shipments through Narvik offered additional tactical advantages. The port was 

surrounded by a number of tiny uninhabited islands, which in addition to the three 

kilometres of neutral Norwegian waters, provided cover for the German vessels 

transporting the ore. Placing mines in areas close to the port, Churchill argued, would force 

German ships into open water, which would make them more vulnerable both to mines 

themselves and Allied attacks. The action also had the potential to greatly disrupt German 

production, which Churchill stressed was “of the highest importance in crippling the 

enemy’s war industry.”
250

  

In a war where Britain was fighting for the rights of small nations, the issue of violating 

Norwegian neutrality had ethical as well as practical implications.
251

 In response to this 

criticism of his plan, Churchill often pointed to precedents from the First World War; for 

instance, mines had been used by the British off the coast of Flanders in 1918. Following 

the American entry into the war in the spring of 1917, the British, French, and American 

governments had agreed to lay a mine field in Norwegian territorial waters in an attempt to 

curtail the use of U-boats in the area.
252

 Churchill’s precedent, however, was not entirely 

analogous. In spite of the multilateral agreement, the Allies did not follow through with the 

plans in the First World War, partially because officers in the Royal Navy considered the 

violation of Norwegian neutrality unacceptable.
253

 Eventually, however, in September 
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1918 the Norwegians agreed to the mine-laying operation under the stipulation that they 

themselves would lay the mines and were doing so strictly in their own national interest. 

They emphasised that their actions did not imply the right of belligerent countries to 

request such an action from neutral countries.
254

 In the end all of the discussions about 

mining the Leads in the First World War came to nothing, because by the time the 

arrangement was agreed to, the war was nearly over and there was no reason to follow 

through with the operation.  

In spite of his flawed analogy, Churchill had strong arguments in favour of the possible 

employment of mines in Norway and elsewhere. Germany was already effectively using 

mines against Britain.
255

 In the interwar period Germany dedicated substantial resources to 

the development of mine technology in the Mine Barrage Test Command 

(Sperrversuchskommando). In 1929 Germany procured its first magnetic ground mines and 

soon developed special magnetic sea mines that could be laid by U-boats or dropped from 

the air.
256

 Unlike traditional contact mines, which floated and needed to be touched to 

detonate, magnetic mines could be covertly planted on shallow sea beds and would 

detonate by the magnetic field of passing ships.
257

 Although the Royal Navy was actively 

conducting mine-sweeping operations in September and October of 1939, more than two 
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dozen ships had been sunk by German mines. In the first two months of the war, losses by 

mines, primarily Allied and neutral, amounted to 56,000 tons. These figures were 

especially upsetting to Churchill as six of the ships had been sunk in the approaches to the 

Thames, which was too close to the heart of British government for comfort. By late 1939 

the Germans had dropped so many magnetic mines that the Thames Estuary and much of 

the east coast were almost closed to shipping in November.
 258

 At the time, neither 

Churchill nor the Admiralty knew what was causing the losses, though they suspected that 

the new undetectable magnetic mines were being dropped by air into strategic locations. 

Their suspicions were confirmed in late 1939 when two mines were seen being dropped by 

a German aircraft and were recovered from the mud during low tide.
259

 

According to Churchill, some in the Cabinet seem to have been supportive of his initial 

proposal to mine the Leads, but the Foreign Office was staunchly opposed to the idea. The 

Secretary of State, Edward Frederick Lindley Wood, 1st Earl of Halifax (Halifax), worried 

about how the breach of Norway’s neutrality would be viewed in the neutral United States. 

He also argued that the action could be used as a pretext for Germany to move through 

Belgium and Holland.
260

 The majority of the Cabinet agreed with Halifax, but Churchill 

continued to press on with his idea. On November 19
th

 Churchill submitted another note 

arguing in favour of a “Scandinavian Barrage” that would extend into Norwegian 

territorial waters. As the plan would take six months to prepare, Churchill argued that there 
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would be no need to raise the matter with Norway until the plans were more fully 

developed. This too met with resistance, but the Ministry of Economic Warfare was asked 

to consider the economic aspects of the proposal. In mid-December while the report was 

being prepared Churchill submitted another memo stressing the importance of Norwegian 

iron-ore traffic. It argued that stopping Norwegian ore supplies was one of the most 

important offensive operations of the war, and that a technical violation of Norwegian 

neutrality should not preclude the necessary action which had the potential to save lives. 

"Humanity, rather than legality," Churchill argued "must be our guide."
261

 When the 

ministry's report was eventually published on December 20
th

 Churchill had another 

justification for his plan, which resulted from the Russian invasion of Finland.
 262

    

The Winter War   

On November 30, 1939, Russian troops entered Finnish territory, following alleged 

artillery fire on November 26 across the Russian border from Finland. The Russians had 

been in discussions with Finland since 1938 about territorial adjustments between the two 

nations that would fortify Leningrad's defences, which lay a mere forty kilometres from 

the Finnish border. These initial discussions did not result in a settlement. Following the 

signing of the Russian-German non-aggression pact, which included Finland, East Poland, 

and eventually all three Baltic States in the Russian sphere, these talks were renewed. Both 

the Russians and the Finns believed that an agreement could be reached, but talks ended in 

a stalemate on November 9, and the situation between the two nations deteriorated 

quickly.
263

 For the remainder of November, Russian newspapers were replete with stories 
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attacking the Finns, their American and British supporters, and the "Scandinavian lackeys 

of British and American capital."
264

 Russia re-articulated an expanded series of demands 

for Finnish territory that included significant defensive fortifications within Finland. While 

no one thought Russia would launch an attack in the depths of winter, Finland remained in 

a vulnerable position. Russia was in an alliance with Germany, and Finland's closest 

neighbours, Sweden and Norway, were doing everything possible to avoid conflicts that 

could draw them into the war with Germany. They made it clear that although they were 

sympathetic to Finland’s position, they would not be able to offer much support in the 

event of a Russian invasion. When the Russians eventually invaded in late November, the 

small Scandinavian nation stood alone against the might of the Red Army. 

The attack put Great Britain in a difficult position. British public support was on the side 

of the Finnish people. Many in government felt a moral responsibility to aid the Finns, but 

at the same time feared entering their own war with Russia.
265

 In addition, Foreign Office 

intelligence on the Russian attack on Finland was confused. Reports indicated that the 

attack took the German government by surprise and that German leaders were divided in 

their opinions about it. Some reports said that Germany saw the Russian move as an 

opportunity to blackmail Norway and Sweden into economic subservience; other reports 

showed that some in the German government, like Göring, had argued in favour of 

assisting the Finns in their fight against Russia, despite their non-aggression pact.
266

 

Rumours had previously been circulating that the German General Staff, fearing a Soviet 
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Germany, was now against Hitler, and would soon offer to depose him.
267

 The Russian 

invasion of Finland further fanned these rumours and speculation. 

The plight of the Finnish resistance drew attention from around the world. In Britain, 

France, and the United States, the Russian invasion had the powerful effect of uniting 

support from opposite ends of the political spectrum in support of the Finnish cause, from 

anti-Russian conservatives to Labour organisations, with their enthusiasm for small 

nations.
268

 Chamberlain wrote, "It has added a great deal to the general feeling that 

dictators make things impossible in the rest of the world, and in particular it has infuriated 

the Americans who have a sentimental regard for the Finns because they paid off their war 

debt."
269

 

Within the Allies both the British government and France wanted to send aid to the 

Finnish resistance, but there were disagreements over what form that assistance would take 

and how it would be delivered. As mentioned, sending troops would immediately spell war 

for the Allies against Russia. In addition, any troops would need to be transported to 

Finland. The most obvious path would be through neutral Norway and Sweden. Fearing 

that the conflict would extend over all of Scandinavia, these two countries blocked efforts 

to send Allied expeditionary forces to aid the Finnish resistance. Publically, the British 

government announced that it would only send troops if Finland appealed for them, but it 

would have been difficult for Finland to make this request. The Finns were concerned that 
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a direct appeal for foreign assistance against the Russians would also draw German forces 

into the conflict on the side of Russia. 
270

  

The French agitated for sending troops and supplies to the Finns and made substantial 

promises to the Finnish government concerning both military aid and troops, but the 

British Cabinet remained concerned they had inadequate supplies for their own defence 

and worried about the perception of Americans to any expansion of the European war.  In 

February 1940 Churchill delivered an unauthorised speech on the subject in an attempt to 

elicit support for Allied intervention in Finland from neutral Norway and Sweden. The 

speech, however, was almost universally denounced for its insensitivity to the internal 

politics of a number of neutral countries.
271

 Churchill, however, was growing increasingly 

frustrated with the stance of neutral nations. Not only were Sweden and Norway blocking 

efforts to aid the Finns, but they were also supplying the Germans and profiting from the 

war. He argued that their situation was lamentable, but it would become much worse: 

They bow humbly and in fear to German threats of violence, comforting 

themselves with the thought that the allies will win, that Britain and France will 

strictly observe all of the laws and conventions, and that the breaches of these laws 

are only to be expected from the German side. Each one hopes that if he feeds the 

crocodile enough, the crocodile will eat him last.
 272

  

Churchill's reference to Allied adherence to laws and conventions was intended to address 

the continued issue of mining the Leads near Narvik. Churchill viewed the Russian 

invasion of Finland as an opportunity for the Allies to strike at Germany under the guise of 
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sending aid to Finland.
273

 He said that he “welcomed this new and favourable breeze as a 

means of achieving the major strategic advantage of cutting off the vital iron ore supplies 

of Germany."
274

 Following the Russian invasion, his previous plans to mine the Leads 

were adjusted to include a general British occupation of Narvik while British troops were 

on their way to fight in the conflict between Russia and Finland. The action, it was argued, 

would safeguard the ore fields from falling under German control, and if “Narvik was to 

become a kind of Allied base to supply the Finns it would certainly be easy to prevent 

German ships from loading ore at the port and sailing safely down the Leads to 

Germany.”
275

 Churchill added that although the action would technically be a violation of 

Norwegian neutrality, these minor violations of international laws were necessary in order 

to win against an opponent like Germany.  

Generally, international opinion continued to strongly favour the Finns. The British and 

the French sent supplies at the expense of their own war-time needs.
276

 The Italians also 

sent munitions and aircraft to Finland until it was forbidden by Germany. The overarching 

argument for Allied military support of the Finns, however, was simply the need for some 

action “never mind where or who against.”
277

 Subsequent discussions with the French 

about sending troops to assist Finland were confused.
278

 Some in the French government 

                                                           
273

Hart, History of the Second World War, 53.   

 
274

Churchill, The Second World War, Vol. I, 489. 

  
275

Churchill quoted in Dalton, The Fateful Years, 295; see also A.J.P. Taylor, 

English History 1914-1945 (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1965), 468-469.   

 
276

Chamberlain quoted in Feiling, The Life of Neville Chamberlain, 436. 

 
277

Taylor, English History, 469. 

 

 
278

War Cabinet Memorandum, "The Scandinavian Situation - Possible Use of 

Force," 4 March 1940, National Archives, CAB 63/160, 1-5. 
 



104 
 

 
 

hoped to use the invasion to mount an anti-Bolshevik campaign against Russia. Several 

ministers held the hope that the Germans would overthrow Hitler in order to assist with the 

cause. The resulting plans were ill conceived and under-researched, and they drew from 

limited intelligence. The expeditionary force was meant to land in Narvik and then proceed 

to Finland, but there was only one railway line and no road from Narvik to Sweden. The 

plans were debated on sixty distinct occasions in the war cabinet, but they remained 

controversial and nearly impossible to implement as the Norwegian and Swedish 

governments persistently refused to join staff talks regarding the passage of Anglo-French 

troops to Sweden.
279

 

In mid-February a minor violation of neutrality of a different sort occurred in Norwegian 

territorial waters. The German vessel Altmark had taken a number of British sailors 

prisoner in the South Atlantic. The vessel was being chased by British destroyers and hid 

in the waters off Norway. Both Churchill and Chamberlain agreed on the necessity of the 

technical violation in the case of the Altmark.
280

 Churchill sent a direct order to the captain 

of HMS Cossak to violate Norwegian neutrality, board the ship, and rescue the British 

prisoners. Although the British sailors were successfully rescued, two Norwegian gunboats 

were present at the scene of the incident, and the Norwegian government later protested 

the British intrusion into their waters.
281

 Following the Altmark incident, Churchill 

continued to press for the mining of the Leads as a first step to an occupation of Narvik, 

but as the Finnish resistance began to falter, Chamberlain firmly decided not to lay the 
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mines. He came to this decision because he did not want to take any action that might 

prejudice the small remaining chance that Norway and Sweden would allow the Allies to 

go to the aid of Finland. Chamberlain also remained concerned about American opinion 

and how the violation of the neutral rights of a country would be perceived in the United 

States in an election year.
282

 

The Winter War lasted just over three months. It came to an end on March 13, 1940. 

Approximately 25,000 Finns and 200,000 Russians are estimated to have been killed in the 

conflict.
283

 The Finnish surrender was a major blow to the Allies, particularly in France 

where the failure to adequately help the Finnish resistance ultimately ended the Daladier 

government.
284

 Member of Parliament Harold Nicolson was in France lecturing on British 

war aims for the Ministry of Information when the Finnish surrender was announced. He 

met with George Mantel, the French Minister for the colonies, at the Colonial Ministry. 

Mantel informed Nicolson that the effect of the Finnish defeat would be "tremendous" in 

France. He was critical of the lack of military support offered to Finland and argued that 

"at the moment we are trying to fight a war of appeasement, which means Hitler may 

win."
285

 

The collapse of Finland was also affecting the reputation of the Allies abroad. Both France 

and Britain had promised to assist Poland, and it was invaded by both Germany and Russia 

while the Allies stood by. Now Russia had invaded and claimed a large part of Finland, 

and although the Allies had sent much needed supplies, they were once again unable to 
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adequately aid a small neutral nation. In the weeks following the Finnish defeat, Gallup 

polls in the United States were showing for the first time that American opinion was 

turning toward the view that the Allies "could not, and would not, win the war."
286

 

Following the collapse of Finland, four factors were seen by the British government as 

favouring Germany in comparison with the last war. First, there was no large-scale 

military activity, which was allowing the Germans to build up their supplies. Second, the 

naval blockade, which had been seen to be so successful in the last war, was incomplete. 

Supplies were being delivered to Germany both overland and by neutral countries. Third, 

the German public were used to a lower standard of living, which was consequently saving 

both food and materials. Finally, the German government was seen as far stronger than it 

was in the previous war. It was thought that there was no way the Allies could win if 

Germany continued to build up supplies in the absence of serious attacks on it. It was 

argued that Germany would be able to hold out indefinitely if the Allies did not make an 

offensive move that would deplete Germany’s resources.
287

 More importantly, the Allies 

could not stop and defeat Germany unless they engaged in a war with it. 

The Finnish surrender and the renewed focus on the need to stand up to Germany gave 

new impetus for Churchill and his mine-laying plans. Throughout the Winter War, 

Churchill had continued to promote the operation to anyone who would listen, but it was 

not until the end of the hostilities in Finland that Churchill’s plans began to gain traction in 

the Cabinet. Churchill's proposal was intended to "provoke" Germany into action. 

Following the Finnish surrender, Chamberlain, who had long been staunchly opposed to 
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any violation of the neutrality of non-belligerent countries (except in the most extreme 

cases like the Altmark), became determined to protect Scandinavian neutrality from 

Germany, even if it meant violating the law. He ended his speech on March 19th with a 

warning to the neutral Scandinavian states that the danger of foreign aggression remained 

on their doorstep: "nothing will or can save them, but a determination to defend 

themselves and to join with others who are ready to aid them."
288

 

After some resistance from the new French government in the final planning stages of the 

operation, which necessitated a trip to Paris by Churchill, the orders to go ahead with the 

mining operation were given. Many years later Churchill would write, with the benefit of 

hindsight, that “it was not . . . until April 1940 that the decision I asked for in September 

1939 was taken. By that time it was too late."
289

 It is debatable whether the plan would 

have been successful in the early stages of the war when Churchill first proposed it. 

Several prominent members of government, like Sir Alexander Cadogan, the Under-

Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, still opposed the plan. He wrote in his diary "we lay 

'Narvik' mines tomorrow morning if the S. gale subsides. This I think is silly—unless it 

induces Hitler to do something sillier."
290

 What neither Churchill, Cadogan, nor anyone 

within the Allied governments knew, however, was that the drawn out deliberations over 

the plan and its implementation meant that by the time it was finally enacted on April 8, 

1940, the German military had anticipated the move. They had gathered intelligence on the 

                                                           

  

 
288

Neville Chamberlain quoted in Feiling, The Life of Neville Chamberlain, 436. 

 
289

Churchill, The Second World War, Volume I, 483. 

  

 
290

Cadogan, The Diaries of Sir Alexander Cadogan, 268.  

 



108 
 

 
 

British operation and were in the process of implementing their own military action that 

would completely overwhelm the Allies.
291

  

Germany 

Hitler was initially reluctant to involve Germany in Scandinavia, and no operations in 

either Norway or Denmark were initially planned for the spring of 1940. On September 2, 

1939, Germany declared the inviolability of Norway as long as its neutrality was not 

threatened by a third power.
292

 Hitler, however, quickly changed his mind as German 

intelligence on the Allied mining operation was relayed back to him over the coming 

months.  

The security of Swedish iron ore shipments had been a longstanding concern of the 

German military.
293

 As early as 1934, Hitler noted that provisions would need to be made 

to secure iron ore shipments from Sweden through the Norwegian port of Narvik in the 

event of war.
294

 Similarly, discussions over the need for German bases in the event of a 

war with Britain in “order to break out of the confines of the North Sea” had gone back 

decades in German naval circles, and were taken up again by German naval leadership 

early on in the war.
295

 In spite of its strategic significance, however, at the outbreak of war 

the navy had not developed any concrete operational plans for Scandinavia. In October 

                                                           
291

Feiling, The Life of Neville Chamberlain, 436. 

 
292

Cajus Bekker, Hitler’s Naval War (London: Macdonald & Company Ltd., 1974), 

97.   

 

 
293

A.D. Wolfgang Wagner, Die Seestrategie des Weltkrieges (Berlin, 1929).  
 

294
Kaus A. Maier and Bernd Stegeman, “Part V: Securing the Northern Flank of 

Europe,” in Germany and the Second World War Volume II: Germany’s Initial Conquests 

in Europe, ed. Militärgeschtliches Forschungsamt (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1991), 185. 

 
295

Weinberg, A World at Arms, 113. 

 



109 
 

 
 

1939 Grand-Admiral Raeder, the recently promoted Commander-in-Chief of the Navy, 

discussed with Hitler the question of obtaining bases on the Norwegian coast peacefully 

with the help of Russian pressure.
296

 Raeder also stressed the importance of securing 

Narvik, perhaps through the use of force if necessary, and expressed concerns that the 

Norwegians might open their ports to the British military.
 297

Although he would later 

consider Norway part of his plans for the "Teutonic Empire of the German Nation" and 

commission Albert Speer to redesign many of its cities, Hitler initially brushed aside 

Raeder’s suggestions.
298

 The Fuhrer was concentrating on an attack on the west, in order to 

force France to make a separate peace with Germany. He did not want to be drawn into 

operations that would divert needed resources from his existing plans. 
299

 As important as 

it was to him to secure supplies of iron, it was more important to keep Britain off the 

European continent.
300

   

Following the Russian invasion of Finland, Raeder expressed serious concerns about the 

possibility of a British occupation of Norway under the pretext of aid to Finland in its fight 

against the Soviet Union.
301

 Raeder continued to press Hitler for action in Norway and 
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introduced him to the pro-Nazi Norwegian Nationalist leader Vidkun Quisling.
302

 

Quisling. a former Norwegian minister of war, was the head of the small Norwegian 

Fascist party. Quisling asked for money and support for his plans to overturn the current 

administration and put in place one more favourable to Germany. Neither German naval 

leaders nor Hitler seemed to take much stock in Quisling’s promises of a fascist revolution, 

but Hitler did appear to be interested in Quisling’s reports that Britain was planning an 

intervention in Norway.
303

 Following his meetings with Quisling on December 16
th

 and 

18
th

 Hitler said, “He would prefer Norway, as well as the rest of Scandinavia to remain 

completely neutral,” because he did not want to “enlarge the theatre of the war,” but “if the 

enemy were preparing to spread the war he would take steps to guard himself against that 

threat.”
304

 Raeder’s persistence, in combination with intelligence reports on the Allied 

discussions of the mine-laying plan and potential occupation of Narvik, prompted Hitler to 

order his staff to prepare Studie Nord—a plan for the German invasion of Denmark and 

Norway.
305

 

As late as February 1940, the German government took the position that “so long as 

Norway remains neutral, and understands she must remain so, we have no grounds for 

occupying her.”
306

 In mid-February 1940, however, the aforementioned Altmark incident 
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led to Hitler’s decision to carry out the invasion plans.
307

 Hitler viewed the incident as an 

Allied trick intended to conceal a secret relationship between Britain and Norway. This 

view was reinforced by Quisling, who had reported that the non-interventionist approach 

on the part of the Norwegian gunboats in response to the action of the Cossack had been 

pre-arranged.
308

 

Hitler’s primary motivation for the invasions of Denmark and Norway was to forestall an 

Allied invasion of Norway. Although Hitler was not initially interested in Scandinavia, by 

the end of the Winter War he was aware of the tactical opportunities an invasion of 

Denmark and Norway could offer. Paul Joseph Goebbels, the Reich Minister of 

Propaganda, said that even prior to the war, Hitler was always casting a watchful eye over 

Europe for opportunities for German expansion.
309

 On February 29 rumours from Sweden 

reached Hitler of an imminent major Allied action in Scandinavia. This “gave Germany 

the pretext it had been waiting for.”
310

 The order to complete the operation was given on 

March 7, but on March 13 the conflict between Finland and Russia ended. Ernst von 

Weizsäcker, Germany's Secretary of State at the Foreign Office, was particularly glad 

when the Winter War came to an end. He found it difficult to face the Finnish foreign 

minister during the conflict. The end of hostilities not only "lightened" Germany's moral 

burden, but also negated the justifications of the Western powers and Hitler for occupying 

the Norwegian coast.
311

 As a result, German military leaders doubted Allied intentions to 
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continue with their planned operation. Raeder told Hitler that although the risk of an Allied 

invasion of Norway was no longer acute, an invasion might still be necessary in the near 

future, and after April 15
 
the nights would be too short in the Arctic waters near Narvik for 

a force to pass undetected.
312

 The final impetus to follow through with the operation came 

from the Finnish ambassador in Paris who repeated a remark from the French Premier 

about British plans to mine Norwegian territorial waters.
313

 The final date for the attacks, 

April 9, was decided by Hitler on April 2. The first related movements at sea began on 

April 3.
314

 Hitler called Goebbels to the Reich Chancellery to inform him of the plans. 

Resistance was not expected, and Hitler was not interested in what the immediate reaction 

would be in the United States. He highlighted the need to win the war against the Allies in 

1940. A long war would be psychologically difficult, and if it took any longer it would 

give Americans time to assist the British and French with supplies, which would give them 

a material advantage in the war. As for Denmark and Norway, he told Goebbels, “First we 

will keep quiet for a short time once we have the two countries and then England will be 

plastered. Now we possess a basis for attack.”
315

 The German operation involved 

coordinated action on land, sea, and in the air. Landings were planned in seven places in 

Norway and seven places in Denmark. It involved nearly the entire German navy, which 

was responsible for the transport of the landing troops. U-boats were tasked with 

reconnaissance and protection of the transport vessels. The Tenth Flying Corps and the 
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Luftwaffe were responsible for the transport of paratroopers and the protection of landing 

forces from the Allies.
316

 The German admiralty said that the operation was “one of the 

boldest in the history of modern war.”
317

 It was highly ambitious, incredibly risky, and 

completely unanticipated by the Allies.
318

 

German Invasions of Denmark and Norway  

By the time the Allies were laying mines off the coast of Norway on April 8, the initial 

stages of operation Weserübung (Norway) and Weserübung-Süd (Denmark) were already 

underway on ships, planes, and trains across northern Europe and the North Atlantic.
319

 

Weizsäcker noted:  

Those responsible for the direction of war in England rendered Hitler useful 

assistance; on the day before the German landing they laid a minefield in Norwegian 

waters and publically announced that they had done so. From a military point of 

view this step was quite futile, but politically it was, after the so-called Altmark 

affair, yet another violation of Norwegian neutrality, and an additional excuse for 

Hitler's invasion of Scandinavia.
320

 

In anticipation of a coordinated British action, all available German submarines were sent 

to the area. Half were sent to Norway to screen off the invasion and the other half to 

Scottish waters to intercept the British fleet. Several reports of these German naval 

movements were relayed to the Allied Naval Intelligence on April 8.
321

 The reports stated 
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that a German invasion of Scandinavia might be imminent, but the assumption that 

Germans would only risk invading Norway after being provoked by the mining operation 

was so strong that the intelligence was discounted.
322

 In addition, inaccurate rumours of 

German movements had been circulating throughout the war, which gave additional cause 

for the Cabinet and Admiralty to doubt the reports.
323

 

It is difficult to express the disbelief felt by most all members of the Allied military and 

government leaders as the reports of the German action on April 9 filtered back to London. 

The secret Cabinet War Room Record revealed considerable activity off the Norwegian 

coast. At 2:35 a.m. four large German warships entered Oslo Fjord. At 4:07 a.m. two 

German warships entered Trondheim. At 6:20 a.m. aircraft reported five enemy war craft 

off the Naze. Several destroyers were engaged and suffered serious damage off the 

Norwegian coast. The entry for Denmark read simply, “German troops are reported to 

have crossed the frontier into Denmark early this morning.
324

  

The Allied leaders assumed that the very presence of British ships in the area would be 

enough to deter German advances on strategic Norwegian ports. The Admiralty remained 

so convinced of Britain’s naval superiority that they did not believe initial reports that 

Hitler had ventured as far north as Narvik.
325

 Nicolson recorded in his diary on that day 

that news of the invasions was extremely vague and the 1:00 p.m. wireless indicated that 

Oslo, Bergen, and Narvik had been captured. Nicolson was assured by Ned Gregg, the 
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Financial Secretary to the War Office, that there was no chance Narvik was captured. 

Gregg assumed the report was a misspelling of Larvik, a town on the south coast.
326

 

Nicolson was not alone in his confusion over the possible occupation of Narvik. Alexander 

Cadogan expressed similar disbelief in his diary that evening: "The Germans seem to have 

gotten into Narvik! How?!"
327

 

By April 10,
 
events of the previous day became clearer. German Naval Units had arrived 

in Oslo, Trondhjem, Bergen, Egersund, and Narvik. Germans also occupied Kristiansand 

and Stavanger and landed at the Fornebu and Sola aerodromes.
 328

 Although the German 

military controlled every major town, port, and airstrip in Norway, the Norwegian 

government refused to give in to German demands. While the Norwegians battled against 

Hitler and appealed to the Allies for assistance, in a few short hours the Germans totally 

overran Denmark. The invasion of Denmark was timed to coincide with the German 

arrival in Norway. The Danish capital was easily accessed from the sea, and just before 

5:00 a.m. three German ships backed by air cover arrived in the Copenhagen harbour 

while German troops entered Denmark from the south. The Danish offered almost no 

resistance to the German invasion. The War Room Records on April 10
th

 confirmed that 

Germany had taken over the whole of Denmark “under protest, but without outward 

incident.”
329

 The capitulation of Denmark gave the Germans additional airstrips and a 

                                                           
326

Nicolson, Harold Nicolson: Diaries, 69. 

 

 
327

Cadogan, The Diaries of Sir Alexander Cadogan, 268.  

 
328

Cabinet War Room Record No. 219, 10 April 1940, National Archives, CAB 

100/3. 

 
329

Cabinet War Room Record No. 219, 10 April 1940, National Archives, CAB 

100/3. 

 



116 
 

 
 

sheltered sea corridor from their own ports to southern Norway.
330

 It also caused a new set 

of problems for the Allies in the North Atlantic. 

Military, Diplomatic, and Political Consequences 

The invasions of Denmark and Norway on April 9, 1940, had major military, diplomatic, 

and political consequences for the British Government and obliged it to deal with the 

sudden vulnerability of the Danish colonies in the North Atlantic to seizure by Germany. 

As will be shown, what complicated the issue of what to do about the colonies was the 

strong interest that both Canada and the United States took in the fate of Greenland. 

Denmark had not featured in Churchill's plans to mine the Leads nor in any of the 

discussions around the need to secure Narvik; however, its occupation by Germany had 

immediate and unanticipated effects for the British military. The German occupation left 

Denmark’s strategically-situated colonies, the Faroe Islands, Iceland, and Greenland, 

vulnerable to attack. The Faroe Islands, the closest of the three colonies to the British 

mainland, were the first concern of the British. Almost immediately, the Governor of the 

Faroe Islands communicated with the British. In an urgent and confidential telegram it was 

expressed that “the population was getting nervous in unsettled position and therefore 

prompt action was necessary.”
331

 Operation “Valentine,” the British occupation of the 

Faroe Islands, was planned and implemented quickly. The British requested 

accommodation from the Faroe Islanders but did not inform the governor that an 

expeditionary force was already en route to the island. The operation, which began on 
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April 11
 
and was completed on April 13, landed at Tórshavn from the HMS Suffolk.

 332
 

G.A. Hilbert, the Governor of the Faroe Islands, was informed that the British had “arrived 

to ensure the safety, liberty, and sovereignty of the population.” The governor formally 

protested the action stating that “he had not given this undertaking, or asked H.M. 

Government for help.” The governor was told to submit his complaint in writing to the 

Foreign Office.
333

 Despite the lack of consent to the British occupation by the local 

government, the initial response from the population was said to have been “friendly” to 

the British presence on the islands.
334

 The Faroe islanders were generally perceived to be 

pro-British, which facilitated the British occupation. In Iceland, however, allegiances were 

more politically divided than in the Faroe Islands, which made an occupation difficult.
335

 

Iceland’s location on both air and shipping routes made it extremely important in the 

Battle of the Atlantic. German U-boats had made visits to the island prior to the war.
336

 

The pro-German population in Iceland was a major concern for the British. Although it 

was suspected that there was proportionally more support for the Allies in Iceland, the pro-

German party was “undoubtedly much better organised, and German propaganda is 
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rife.”
337

 These concerns caused delays in the planning of the Icelandic operation 

throughout the month of April and early may.
338

 

Very late on the night of the invasions of Denmark and Norway, the government of 

Canada sent a secret telegram to the Foreign Office. The telegram stated that the 

Canadians had received reports of enemy ships heading in the direction of Iceland and 

Southern Greenland.  While the British were already thinking of occupying Iceland in a 

manner similar to the Faroe Islands, the fate of Greenland had not been considered. The 

Canadian cable, however, stressed that there was a risk of Germany interfering with the 

cryolite production at Ivigtut that was necessary for “the maintenance of essential 

aluminium output.” The winter’s aluminium production depended on a shipment of 

cryolite that had not yet been received. If the stocks were threatened, it would “seriously 

threaten [the] planned rate of aluminium production in Canada and other Allied countries 

and the United States.”
339

 The Dominions Office entered discussions with the Canadian 

government on the question of how to best “protect the cryolite field” in Greenland.
340

 

Although neither Denmark nor Greenland had figured in the Admiralty’s plans for 

Norway, Greenland had already provided Germany with a secret tactical advantage in its 

invasion of Denmark and Norway. As discussed in Chapter two, the Germans had been 

interested in Greenland from a strategic point of view in the 1930s, particularly in terms of 

weather. By the spring of 1940 the Germans were relying on Greenlandic meteorological 
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data for the implementation of operation Weserübung. For the German navy, the longer 

journey to Norway around the west coast of neutral Ireland would have a high probability 

of detection by the British home fleet. The shorter route through the North Sea was equally 

perilous. If there was good visibility, it would have been impossible to make the journey 

without being detected. Information gleaned from the German weather station in 

Greenland, however, let the German forces know that they could pass within miles of 

Dover screened by heavy fog.
341

 Throughout the British reports and recollections of the 

events of April 9, 1940, the weather is consistently highlighted as the factor that both 

prevented the British from acting more effectively and that allowed for a decisive German 

victory. John Simon, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, made this point about the tactical 

success of the German invasions of Denmark and Norway:  

Unquestionably, it is technically a great achievement, and its clock-like precision is 

terrifying. Naturally a large part of our own public is asking why the British Navy 

could not stop it. The answer is, in part, the sea is a very large place, and secondly, 

that the weather was awful; and though we had news that the German navy had 

come out and was proceeding northward it was almost impossible with such poor 

visibility to know what they were doing.
342

  

Although tactically and materially important, the issues of the three Danish colonies were 

necessarily overshadowed by events in Norway. Immediately following the German 

invasion of Norway, the British government also responded to the Norwegian request for 

assistance. Norway, unlike Czechoslovakia or Poland, was in close range of the United 

Kingdom.
343

 In addition, Allied militaries had been preparing to invade Norway following 

the anticipated German response to the mine-laying campaign. Despite their perceived 

position of strength, however, most everything went wrong. Land forces were untrained 
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and unprepared for immediate action upon landing. The navy and the army found it 

impossible to operate within range of the German air force, which had strategically 

claimed the majority of Norwegian airstrips. In addition, there were significant 

disagreements regarding tactics within the government and military leaders. The Admiralty 

and War Office issued contradictory orders to their officers in the field.
344

  

Conservative MP Leo Amery, later one of the most vocal in his denunciation of 

Chamberlain, recalled that the Allies had been "caught napping . . . we don't appear to have 

made any special preparations to deal with a possible counter-stroke to our mine-laying . . . 

The House is much puzzled and broke up early."
345

 Churchill, who was initially optimistic 

about the Allies’ chances of recapturing Norway, was given the task of reporting the 

events of the previous days to Parliament on April 11.
346

 Harold Nicolson recorded that it 

was one of the worst performances he had seen Churchill give. The house was expecting 

good news, which Churchill was unable to give them. His “lamentable performance” 

began with hesitation. He got his notes out of order, fumbled for his correct pair of glasses, 

and continually mixed up Denmark and Sweden. He also did not give a real reason how 

the Germans managed to capture Narvik.
347

 Nicolson recalled Churchill mentioning that 

“[T]he Faroe Islands have been captured and that Iceland will be protected,” but that 

Churchill’s “references to the Norwegian Army are vague in the extreme. One has the 

impression that he is playing for time and expects that at any moment some dramatic news 
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will be brought to him. It is a feeble, tired speech and it leaves the house in a mood of 

grave anxiety.”
348

 

Against the backdrop of the continuing disaster that was the Norwegian campaign on April 

16, 1940, MP Dingle Mackintosh Foot raised the question of the position of the Faroe 

Islands, Iceland, and Greenland in Parliament.
349

 R.A. Butler, who was praised by 

Churchill for his “delicate manner of answering parliamentary questions without giving 

anything away,”
350

 replied to the question in his usual style. He stated that the Icelandic 

Parliament had transferred all functions previously exercised by the King of Denmark and 

the Danish government to the Icelandic government. He also said that the Governor of the 

Faroe Islands had agreed to grant facilities to the British government to prevent German 

forces from establishing themselves on the islands. He had “no statement to make at 

present about Greenland.”
351

 The notes on the file made it clear that the government did 

not want to say much about any of the three Danish colonies. The Admiralty did not want 

to say any more about the occupation of the Faroe Islands than “a force has been landed in 

the islands.” It had not yet been decided what was to be done about Iceland, and little 

could be added to Churchill’s earlier statement that the Germans would not be permitted to 
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establish themselves in Iceland. Regarding Greenland, it was made clear that “there was 

nothing that can be said about Greenland at the moment.”
352

  

The Faroe Islands were occupied, and although there were some concerns about the long-

term intentions of the British presence on the island, the situation was resolved as far as it 

could be. As far as Iceland was concerned, there were issues relating to Icelandic 

sovereignty that needed be dealt with before any further measures could be taken by the 

British to “protect” its neutrality. Greenland, however, was even more complicated than 

the other two. From the British perspective Greenland was the most remote of the three 

North Atlantic colonies. From the United States and Canada, however, Greenland was the 

closest Danish colony. In addition, its position in the Western Hemisphere meant that the 

Monroe Doctrine might be applied to it. Given the potential constraints of the Monroe 

Doctrine it was decided that Canada, which had much more to lose in the event of a 

German occupation of Greenland, would be able to manage the protection of Greenland 

without alarming the Americans. The worsening Allied position in the European war 

meant that even close allies like Canada had begun to pursue polices of self protection. 

Prime Minister Mackenzie King had good reason to doubt that the British would be able to 

win the war against Germany, and this was driving him closer to the American 

President.
353

 

Canada and the Empire  

Significant changes had taken place in the Empire since the First World War. While many 

territories were still directly managed by the Crown, in 1931 the Treaty of Westminster 
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had given British Dominions new autonomy over their foreign policies. Now there was no 

guarantee that the Dominions would continue to support the British in the context of war. 

In Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, costly campaigns in the First World War had 

ignited nascent national consciousnesses, and even before the war there were fissures 

between the Dominions and Whitehall. Indeed, one of the justifications Chamberlain later 

gave for Munich was that it was necessary for the defence of the Empire. In the later 

writings of those who were active in formulating Britain’s foreign policy in the interwar 

period, the fear that war with Germany would provoke the breakup of the commonwealth 

is often cited as a crucial factor in their decision to pursue the policy of appeasement with 

Hitler in 1938.
354

 The war itself would bring further strains. 

There is some debate over the extent to which Chamberlain considered the position of the 

Dominions in formulating his policies in the 1930s, or whether he simply invoked them in 

order to push difficult issues through the Cabinet. Documentary evidence from the 

Conservative Party Archives, however, suggests that the Dominions played a significant 

role in pre-war planning for the British government.
355

 The tumultuous nature of the 1930s 

meant that many British politicians had been planning for another European war years 

before it began. A confidential memo circulated throughout the Conservative Party in 
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August 1937 articulated the challenges the Empire would have to overcome if faced with 

another war.
356

 The four issues highlighted by the memo were:  

1. The TIME factor and the advent of AIR FORCES 

2. THE INCREASED INTERDEPENDENCE OF THE ARMED FORCES 

UPON EACH OTHER 

3. COMPLETENESS OR TOTALITARIAN NATURE OF WAR involving as it 

will every soul in the country, and all the resources. Limitless war.  

4. STATUTE OF WESTMINSTER, which enables each Dominion to decide for 

itself whether or not it will give its support to the BRITISH Commonwealth in 

the War. This factor applies, of course, only to the British Empire. 
357

 

The first three factors outlined above were discussed in the last chapter; however, as the 

memorandum points out, the fourth factor is one unique to the British Empire. Prior to 

1932, a declaration of war by the British Parliament implied a declaration of war by the 

whole empire. The Statute of Westminster gave every self-governing Dominion the right 

to decide for itself whether or not it would support the British government on the outbreak 

of war. Although it was noted that as a result of sentimental and economic ties, it was 

“improbable” that any Dominion would remain neutral, it was noted that Dominions 

“contributing armed forces to the common imperial cause,” would “demand some say in 

their employment and control.”
358

 

Within the Empire itself, Canada was becoming increasingly problematic. While the 

British government could continue to rely on the loyalty of the Canadian military (many of 

whom had been trained in the United Kingdom and had close ties with the British 

military), Mackenzie King, the recently re-elected Liberal Prime Minister, was of 
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particular concern. King was openly pro-American and had long sought means to reinforce 

Canadian political autonomy from Britain.
359

 During the Chanak Crisis of 1922, he 

shocked many in the Empire by refusing to support the British without the consent of the 

Canadian parliament. At the Imperial Conference of 1937, Chamberlin said the Canadian 

Prime Minister was “generally considered the weakest member of the team.” At the 

outbreak of war between Britain and Germany, both Australia and New Zealand declared 

war alongside Great Britain on September 3, 1939, while Canada, in a calculated exercise 

of its post-Westminster independence, chose to declare war on Germany a week later on 

September 10, 1939.
360

  

The British Dominions, including Canada, were a long way away from the United 

Kingdom. Despite this distance, Canada had long relied on the strength of the British navy 

to maintain the security of the North Atlantic and the convoy system. The Phoney War had 

lulled neutral countries in Europe, along with the United States and Canada, into a false 

sense of security, but the swift German victory in Denmark and its strong showing in 

Norway raised doubts about Britain’s ability to withstand a direct German attack. The 

continued British failures in Norway did little to assuage these fears. The shock of British 

losses in Norway and the resulting leadership crisis gave Mackenzie King concrete reasons 

to re-evaluate his own country’s security measures.  

As Chamberlain had suspected when he prevented the mine-laying plan from going ahead 

in February, many Americans thought that the British were at fault for the German 
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invasion of Denmark and Norway because they had provoked the Germans into action by 

mining the Norwegian waters.
361

 Several members of Roosevelt’s administration held this 

opinion including Sumner Welles, one of Roosevelt’s closest advisors.
362

 Although many 

of Chamberlain’s decisions had been dictated by his concerns about the perception of the 

United States and the Empire, Chamberlain and his government had very little time to 

think about the impact the events in Norway had abroad. Internally, the fissures in the 

British government that resulted from the failures in Norway were about to force him out 

of power.  

John Simon realised the significance the British political issues were having abroad but 

stressed, “Far more serious than this however is the encouragement these events give to the 

enemy, and the doubts which they raise in neutral minds as to our power and will to win. 

Chamberlain’s position as Prime Minister is certainly shaken, largely because his 

followers are themselves very much shaken by these occurrences in Norway.”
363

 

Collapse of the Chamberlain Government  

“It shall certainly be an odd result if Churchill, who winds up the debate tonight, and who 

is more directly responsible for recent decisions on tactics and strategy in Norway than 

any of his colleagues, should be elevated into the P.M.’s place.”
364

  

John Simon  

On May 9, 1940, exactly one month after the German invasion of Denmark, Neville 

Chamberlain’s government was in crisis. The news of the evacuation of the majority of the 

British troops from Norway had a devastating effect on public confidence, especially after 
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the positive terms in which Chamberlain and Churchill had spoken of the expedition in the 

initial stages of the operation.
365

 The government yielded to demands, and a debate was 

held in Parliament over the failure of the British attempt to expel German forces from 

Norway.
366

 Over the course of the debate on the Norwegian debacle, the speeches began to 

focus less on the defeat in Norway and more on the personal failings of the prime minister. 

The speeches of Chamberlain’s critics became increasingly vitriolic and many began 

calling for Chamberlain to step down. A particularly painful indictment for the prime 

minister came from Conservative MP Leo Amery who invoked Oliver Cromwell’s famous 

words of dismissal to the long Parliament, “You have sat here for too long for any good 

you have been doing. Depart, I say, and let us have done with you. In the name of God, 

go!”
367

 Chamberlain, however, would not go quietly.  

Neville Chamberlain had experienced a very difficult few months governing the country 

since the outbreak of the war with Germany the previous September. He had been heavily 

criticised throughout the war for his failure of Munich. Patient and methodical, 

Chamberlain was perceived as a good colleague, but he had problems gaining popular 

support.
368

 His small Cabinet caused him to be seen by some as distant and aloof, and it 

alienated and polarised his opponents. It also facilitated the assigning of blame to the 
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prime minister when inevitable disaster struck. Following the surprise German attacks on 

Scandinavia, Chamberlain was lambasted by the press and his political opponents. His 

previous comments that Hitler had “missed the bus,” the same week that German troops 

successfully secured airstrips and ports throughout Denmark and Norway, only served to 

underline his ineptitude in the minds of his critics (and some of his friends).
369

 On the 

second day of the Norway debate, a re-invigorated Chamberlain defied his critics and 

appealed to his friends in the party to support him in an open vote. This action, in 

particular, seemed to incite another former war-time prime minister, David Lloyd George, 

who was noted as being the most vocal of all MPs in his denunciation of Chamberlain’s 

ability to continue leading the country.
 370

 

The vote, in reality, was an unofficial vote of confidence in the prime minister. Future 

Prime Minister Harold Macmillan wrote that the division was the most tense he had ever 

known and that the “whole future of Britain and the Empire was at stake.”
371

 The vote 

ended in a tally of 281 to 200 in Chamberlain’s favour. Macmillan remembered “the house 

was staggered for the normal majority was 240 or more. Now it was only 80 odd.”
372

 

Although he technically received a majority, the outcome was not positive for the sitting 
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prime minister. The 200 votes that were cast against him constituted a very serious revolt 

against him, particularly in the context of war.
373

 

On the morning after the debate, the press viewed the result as a direct condemnation of 

Chamberlain and his government, and The Daily Herald called for Chamberlain to 

immediately step down.
374

 That day, in spite of the result of the vote the previous evening, 

Chamberlain looked for support to lead a coalition War Cabinet. The past few years, 

however, had left Parliament deeply divided, and many refused to work under 

Chamberlain. Chamberlain  invited Clement Attlee, the head of the Labour Party, and 

Arthur Greenwood, to meet with him at Downing Street. Joined by Lord Halifax and 

Churchill, Chamberlain asked if they would continue to serve in a reconstructed Cabinet 

drawn from all parties.
375

 Attlee recalled, “It was not a pleasant task to tell a Prime 

Minister that he ought to go, but I had no option but to tell him the truth.”
376

 Attlee posed 

the question to the Labour conference that was being held in Bournemouth. His party 

agreed with his comments to the prime minister the previous day. Chamberlain would have 

to resign, but they would continue under another Conservative leader.
377

 A number of 

highly placed officials and MPs urged Lord Halifax to assume leadership of the country, 

                                                           
373

This number included forty-three Conservatives, the Labour Party, and the 

opposition Liberals who had voted against him. In addition there were more than eighty 

deliberate abstentions. Macmillan, The Blast of War, 75. 

374
Simon, Diary, 9 May 1940, MSS Simon 11, 2. 

 
375

Allan Bullock, The Life and Times of Ernest Bevin: Volume I Trade Union 

Leader 1881-1940 (London: Heinemann, 1960), 651. 

 
376

Clement Attlee, As it Happened: His Autobiography (London: Odhams Press 

Ltd.), 131. 

 
377

Clement Attlee, As it Happened, 132. 

 



130 
 

 
 

but he refused and it was left to Winston Churchill, the architect of the failed Norwegian 

campaign, to succeed Chamberlain.
378

 

More significantly for German military strategists, however, was the potential tactical 

advantage of the collapse of an enemy government in a time of war. John Simon noted the 

danger of how a government crisis in Britain would be perceived in Germany. He 

accurately predicted that Germany’s long awaited attack in the west would begin before 

the “domestic controversies” of the British Parliament were settled.
379

 Before it was 

decided who would succeed Neville Chamberlain, the German army struck in the west 

with a “speed and force that swept aside fixed defences like cardboard, and through the 

gaps poured German tanks and dive bombers.”
380

 By the time Churchill was appointed 

prime minister on the afternoon of May10, Hitler had already capitalised on the 

government crisis and invaded Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg and was en 

route to France. 

Chamberlain’s government had lost more than a battle when it lost the fight against 

Germany for Norway. One of Chamberlain’s primary reasons for delaying entry into the 

war was his concerns about protecting the British Empire. Another of his key aims in 

going to war against Germany was to protect the sovereignty of small neutral countries. 

His government had been unable to protect Czechoslovakia, Poland, Finland, Denmark, 

and Norway. Now, as Hitler moved across the Low Countries, both the United States and 
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Canada had good reason to believe Britain was no longer able to defend itself, let alone its 

Empire or Greenland. 
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Chapter IV: A Presidential Geography Lesson   

Roosevelt, the Monroe Doctrine, Greenland, and the Politics of Protection in 1940 

 

“The Press came in the other day and asked me whether Greenland belongs in the Monroe 

Doctrine. I stalled. I told them that I had looked up the fauna of Greenland and the fauna 

of Greenland were more American than they were European . . . they pressed it home, and 

I took a very righteous tone, saying that I am more interested in the 17,000 splendid 

Eskimos who are living in Greenland, than I am in the Monroe Doctrine, and I am still 

stalling.”  

Franklin D. Roosevelt
381

 

On Monday April 9, 1940, Senator Robert Reynolds from North Carolina cleared his 

throat and stepped onto the Senate Floor. Reynolds, a leading isolationist in the 

Democratic Party, delivered a passionate speech against President Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt’s defence measures. He argued that in order to ensure the safety of the United 

States the government should abandon the foreign policies of the current administration 

and adopt those of the truly neutral great Scandinavian nations: Denmark and Norway. 

Only then, he stressed, would the United States be safe from foreign aggression. 

Unbeknownst to Reynolds, however, at the very moment that he was delivering his pre-

prepared speech, the great Scandinavian countries of Denmark and Norway were being 

invaded by German forces.
382

  

President Roosevelt loved this story and recounted it publically several times in the 

following weeks and months of 1940.
383

 For Roosevelt there could be no better illustration 

of his arguments in favour of proactive American defence and hemispheric security than 

the tale of Senator Robert Reynolds from North Carolina.  
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Roosevelt had a passion for geography. When he was bedridden with polio, he dedicated a 

significant amount of time to his stamp collection. When a particular stamp caught his 

attention, he was inspired to learn more about the country that issued it. This, in 

combination with his long-held fascination with naval history, gave him unique insights 

into the strategic significance of distant and obscure parts of the globe.
384

 Over time, 

Roosevelt developed an integrated concept of the world and the role the United States 

played in it.
385

 This knowledge of geography contributed to his growing concerns about 

the dangers of ignoring foreign aggression and totalitarianism abroad.  

In the latter years of his first term, he made these concerns public, asserting, “We are not 

isolationist except in so far as we seek to isolate ourselves completely from war. Yet we 

must remember so long as war exists on earth there will be some danger that even the 

nation that most ardently desires peace may be drawn into war.”
386

 The American people, 

however, were not yet ready to accept the possibility that the United States might have to 

play an active role in global conflicts. A strong isolationist sentiment persisted throughout 

the public. Many Americans felt as though they had been tricked into entering the First 

World War and were unwilling to consider any action on the part of the president that 

could be seen as leading the country into another foreign war. Even though the public 

sympathised with the Allies, "They were determined not only to keep out of the war but 

also to maintain a strict physical neutrality, no matter where their sympathies lay."
387
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While Roosevelt agreed in principle with this sentiment, he had no time for those who said 

the European war was not the business of the United States. Roosevelt believed that a Nazi 

victory in Europe would necessarily have an impact on the lives of the American people, 

and he constantly made efforts to illustrate the potential effects of a Nazi victory in Europe 

would have in the United States.
388

 

Roosevelt met with similar challenges in both the Senate and the House. The government 

was starkly divided over the extent to which the United States should involve itself in 

global affairs. Anti-interventionist, or isolationist, politicians were comprised of 

individuals from across the political spectrum. Both Democrats and Republicans opposed 

Roosevelt's efforts to show Americans the threat foreign wars posed to American 

security.
389

 In the 1930s a series of neutrality acts were passed that limited the president's 

ability to involve the United States in foreign conflicts unless it was attacked directly. In 

the autumn of 1937 Roosevelt felt the full brunt of American opposition to the possibility 

of war when he attempted to lobby against anti-interventionists though his Quarantine 

Speech. Samuel I. Rosenman, one of the President’s speech writers and a close advisor, 

recalled that following the President’s Quarantine Speech the public's reaction was “quick 

and violent—and nearly unanimous.”
390

 Roosevelt was condemned as a sabre-rattling 

warmonger and was attacked by the majority of the press. Rosenman argued that “he had 

made a mistake he seldom made—the mistake of trying to lead the people of the United 
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States too quickly.”
391

 Through the public reaction to the Quarantine Speech Roosevelt 

learned an important lesson about the necessity of articulating policies: to do so only when 

he knew the public had been educated on the facts and was prepared to listen.   

In early1939 Roosevelt lost an important battle to extend the cash-and-carry provision of 

the Neutrality Act, which was set to expire. It had been added two years earlier and 

allowed for the sale of arms to belligerents as long as countries could pay in cash and 

arrange for their own shipping. As the United Kingdom and France controlled the majority 

of shipping in the North Atlantic, it was essentially applicable only to them. When the 

provision lapsed, the president was left with little room to manoeuvre. From the outset of 

the war in Europe, Roosevelt continued to fight an uphill battle with isolationists in 

Congress. Although he was successful in passing a new Neutrality Act that reinstated the 

cash-and-carry provision, by spring of 1940 global tensions were reaching a crisis point. 

Diplomatic tensions were increasing internationally, and domestically, interventionists and 

anti-interventionists were nearing physical fights in Washington. The United States News 

reported in the last week of March 1940 that "the head of a government agency who 

favours more cooperation with Great Britain and a prominent senator who doesn't came 

close to taking off their coats during a dinner party argument."
392

 

Divisions with respect to American foreign policy existed even among those with whom 

he worked most closely. Although he was supported by, among others, Secretary of the 

Treasury Henry Morgenthau Jr., Roosevelt sometimes bypassed his Secretary of State, 
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Cordell Hull, on international issues.
393

 Hull, a slow-speaking, thoughtful southerner, had 

been a leading figure in Democratic politics for decades.
394

 He was nearly seventy when 

the war broke out in Europe. Dean Acheson, the Assistant Secretary of State for Economic 

Affairs under Hull, recalled that Hull was “suspicious by nature, he brooded over what he 

thought were slights and grievances,” and many of “Mr. Hull’s feuds grew out of his 

relations with President Roosevelt.”
395

 In the initial stages of the European war, Hull's 

pace remained slow. As the war progressed, Hull "continued to speak out in the interests of 

peace without ever really accepting the need for war until the war had all but arrived."
396

 

The lack of urgency on the part of Hull and personality differences often led Roosevelt to 

go over Hull and deal directly with diplomats and government officials. Although tensions 

were high and there was a terrible war at sea, fighting in Western Europe was limited. The 

American media began calling the war "the Phoney War," a phrase that was resented by 

those fighting in it.
397

  

When the German military advanced on neutral Denmark and Norway on April 9, 1940, it 

had a greater impact than simply undermining Senator Reynolds’ argument. The invasions 

marked the end of the so-called "Phoney War" and the beginning of active fighting in the 

western-Europe. The invasion also moved the European front markedly closer to the 

United States. The capitulation of the Danish Kingdom in a matter of hours left its colonial 
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empire in the North Atlantic in a state of limbo. Now that Germany’s control over 

Denmark could potentially be exerted in the Faroe Islands, Iceland, and Greenland, 

something would need to be done to prevent the extension of German power into the 

American sphere of influence.   

The British military moved swiftly to secure the Faroe Islands and Iceland, which were of 

utmost strategic importance given their proximity to Great Britain. Greenland, however, 

was a problem. In spite of its low population and harsh climate the island could not be left 

to its fate because its vital mineral resources and location made its protection essential for 

North Atlantic security. Greenland, it could be argued, also lay within the geographic 

limits of the Western Hemisphere, which for Roosevelt immediately raised the question of 

the Monroe Doctrine.  

The Monroe Doctrine, that hopeful American statement that insisted outside powers stay 

out of the Western Hemisphere, was one of the cornerstones of American foreign policy. If 

the Monroe Doctrine applied to Greenland it would mean that the President would almost 

certainly have to act to prevent any European power from exerting control over the island. 

The Monroe Doctrine, however, had never been applied to the North Atlantic and there 

were conflicting interpretations of its meaning both internationally and within the United 

States. If it did apply, its very application might deter a foreign occupation of Greenland. 

Neither the Germans nor the British wanted to risk violating the Monroe Doctrine and 

alienating the United States. The Canadians were unsure if it applied to Canada itself, as 

Canada was both geographically situated within North America and was closely tied to 

Great Britain as a member of the British Commonwealth. To further complicate the issue, 

the Japanese were also watching the situation closely and were hoping to use any 

American intervention in Greenland as a precedent for expanding their own sphere of 
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influence in Asia. In addition, any extension of the Monroe Doctrine without consultation 

with Latin American countries could also be problematic for the president. Roosevelt was 

attempting to recalibrate hemispheric security arrangements with other American states 

and could not risk estranging the rest of the hemisphere with unilateral action. Greenland 

was by many accounts geographically situated within the Western Hemisphere, but in 

order to avoid repeating the mistakes of the Quarantine Speech and upsetting the 

international community Roosevelt would need to have some measure of domestic support 

and understanding before the Monroe Doctrine could be applied to Greenland. In order to 

gain that support, the president would need to buy himself time.  

What made this process more complicated for Roosevelt was that he was in a difficult 

position in the spring of 1940. He was in the final year of his second term as president. His 

party was facing another election in November, and he was conflicted about seeking an 

unprecedented third term. Roosevelt had presided over the United States through a long 

and devastating depression. Now there was a war in Europe, and Japan was pursuing 

aggressive expansion policies in Asia. New aviation and submarine technologies were 

shrinking distances, changing military strategies, and bringing the threat of enemy attack 

closer to the United States.
398

 The potential for a truly global multi-fronted war was not 

lost on Roosevelt, yet his efforts to increase military spending for American defence were 

being met with resistance at every turn.
399

 Although many segments of the American 

public were vehemently opposed to American involvement in a foreign war, Roosevelt 

suspected that even without an armed conflict (which probably was not to be avoided in 
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the long run), a Europe dominated by Germany and an Asia dominated by Japan would 

harm American economic and strategic interests in both regions.  

Although most Americans passionately defended it, the shifting nature of the Monroe 

Doctrine over time meant that few really knew what it was. In order to garner more 

support for his policies he would also need to give the American public a geography 

lesson. The potential belligerent occupation of Greenland brought the European conflict 

into the Western Hemisphere in a way that both tangibly illustrated Roosevelt’s worries for 

the security of the United States and provided him with an opportunity to demonstrate to 

the American people that its geography alone would not ensure American security. For a 

country that has always seen itself as physically distant from Europe, Greenland provided 

a physical bridge between the Old World and New. If he could convince the American 

public that Greenland was within the Western Hemisphere and persuade them to demand 

that it be included within the Monroe Doctrine’s influence, he could use the doctrine as a 

justification to protect the island and increase defence spending while maintaining 

American neutrality. Although war was still out of the question, defence was acceptable 

for some. While some isolationists like Senator Reynolds argued that even defence 

preparations would inevitably lead to war, others understood that measures to protect the 

United States from foreign aggression might be necessary. If managed properly, the 

president’s potential application of the Monroe Doctrine to Greenland had the power to 

unify isolationists and interventionists within the United States while forestalling a foreign 

occupation of the island.    

This is exactly what Roosevelt did. Reconstructing the way he did this, however, is not a 

straightforward process. Roosevelt was the United States’ longest serving president, and he 

is also one of the most enigmatic. In 1940 the press nicknamed him “the sphinx” for his 
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ability to deftly avoid answering questions directly.
400

 He did not keep a diary and loathed 

record-taking. Although this enabled him maximum room for political manoeuvre and to 

cover his tracks when necessary, it has made the job of historians more difficult.
401

 Very 

little secondary literature exists on the president’s handling of the Greenland situation, and 

primary sources are also problematic. When managing the Greenland situation, the 

president used divergent tactics for his domestic and international policies. Domestically, 

Roosevelt used the press; diplomatically, Roosevelt used his Secretary and Undersecretary 

of State. Roosevelt’s aversion to written records greatly increases the historical 

significance of his interactions with the press. He held hundreds of press conferences 

during his presidency, and all were meticulously recorded by a stenographer. Selections of 

his speeches and his press conferences have been published, but it is the complete 

unpublished transcripts of press conferences that provide the greatest insight into 

Roosevelt’s interaction with the press and the information he wanted to share with the 

American people. Although Roosevelt’s comments must be viewed critically, his off-the-

record comments and cordial relationship with the press provide colour to and flesh out 

Roosevelt’s textual record. This is particularly true in the case of his application of the 

Monroe Doctrine to Greenland. In terms of his foreign policy, there is limited direct 

evidence from Roosevelt himself. However, there is significant documentation regarding 

Greenland from the records of the Secretary and Undersecretary of State, and the diaries of 

Canadian Prime Minister Mackenzie King. 
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While little has been written on the American occupation of Greenland or the president’s 

handling of the issue, there is a large body of literature discussing Roosevelt’s efforts to 

support the Allied war effort prior to the American entry into the war.
 402

 David Reynolds 

has argued that in 1939-1941 “Roosevelt created a new political consensus, built around 

aid to Britain and its allies. This replaced the policy of hemisphere defence that in the mid-

1930s held sway.”
403

 This chapter will argue that this was not the case. The policy of 

hemispheric defence was vital in securing aid to Britain and its Allies, but it was not 

replaced by aid to the Allies. Rather aid to the Allies was an extension of the earlier policy 

of hemispheric defence. Tracing Roosevelt’s actions relating to Greenland and the Monroe 

Doctrine not only provides insights into this issue, but also offers an enlightening case 
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study on the workings of the presidential mind and the intricacies of domestic politics and 

international diplomacy in 1940.  

In order to understand Roosevelt’s handling of the American occupation of Greenland, it is 

imperative to understand his use of the Monroe Doctrine. As such, this chapter will first 

discuss the Monroe Doctrine itself, Roosevelt's interpretation of it, and the diplomatic 

challenges involved in Roosevelt’s applying it to Greenland in 1940. It will then detail 

how Roosevelt used the doctrine with the domestic press and the governments of the 

United Kingdom and Canada in the weeks immediately following the German invasion of 

Denmark. Drawing from Roosevelt’s private papers, his unpublished press conference 

transcripts, contemporary periodicals, and a combination of published and unpublished 

diplomatic, military, and corporate documents, this chapter will argue that when Germany 

invaded Denmark, Greenland’s status under the Monroe Doctrine was made deliberately 

unclear by the president. Roosevelt, as part of a broader strategy of western hemispheric 

security, used the Monroe Doctrine as a tool to bring public opinion in line with larger 

security aims and to forestall action relating to Greenland by the United Kingdom and 

Canada.  

Section 1: Monroe, Roosevelt, Greenland, and the World  

“I only know two things about the Monroe Doctrine: one is that no American I have met 

knows what it is and the other is that no American I have met will consent to having it 

tampered with.”   

Salvador Di Madriaga
404

 

The Monroe Doctrine 

Like Roosevelt, the Monroe Doctrine is something of an enigma. It is an ambiguous and 

often misunderstood tenet in American foreign policy. In its simplest terms, it was a re-

                                                           

 
404

Salvador de Madriaga, Latin America Between the Eagle and the Bear (London: 

Hollis and Carter, 1962), 74. 

 



143 
 

 
 

articulation of the relationship between the Old World and the New. The doctrine was part 

of President James Monroe’s address to Congress in 1823. It recognised the political 

systems of Europe and their existing colonies in the Western Hemisphere. It also 

acknowledged that European colonies had political systems distinct from that of the United 

States. The doctrine sought to prevent both the expansion of European empires in the 

Western Hemisphere and the transfer of existing colonies there between European states. 

The United States would view any attempt on the part of European powers to extend their 

political system in the hemisphere as dangerous to the peace and safety of the United 

States.
405

 In exchange for the lack of interference on the part of Europe, the United States 

would agree not involve itself in European internal affairs.
406

  

By the end of the American Civil War, three dominant strands had emerged in relation to 

the interpretation of the Monroe Doctrine. Some continued to view the doctrine as an 

assertion of the irreconcilable struggle between Old World and New. This interpretation of 

the Monroe Doctrine was anti-colonial and isolationist and saw the doctrine as a necessary 

tool to protect the United States from the dangerous entanglements of the Old World. The 

second strand saw the doctrine through an international lens and highlighted links between 

the United States and democratic states of Europe, like France. The third interpretation 

emerged in the decades following the Civil War. In contrast to conservative isolationists’ 

and liberal internationalists’ interpretations of the doctrine, some saw the doctrine as "the 
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symbol and instrument of an assertive and nationalist foreign policy" that sought to 

"establish strategic and commercial control of the Western Hemisphere."
407

 

This third strand was formalised in the early 20
th

 century by Franklin Roosevelt’s distant 

cousin Teddy Roosevelt. Teddy Roosevelt changed the nature of the doctrine substantially 

from a reactive policy to one of proactive interventionism.
408

 The Roosevelt Corollary 

patently bestowed upon the United States the power to police the Western Hemisphere. It 

altered the doctrine from one denying the right of Europe to intervene in the Americas “to 

one sanctioning the process when conducted by the United States.”
409

 The Corollary 

essentially bifurcated the meaning of the doctrine into “two ultimately incompatible 

strains: on the one hand a revulsion from European entanglements which underscored their 

belief in neutralism and isolation; on the other an aggressive expansionism.”
410

 The 

multitude of interpretations of the doctrine meant that it could now be invoked by 

politicians for a variety of political ends. 

The Monroe Doctrine—like the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, and the 

Bill of Rights—is part of the bipartisan backbone of the American political landscape. 

Unlike the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, or the Bill of Rights, however, 
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the Monroe Doctrine is not a physical document, but rather a variable political ideal. It has 

adapted over the centuries, and has meant different things to different people in different 

places in different times.
411

 As a result, the doctrine was continually used by Presidents 

and Secretaries of State in the 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries to support a range of 

diametrically opposed foreign policies.
412

  

During the First World War President Woodrow Wilson sought to use the doctrine as a 

tool for peace. On January 22 he outlined his updated interpretation of the Monroe 

Doctrine in a statement on foreign affairs in the Senate. He said: 

I am proposing, as it were that the nations should with one accord adopt the doctrine 

of President Monroe as the doctrine of the World: that no nation should seek to 

extend its policy over any other nation or people, but that every people should be left 

free to determine its own polity, its own way of development, unhindered, 

unthreatened, unafraid, the little along with the great and powerful.
413

  

Wilson was seeking to replace the "balance of power" with a "community of power" based 

on American principles.
414

 Although Wilson's statements on the subject were well received 

domestically and internationally, he failed to live up to his promises.
415

 At the Paris Peace 

Conference in 1919, although Wilson neglected to defend the self-determination of small 

nations, he did manage to have the American Monroe Doctrine begrudgingly recognised 

by the international community. During the discussions, Great Britain, France, Honduras, 
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and Japan all voiced concern against the inclusion of a reservation for the Monroe 

Doctrine within the League Covenant.
416

 President Woodrow Wilson, however, was 

eventually successful in both temporarily satisfying American “reservationists” and 

negotiating the controversial reservation that stated that nothing in the League Covenant 

would invalidate the doctrine, as it was designed to preserve peace.
417

 

In spite of the ambiguity of the doctrine it was something that most Americans ardently 

believed in and few wanted tampered with.
418

 Langer and Gleason asserted that in 1940 the 

“Monroe Doctrine was the most firmly established and most popular of the foreign policies 

of the United States, and its obligations were taken as seriously by the man in the street as 

by the high official of government.”
419

 It was this obligation that Franklin Roosevelt would 

tap into when discussing Greenland.  

Roosevelt and the Monroe Doctrine 

Franklin Roosevelt's interpretation of the Monroe Doctrine incorporated elements of many 

earlier interpretations of the doctrine. Like Wilson, he wanted the doctrine to be interpreted 

multilaterally. Unlike Wilson, however, Roosevelt initially limited its application to the 

Western Hemisphere. The president had a vision of a Western Hemispheric Security Zone, 

or “safety belt,” that encompassed the entire Western Hemisphere, stretching from the 

North Pole to the South Pole, but he realised that the United States would not be able to 
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defend this vast territory on its own. From the outset of his presidency he sought to make 

the Monroe Doctrine “a Pan American Doctrine of continental self defence,” rather than 

strictly an American one.
420

 From his inaugural speech to the repeal of the Platt 

Amendment (which had given the United States control over Cuba’s foreign policy) and 

withdrawal from Haiti in 1934, to his government’s active involvement in the Pan-

American conferences at Montevideo (1933), Buenos Aires (1936), Lima (1938), and 

Panama (1939), Roosevelt built on the work of American Ambassador to Mexico Dwight 

Morrow and President Herbert Hoover to establish better relationships and stronger 

economic and diplomatic ties with Latin America.
421

 He also sought to unify the security 

policies of Latin American states.  

Prior to the ratification of the Statute of Westminster in 1931, Canada, as a British colony, 

had been excluded from these conferences. In 1938, however, Roosevelt also included 

Canada in his vision for a hemispheric application of the Monroe Doctrine. Canada’s close 

relationship with Great Britain meant that it had historically been excluded from 

discussions of hemispheric defence, but in 1938, Roosevelt delivered a speech in Kingston, 

Ontario, that included Canada in the “ample folds of its principles.”
422

 

In 1941 the president publically articulated a clear view on the Danish colonies in the 

North Atlantic. He stated that Greenland was vital to American security, “very definitely” 
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part of the Western Hemisphere, and within the jurisdiction of the Monroe Doctrine.
423

 In 

his radio address announcing the “Proclamation of an Unlimited National Emergency” he 

called Greenland and Iceland “stepping stones” to “the United States itself, including the 

great industrial centres of the North, East and Middle West.”
424

  

Roosevelt was not yet able to publically articulate this view in the spring of 1940. The 

president had to weigh many considerations before confirming that Greenland lay within 

the jurisdiction of the Monroe Doctrine.
 425

 As mentioned, these considerations included a 

necessary sensitivity to the opinions of the American public and Congress, both of which 

included a large proportion of isolationists on both sides of the House and Senate who 

would potentially see any change in policy as a way to ease the United States into war.
426

  

The president also had to worry about the impact that the inclusion of Greenland under the 

Monroe Doctrine would have internationally, particularly in Latin America. The German 

invasion of Denmark happened less than a week before Roosevelt was due to give a radio 

address before the Pan American Governing Board on April 15, 1940.
427

 The Nazi party 
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had strong support in many areas of Latin America, especially in Argentina. Both 

Germany and Italy had economically been advancing “their penetration into the Western 

Hemisphere” through Latin America.
428

 In addition, the United States had a long and 

complicated relationship with the Latin American states, including Teddy Roosevelt's 

Corollary, which predisposed many to be wary of the intentions of the United States. One 

Columbian journalist described Roosevelt’s Corollary as an “audacious alteration to a 

formula of imperialism.”
429

 The late 1920s and early 1930s saw a shift away from Teddy 

Roosevelt’s Big Stick and William Howard Taft's Dollar diplomacy. The United States 

began abandoning imperialist policies in favour of multinational negotiations under Pan-

American auspices. Morrow’s Mission to Mexico in 1927-1928 and President Hoover’s 

goodwill tour of Latin America in 1928-1929 were followed by a series of withdrawals 

and readjustments that sought to improve inter-American relations. The Clark 

Memorandum, prepared by the former Undersecretary of State J. Ruben Clark in 1930, 

articulated this reversal in American policy. It stated that the Roosevelt Corollary was 

unjustified by the Monroe Doctrine and that the doctrine was primarily intended to protect 

Latin American states from Europe, not to victimise them.
430

 The Monroe Doctrine 

continued to be viewed with suspicion in many Latin American countries. This change of 

direction, however, was continued by Franklin Delano Roosevelt when he took office in 
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1933. A unilateral extension of the Monroe Doctrine to include Greenland on the part of 

the president without consulting the Latin American states had the potential to undo the 

many years of diplomatic effort to create the unified Western Hemispheric security policy 

with South and Central America that Roosevelt so strongly desired. 

The extension of the Monroe Doctrine would also have repercussions in occupied 

Denmark, Germany, and Japan. The Danish could possibly view the inclusion of 

Greenland as a way for the United States to garner control over the territory that the 

American government had abdicated its claim to in 1916 in order to purchase the Danish 

West Indies.
431

 The Germans would most likely see it as an act of aggression, but the 

president and the Secretary of State were most concerned about the Japanese.
432

 Tensions 

had been mounting between the United States and Japan for years. Roosevelt had 

considered a blockade with the British against the Japanese three years earlier, following 

the attack the U.S. gunboat Panay in China.
433

 The Japanese had discussed the viability of 

a Japanese Monroe Doctrine for Asia for decades. Now high-level Japanese officials, 

including Kensuke Horinouchi the Japanese Ambassador to the United States in 

Washington, were watching the situation in Greenland closely and hoped to use any 
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American actions in the Western Hemisphere as a precedent to seize the colonial holdings 

of occupied territories in the Pacific, specifically the Dutch East Indies.
434

  

Following the German invasions of Denmark and Norway, the Japanese Embassy issued a 

press release on the potential vulnerability of the Dutch East Indies in the event of a 

German occupation of the Netherlands. It stated that any change in the status of the islands 

resulting from hostilities in Europe would "not only interfere with the maintenance and 

furtherance of co-existence and co-prosperity, but would also give rise to an undesirable 

situation from the standpoint of the peace and stability of East Asia.
435

 Two days later the 

State Department responded with its own release on the islands. It highlighted the 

significance of the islands to global commerce and for the production of rubber, tin, 

quinine, and copra. It urged all nations to uphold and respect the rights of Dutch 

sovereignty over the islands.
436

 

The obvious parallels between Japanese interest in the Dutch East Indies and American 

interest in Greenland were not lost on the Japanese Ambassador. When the Ambassador 

met with the Secretary of State Horinouchi stressed that the State Department had 

misinterpreted the Japanese message, and he criticised the American response to it. Hull 

responded that He wished he could get across to the ambassador and his government the 

fact that there was no more resemblance between the U.S. Monroe Doctrine, as it had been 

interpreted and applied uniformly since 1823, and the so-called Monroe Doctrine of Japan, 
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than there was between black and white. He said, “our Monroe Doctrine only contemplates 

steps for our physical safety while the Monroe Doctrine, as practiced by Japan, is 

seemingly applicable to all other purposes and all objectives, including economic, social, 

political etc.”
437

  

The Japanese Ambassador sought to counter Hull's description of the Japanese Monroe 

Doctrine. Hull, however, reminded him of its recent application to Manchuria, China, and 

now the Dutch East Indies. Once again the Ambassador tried to convince Hull that Japan 

was motivated only by innocent purposes, but Hull rebuked his comments arguing that this 

was not how it was working out in practice, particularly with respect to "economic 

opportunity."
438

 At the end of the increasingly tense meeting, the Ambassador inquired 

about "new developments with respect to Greenland."
 439

 Hull responded tersely "that there 

were no new developments and no relations about which the slightest question could be 

raised."
 440

   

It was clear from the Ambassador's comments that a link was being drawn between 

American policies in the Atlantic and Japanese policies in the Pacific. To further 

complicate the already difficult position, however, Roosevelt also had to negotiate the 

diplomatic and security concerns within the North Atlantic Triangle. Both the United 

Kingdom and Canada had their own vested interests in the fate of Greenland, and Canada, 

as a result of the Aluminum Company of Canada’s (Alcan) mineral interests in the island, 

was mobilising to defend it. Roosevelt and many in the State Department were reluctant to 
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see any change of power in the Western Hemisphere, even if it was by their friendly 

neighbour to the north, which was not only an active participant in the European war, but 

was also seen by many as an extension of Great Britain.   

The Significance of Greenland in 1940 

In spite of these concerns, Greenland was too important to ignore. Even prior to the 

German invasions, the president included Greenland and the Polar Regions in his defence 

plans.
441

 American interest in the island had waxed and waned over the centuries, but its 

security was particularly significant in the context of the Second World War.
442

 

To begin with, as discussed, Ivigtut, Greenland, was home to the world’s only working 

mine and known deposit of natural cryolite, a mineral essential to the aluminium smelting 

process. The Danish had been in control of cryolite mining and refining since its initial 

commercial development in the 19
th

 century.
443

 The American Pennsylvania Salt Company 

had secured an exclusive contract for the North American distribution of cryolite in the 

19
th

 century. An exposed Greenland could pose a real threat to American industry.  

In addition, there were three other major factors that made Greenland of particular 

strategic importance in the context of the Second World War. First, meteorological 

information from Greenland provided important information for North Atlantic shipping 
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routes and iceberg patrols.
444

 Second, as discussed, technological  advancements were 

making the island more accessible than it had been previously. In addition, in the 1930s 

Greenland’s potential role in aviation was now affirmed (it was previously suspected that 

the icecap made landings impossible).
445

 Vilhjalmur Stefansson, Arctic explorer and 

geographer, predicted that Greenland would be central to the future of “trans-Arctic 

aviation.”
446

 By the 1940s there were few planes that had the fuel capacity to make a 

transatlantic crossing. Greenland, situated on flight paths between North America and 

Europe, was an ideal refuelling point. These improvements not only made Greenland a 

potentially lucrative stop on transpolar air routes, but they also made the United States 

more accessible from the island. Given the island’s proximity to North America, there was 

now palpable danger that North American shores would be at risk of attack if the island 

were not secured. The island’s topology lent itself to military activity. Its varied coastline 

with its numerous inlets, bays, and harbours made it an ideal base for German submarines 

and surface raiders.
447

 The improvements in aviation increased concerns that Germany 

would develop its own airbases on the island in order to interfere with both transatlantic air 

traffic and the North Atlantic convoys, which as the experience of the First World War had 

shown, were of vital importance to the Allies.
448
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Finally, Greenland’s proximity to the United States was significant because it brought a 

distant European war closer to home for the American people and provided a means for 

President Roosevelt to bring American public opinion in line with his hemispheric security 

aims. Although Canada had been involved in the war since September 1939, the fresh 

prospect of a hostile power occupying Greenland could prove a useful tool for the 

president.  

The United States and Greenland  

As discussed, the United States had abdicated its rights to Greenland during the First 

World War in order to purchase the Danish West Indies. The arguments put forth for the 

purchase of the Danish West Indies during the First World War were strikingly similar to 

those advanced during the Second World War for Greenland. These included a relatively 

low population unable to defend itself, harbours conducive to naval bases, the threat of a 

German attack, and the Monroe Doctrine. There had been no serious opposition to the 

acquisition of the Danish West Indies except complaints that the $25 million price tag was 

too high. Senator Henry Cabot Lodge emphasised in a public statement regarding the 

purchase that if the islands were not bought by the United States, then they “might fall into 

the hands of some European power and involve the government in difficulties under the 

Monroe Doctrine that might easily lead to war. . . . In the interests of peace it is of great 

importance that the islands should pass to the United States. From a military view their 

value can hardly be overstated.”
449
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Although there was no serious opposition to the purchase of the Danish West Indies, there 

was criticism of some of the terms of sale. Arctic explorer Admiral Edward Peary argued 

adamantly against the abrogation of Americans’ rights to Greenland.
450

  Peary, who 

himself explored vast areas of Greenland, argued that “Geographically Greenland belongs 

to North America and the Western Hemisphere, over which we have formally declared our 

sphere of influence by our Monroe Doctrine. Its possession by us will be in line with the 

Monroe Doctrine and will eliminate one more possible source of future complications for 

us from European possession of European territory in the Western Hemisphere.
451

  

When the Americans decided to abdicate their claims of discovery to Greenland in order to 

purchase the islands, a journalist at the time said that Wilson’s government betrayed “the 

Monroe Doctrine by abandoning the arctic portion of our hemisphere.”
452

 In the context of 

the First World War, the strategic importance of the Danish West Indies to Western 

Hemispheric security far outweighed those of a distant Greenland. Technology had not 

caught up to Peary’s vision for Arctic airfields and naval bases, but advances in 

aeronautical engineering and naval technologies meant that Greenland was far closer to 

North America in the Second World War than it was in the First. 

Roosevelt was keenly aware of the importance of the Polar Regions and had been working 

on plans to colonise both poles throughout the late 1930s and early 1940s. In the 19
th

 and 
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early 20
th

 centuries polar exploration captured the imagination of people around the world. 

Much like the space race in the mid-twentieth century, arctic expeditions opened new 

worlds for imperial powers, and the United States was a major player in the race to the 

poles. Throughout the period a series of privately funded expeditions, including those of 

Admiral Peary and Rear Admiral Byrd, were front page news. These expeditions, 

however, were not mere spectacle. They were also part of plans for territorial expansion, 

military strategy, and economic investment.
453

  

In the spring of 1938 President Roosevelt was growing increasingly wary of the potential 

ramifications of polar exploration by other countries. He wanted to secure as much of the 

Polar Regions for the United States as possible. He directed Sumner Welles and the State 

Department to formulate a policy designed to enforce territorial rights of the United States 

in the Arctic and Antarctic regions.
454

 The resulting study noted a number of factors that 

warranted the serious consideration of the United States to assert claims to Arctic and 

Antarctic regions including “the development of trans-arctic aviation; reports of valuable 

mineral and fuel resources, the strategic interests of our War and Navy Departments, [and] 

the measures taken by the Soviet, British, Canadian, Australian, New Zealand, French and 

Norwegian governments to establish their polar claims more firmly.” The study also noted 
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the interest expressed in Washington by the German and Japanese embassies in news 

reports of possible American claims.
455

  

Roosevelt enlisted Rear Admiral Richard Byrd to head up a series of American Antarctic 

expeditions. Roosevelt’s pet project became more urgent a year later when he discovered 

that a German Antarctic expedition, dispatched by Hermann Goering, claimed a section of 

the continent already held by Norway.
456

 German expansion in the region led Roosevelt to 

throw his full support behind Byrd.  He worked behind the scenes to secure Byrd’s 

expeditions’ funding. Roosevelt was eventually approached by the State Department to 

approve an appropriation for Byrd after a memorandum from the Division of European 

Affairs was circulated within the State Department. The memo cited a Nazi report that 

indicated the Germans were preparing to send another “expedition to the Antarctic to 

assess their claims.” Roosevelt’s response was clear that the United States should oppose 

the German move and support Byrd financially. He wrote: “In view of recent events, 

especially the maintenance of the Monroe Doctrine, I am strongly in favour of it.”
457

 In a 

letter the next week, Roosevelt wrote to Senator Byrnes regarding the appropriation 

stating, “I do hope you can get this on. It is really important to keep the Germans out of 

that section of the Antarctic immediately south of South America.”
458

 Roosevelt’s belief 

that the Monroe Doctrine was a hemispheric policy came into play in this context. When 
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the Argentineans voiced concerns over the American expedition, Roosevelt couched the 

intentions of the expedition in the aforementioned Pan-American terms. Although it was 

plainly clear that Roosevelt was dispatching the mission primarily for the interests of the 

United States, he argued that the purpose of the mission was to secure and protect the wide 

sector of the Antarctic directly south of the American continent for the twenty-one 

American Republics and said, “Any question of ultimate or final sovereignty as between 

individual members of the twenty-one American Republics is, of course, premature. Good 

faith and common sense on the line of good neighbour and continental ideals will work it 

out.”
459

 

In his memoirs Cordell Hull noted that the Antarctic expedition was culminating in the 

south “at the very moment that Greenland, far to the north, was drawing our attention in 

the spring of 1940.”
460

 Hull, who had also been in communications with the Japanese, was 

intimately involved in both projects. When Germany invaded Denmark, he noted that 

immediately his “associates in the State Department brought me maps showing that 
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Greenland was wholly, and Iceland largely in the Western Hemisphere. Therefore the 

islands fell within the provisions of the Monroe Doctrine.”
461

  

Given Roosevelt’s intimate involvement in the Antarctic expeditions and his interest in 

establishing American claims to the Polar Regions, it is very unlikely that Roosevelt did 

not have a clear view on the application of the Monroe Doctrine to Greenland in 1940. The 

president, however, had to tread carefully in order to avoid resistance to his policies by the 

American public and Congress. Roosevelt negotiated these tensions with skilful adeptness. 

In this context the ideals promulgated by the Monroe Doctrine and self-preservation 

through hemispheric security was an easier sell to the American people for Roosevelt than 

intervention in the European or Pacific theatres, but even these ideas had to be approached 

with caution. 

The British Ambassador to Washington Lord Lothian observed that it was “public opinion 

itself which is continually decisive.”
462

 As Roosevelt had learned earlier in his tenure as 

president it was impossible to overstate the importance of American public opinion to the 

politics of the day. In order to influence the American people he needed the press.  

Section 2: Roosevelt, the Monroe Doctrine, Greenland, and the Press 

“It is highly speculative the whole damn thing.” 

Franklin D. Roosevelt
463

 

Keenly aware of the sway the American people had over their government, Roosevelt 

enlisted the press to keep the American people on side with his foreign and domestic 
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policies. Roosevelt was coached in the art of press management by his close friend and 

long-time advisor Louis McHenry Howe.
464

 Howe, a former newspaperman himself, 

encouraged Roosevelt to be more accessible and informal with journalists.
465

  

A contemporary of Roosevelt observed that Roosevelt’s relaxed style and easy-going 

manner with the press were greatly appreciated, especially following the years of formality 

and negativism under Calvin Coolidge and the intransigence of Herbert Hoover. 

Roosevelt’s relationship with the press occasionally grew strained when Roosevelt the man 

was not living up to Roosevelt the myth, but his interactions with the press were generally 

positive.
466

 
 
His international policies, however, had alienated him from a number of 

business leaders including anti-interventionist business leader William Randolph Hearst, 

who controlled the country's leading newspaper chain (in 1940 Hearst owned fourteen 

dailies). Roy W. Howard, who owned the Scripps-Howard chain, oversaw nineteen papers. 

Howard, who had backed Roosevelt in two previous elections, had ceased supporting him 

in 1940 over foreign policy issues.
467

 These papers helped to publicise the views of leading 

isolationists like aviator Charles Lindbergh, Senator Wheeler, and Congressman Fish. 

Samuel Rosenman, one of Roosevelt’s speech writers and close advisors, recalled that "the 

President felt that his first and most essential job was to convince the American people of 

the folly and danger of isolationist thinking."
468

 Roosevelt told Rosenman that he "hoped 
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we shall have fewer American ostriches in our midst. It is not good for the ultimate health 

of the ostriches to bury their heads in the sand."
469

 

Unfortunately for Roosevelt there were a large number of American ostriches in the spring 

of 1940. In 1936 one of the first ever public opinion polls revealed that 95 percent of 

Americans wanted to stay out of any conflict, even if it was to contain Hitler. By January 

of 1939, only 43 percent of Americans would be willing to come to the aid of Mexico with 

armed force if it were invaded, while 40 percent would oppose any armed assistance. Little 

had changed by November 1939. Only 20 percent of those polled in a Fortune magazine 

study clearly favoured aiding the Allies short of war, while 54 percent agreed with the 

policy of selling goods to both sides in the conflict.
470

 Hitler's ability to remobilise the 

German people following the economic crisis, in combination with his blatant violations of 

the Munich agreement, gave Roosevelt serious cause for concern. He had doubts about the 

Allies’ abilities to withstand a sustained attack from Germany and was also worried about 

the safety of the United States. He was disturbed by the intransigence of public sentiment 

regarding the European war. He complained, "The country as a whole does not yet have 

any deep sense of the world crisis. What worries me, especially is that public opinion over 

here is patting itself on the back every morning and thanking God for the Atlantic Ocean 

(and the Pacific Ocean).”
471

  

In spite of the resistance to his warnings, the press played a key role in the transmission of 

Roosevelt's ideas to the general public. In line with his policy of accessibility, Roosevelt 
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held numerous informal meetings with the press, who often travelled with him. On the day 

of the German invasions of Denmark and Norway he held one such meeting. Roosevelt 

was in his special presidential train car en route between upstate New York and 

Washington. As usual the president was in a jovial mood. He joked with reporters calling 

one “big boy” and jesting that another was from “Milk of Magnesia Monthly.” The mood 

in the railroad car turned sombre very quickly when the president was asked to make a 

comment on the foreign situation in light of the recent German invasions of Denmark and 

Norway. Many news outlets had received cables from Denmark earlier in the day before 

the cables had been cut, and the implications of the German invasions were at the top of 

many reporters’ minds. Wanting to avoid any suggestion that the United States might 

respond militarily, Roosevelt flatly responded “no” to questions about possible American 

military intervention. Roosevelt swiftly returned to joking with the reporters, but he 

evaded the majority of their questions. When one questioned the German claims to Iceland 

and Greenland, the president immediately defended the pre-existing sovereignty of 

Iceland. He indirectly supported the idea of Iceland’s political independence through his 

comments that “it has the oldest parliament in the world,” and is an “independent 

nation.”
472

 The press then turned their attention back to Greenland. The president 

continued to evade the first questions on the subject. When he was directly asked, “If 

Germany has taken Denmark, does that extend Germany’s domain into Greenland?” 

Roosevelt joked that the questions were “getting a little tough now,”
473

 which provoked 

laughter in the car and a further response from Roosevelt. “You see, the trouble is this: we 

are all talking about things we don’t know anything about. Nobody knows what has 
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happened to Danish Sovereignty at the present time . . . So it is one of those things we 

can’t talk about. Denmark has sovereignty over Greenland . . . It is highly speculative the 

whole damn thing.”
474

  

Three days later on April 12, at 10:40 a.m. the president met with the press in the 

executive offices of the White House. This time he had slightly more to say on the 

Greenland question. He was asked “Would the violation of the integrity of Greenland raise 

the problem of the Monroe Doctrine?” Roosevelt responded, “Oh I think you are about—

very, very premature.” He then said that he had been speaking with experts and reading the 

encyclopaedia and other material on Greenland and had concluded that “from the point of 

view of very, very ancient history, the Island of Greenland, in its fauna and its flora and its 

geology, belongs much more closely to the American continent than to the European 

continent; that is the very simple fact.” Roosevelt, however, said that his primary concern 

was delivering humanitarian aid to the people of the island. He thought that “the American 

people would be glad to chip in and help out those people if their supply ships were cut 

off.”
475

 

The next reporter, Fred Essary, asked what would happen if Germany occupied any part of 

Greenland.
476

 The president interjected before he had finished the question and called his 

question “awfully hypothetical.” Essary responded emphatically, “Well there are a lot 
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more like me. I hear it discussed everywhere and read it in discussions in nearly all the 

papers I read.” Roosevelt responded:  

I think it is grand that the American people are learning about something that very, 

very few people have thought about before. The number of people in the last three or 

two days who have come up to me and said, ‘By gosh have you looked at the map?’ 

‘Sure I have been looking at the map.’ Everybody has been pulling out an atlas. They 

have been reading the Encyclopaedia Britannica, just the way I did, but it is all to the 

good.
477

 

Roosevelt continued, saying that his interest in the island was sparked four or five years 

previously when a friend, Mrs. Ruth Bryan Owen,
478

 stopped off in Greenland on her way 

back from Denmark. She had shown the president the photos from her time in Greenland 

one evening in the White House and he was “quite thrilled” by them. The present situation 

reminded Roosevelt of the people he saw in the photos and drove a desire to help them.
479

  

At his next press conference, on the morning of April 18, 1940, Roosevelt was far less 

forthcoming on the Greenland situation. This was most probably as a result of the 

aforementioned exchange between the Japanese Embassy and the State Department over 

the Dutch East Indies.
480

 At the press conference the president affirmed Secretary of State 

Cordell Hull’s position on the Dutch East Indies and “hoped that the status quo could be 

maintained in the whole Pacific arena in the interest of peace.” When he was then asked to 

                                                           

 
477

Roosevelt, Complete Typescript Reports, 251.   

478
Roosevelt appointed Ruth Bryan Owen the American Minister to Denmark and 

Iceland, 1933-1936. She was the first woman to represent the United States as the head of 

a diplomatic legion. She was extremely popular in Denmark and was close with both 

Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt. She was forced to give up her post in 1936, following her 

marriage to a Danish member of the Kings Life Guards. See Sally Vickers, “Ruth Bryan 

Owen: Florida's First Congresswoman and Lifetime Activist,” The Florida Historical 

Quarterly 77, no. 4 (1999): 445-474 and “People, Feb. 4, 1935,” Time Magazine.  

479
Roosevelt, Complete Typescript Reports, 251. 

 
480

"Press Release Issued by the Japanese Embassy on April 15, 1940," FRUS-J, 

281; "Press Release Issued by the Department of State on April 17, 1940," FRUS-J, 281-2.  

 



166 
 

 
 

comment on Massachusetts Congresswoman Edith Nourse Rodgers' suggestion that the 

United States make Greenland an American Protectorate and on a Harper’s Magazine 

article suggesting the United States buy the island, the president interjected with a firm 

“no” and dismissed any further questions on the matter. Undersecretary of State Adolf 

Berle previously met with Congresswoman Rodgers about the issue, but was critical of her 

intentions:  

Congresswoman Edith Nourse Rodgers showed up. She wants to make speeches 

about Greenland and to awaken public opinion to the necessity of doing something 

about it. This is what she says. Her real desire is to get in the papers.
481

  

Although Berle had his suspicions about her intentions Rodgers was an outspoken 

advocate for the American protection of Greenland. She was instrumental in raising the 

profile of the Greenland situation in congress. In addition to delivering several addresses to 

the house on the issue, Rodgers also placed "two very fine maps which show Greenland's 

relation to Europe, Greenland's relation to the Western Hemisphere, and its great 

significance to us," in the lobby of the Capitol in order to illustrate the significance of 

Greenland to the security of the country.
482

 Rodgers also brought several copies of 

National Geographic Magazine with stories on Greenland and urged her fellow 

congressional representatives to examine them. Rogers addresses were met with applause, 

an indication of the subtle shift taking place in American thinking about the place of both 

Greenland and the United States in the Western Hemisphere in the spring of 1940.
483
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Later in the evening of the April 18, the president hosted 275 members of the American 

Society of Newspaper Editors in the State Dining Room for their annual press dinner. 

Roosevelt was quick to remind the audience that many had accused him of being 

“alarmist” following his warnings of an impending war at the 1939 meeting. He stated, 

“The fact remains that I was right and most of you, the majority of you were wrong.” 

Roosevelt then made it clear what he now expected from the press:  

I am only wondering as to whether the country realises the possibilities of a world 

situation and I am trusting very largely to the press to bring the situation frankly to 

the attention of the American public because I think they are entitled to know it. You 

can do it just as well as I can; I don’t have to tell you anything. All you have to do is 

to read the dispatches from across the ocean.
484

  

He went on to highlight the nascent willingness on the part of the American public to ask 

questions regarding the future of the United States following the invasions and noted that 

this willingness was not as readily apparent before the invasions of Denmark and Norway. 

He then told the reporters it was their job to get people thinking “What happens to the 

United States if?” This was a masterful political move on the part of Roosevelt. If it was 

the press reading the dispatches and presenting information to the American people, rather 

than Roosevelt, he would be in a position to respond to the will of the people and avoid 

criticism that he was driving the country toward war.  

Although it is clear from Roosevelt’s Presidential papers that he and his government 

considered Greenland within the jurisdiction of the Monroe Doctrine long before 1940, 

this was not the impression he gave the press. He said that he made a “very bad mistake” 

the previous week with regard to Greenland and the Monroe Doctrine:  

I don’t suppose any of us had ever given any thought to where Greenland was. Let’s 

be honest; we never thought about Greenland in terms of the United States. I haven’t. 

The Press came in the other day and asked me whether Greenland belongs in the 
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Monroe Doctrine. I stalled. I told them that I had looked up the fauna of Greenland 

and the fauna of Greenland were more American than they were European. They 

picked up the question and they asked me, they pressed it home, and I took a very 

righteous tone, saying that I am more interested in the 17,000 splendid Eskimos who 

are living in Greenland, than I am in the Monroe Doctrine, and I am still stalling. 

(Laughter)  

Now, wait a minute. Where I went wrong is this: I did not think the American people 

would support me if I said that Greenland belongs in the Monroe Doctrine. But the 

American people are way out ahead of me and I think I am right in saying that most 

American people today, as most of you sense, would O.K. if the Government said 

tomorrow that Greenland is inside the Monroe Doctrine. They are ahead of their 

Government. Now that is the actual fact.
485

  

In spite of the implication in his statement that Greenland was covered by the doctrine, 

when pressed with additional questions for an explicit statement on the relationship 

between Greenland and the Monroe Doctrine the president still refused to answer directly, 

stating: “If you have ever followed the proceedings in a domestic relations court, you will 

probably realise that the first time that the husband and wife come before you it is not 

necessary to make a final decision.”
486

 Roosevelt wanted the people to tell him that 

Greenland fell within the bounds of the Monroe Doctrine, not the other way around.    

It does not seem that Roosevelt was being entirely straight with the reporters or the 

American people regarding his views on Greenland. It does seem, however, that his tactics 

of flattery and evasion worked. The press played a significant role in the dissemination of 

information regarding the situation. Following the invasions and subsequent press 

conferences on April 9, several news agencies were quick to discuss the implications that 

the German occupation of Denmark would have for Greenland and the United States, 

particularly in relation to the Monroe Doctrine. Some examples of this include the New 

York Times, which featured dozens of stories on Greenland in the days and weeks 
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following the invasion. These included front page headlines like "Greenland Raises 

Hemisphere Issue." In the article the author, Frederick T. Birchall, discussed the issues 

surrounding the security of Greenland in relation to the United States, Canada, and Great 

Britain. The author suggested that Canada was not anxious to assume the burden of 

Greenland; Great Britain was not able to defend Greenland under the Monroe Doctrine; 

Germany must not be allowed to; and “the only alternative was the United States.” He then 

expressed the hope that “in the interests of peace the United States will step in, under the 

Monroe Doctrine, and act as Greenland’s protector until Denmark is able to resume her 

control.”
487

 Another article featured on the same day mentioned that the president met with 

the Danish Minister in Washington regarding Greenland and stated that “if necessary the 

Monroe Doctrine would be invoked over the large island.”
488

 In another article that day, 

Colonel Henry Breckenridge, Assistant Secretary of War Under President Wilson from 

1913-1916, urged the United States to declare war on Germany if it made moves to occupy 

Iceland or Greenland. "If Hitler makes one move to touch Iceland or Greenland, the United 

States should occupy them and loose its sea power and air power upon the Nazi bandit, 

whose victory would mean the end of all civilized freedom in the world."
489

 April 14th's 

paper had a number of similar stories about Greenland, which included rumours of 

Goering investigating the island on a falconry trip in 1938 and an article that highlighted 

Greenland's distance from Canada and the United States in light of the Monroe 
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Doctrine.
490

 The "Who's Who? What's What? Twenty News Questions" quiz on that day 

explicitly drew links between the position of Greenland and other European possessions in 

the Western Hemisphere. Question four, couched between questions about Allied mining 

and Paul Renaud's comments that the United States had a tendency to underestimate 

German strength, asked:  

 Germany's seizure of Denmark has called American attention to Greenland, Danish 

 colony in the Western Hemisphere. Name the other European nations with 

 possessions in  this hemisphere?
491

 

The answers, found on page two, informed readers that Britain, France, and the 

Netherlands all had possessions in the Western Hemisphere.
492

 

The "Letters to the Times" began to reflect the American public's growing concern for the 

island. In a letter to the editor on April 15
th

 John H. Laval, with reference to the extension 

of the Monroe Doctrine to Greenland, wrote of "the importance of setting up a 

geographical fence around this country within which all land and ocean would be a 

protectorate under the doctrine."
493

 On April 20
th

 Harold Roland Shapiro expressed similar 

sentiments, stating, "If the Nazi conquests should continue it may become necessary to 

invoke the Monroe Doctrine again in the Western Hemisphere with regard to Danish 

Greenland."
494

 Others like F.G. Thomas Sr. expressed "satisfaction and relief that . . . the 
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United States is considering sending food and medical supplies to Greenland, which is 

feeling the effects of the European war. To me this is the part that the United States should 

play in this war overseas, the good Samaritan." He went on to say that he could not see 

"what the killing of hundreds of thousands in Europe has to do with civilisation here or 

there."
495

 While it remained clear that opinion on entry into the war in Europe was still 

deeply divided, it is also evident that the New York Times readers were beginning to think 

about Greenland and other European possessions in the Western Hemisphere in connection 

with the war in Europe.  

This was also the case with other magazines and periodicals. The United States News 

frequently discussed the possibility of an American occupation of the island.
496

 The first 

issue after the German invasion was littered with references to both Greenland and the 

Monroe Doctrine. In a feature column entitled “Eyes on Greenland: A New Defence 

Factor,” the author highlighted the risks an exposed Greenland had on American security 

and stressed Roosevelt’s desire for hemispheric security. The article, however, stopped 

short of directly applying the Monroe Doctrine to Greenland, invoking the president’s 

comments that “it was premature to consider whether the Monroe Doctrine applies to 

Greenland.”
497
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While letters from concerned American citizens poured into the news rooms of the nation 

regarding the status of Greenland under the Monroe Doctrine, the United States News 

posed the following question to “outstanding authorities on international law and foreign 

relations” about their views on Greenland and the Monroe Doctrine:  

 Do you believe that under the Monroe Doctrine the United States should object to 

 transfer the sovereignty of Greenland to any other European nation? If you so 

believe, would you favour annexation of Greenland by the United States?
498

 

The respondents were a virtual Who’s Who of contemporary politics.
499

 Their answers 

varied widely. For some, the Monroe Doctrine most certainly applied; for others, it most 

certainly did not. Many, like leading Republican isolationist Senator Arthur Vandenberg of 

Michigan, favoured the purchase of Greenland over any suggestion of military 

intervention. He said that he did “not believe that Greenland is covered under the Monroe 

Doctrine either as originally announced or as now interpreted. But I do agree it would be 

well worth our while, as a matter of national defence, to own Greenland if it can be made 

voluntarily available at a reasonable price.”
500

   

Although there was no consensus on the application of the Monroe Doctrine to Greenland 

on the part of the politicians quoted in the article, the fact that the question was highlighted 

as the question of the week in a major weekly political periodical and that respondents 

answered with thoughtful consideration is an indication of the importance of the issue in 
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the spring of 1940. These discussions also inspired two bills advocating the purchase of 

Greenland for the purpose of Western Hemispheric security.
501

 The answers given by the 

politicians also illustrated the variety of interpretations of the Monroe Doctrine at the time. 

By the end of April Roosevelt was successfully using the press to stimulate discussion 

regarding the application of the Monroe Doctrine to Greenland. In less than two weeks, 

however, the German invasions of the Low Countries and France would make the issue of 

American hemispheric security far more urgent.   

Section 3: The Monroe Doctrine, Greenland, Great Britain, and Canada  

Although Roosevelt was apprehensive about explicitly applying the Monroe Doctrine to 

Greenland publically, he did not have problems with his Secretary of State, Cordell Hull, 

doing so in closed-door meetings with diplomats from Great Britain and Canada.
502

 In The 

American Secretaries of State and their Diplomacy, Julius W. Pratt argues that Cordell 

Hull was “touchy” about Greenland and “the United States had long since asserted that 

Greenland was covered by the Monroe Doctrine.”
503

 As a result, in the days following the 
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invasion of Denmark, Cordell Hull called the British and the Canadian representatives to 

his office to “bring the situation up to date.”
 504

  

Great Britain  

The British had just occupied the Faroe Islands and were making plans to occupy Iceland, 

but an occupation of Greenland was virtually impossible for the British government given 

its resources.
505

 The United Kingdom was now fighting a war on several fronts: the 

campaign in Norway was going horribly wrong, the fate of the Chamberlain government 

was in jeopardy, and the fear that Hitler would advance on France would be realised in a 

matter of weeks. Moreover, the United States remained neutral, and the overstretched 

United Kingdom could not risk upsetting a potential future ally over an invasion of 

Greenland. The recognition on the part of the United Kingdom that Greenland potentially 

fell within the jurisdiction of the Monroe Doctrine forestalled any remaining possibility of 

a British occupation of the island.   

The relationship between the United States and Britain tense beginnings, but by the early 

19th century British and American foreign policies had converged in a number of areas. So 

much so that George Canning, the British Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, suggested 

issuing a joint declaration in 1823 that would prevent continental European intervention in 

the Western Hemisphere.
506

 Although the United States relied on the British to maintain 

the security of the North Atlantic, what would become the Monroe Doctrine was 
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specifically articulated not to include the United Kingdom.
507

 The Monroe Doctrine was 

created, less than ten years after the end of the War of 1812, Americans were still 

suspicious of British Imperialism, and that suspicion lingered on during the next century. 

The fact that the British recognised the need not to upset the Americans over the Monroe 

Doctrine was underlined when the British Ambassador, Lord Lothian, met with Cordell 

Hull on 12 April 1940. Hull called Lothian to his office in order to “bring the Greenland 

situation up to date as it related to the Monroe Doctrine.” Hull noted that “there was 

already propaganda by anti-British or pro-German individuals and by extreme isolationists 

demanding some expression of the attitude of his country on the question” and that “this 

would probably increase to the harm of the United States and Great Britain as well.” Hull 

then reminded Lothian of Roosevelt’s “Monroe message” announcing that it covered the 

hemisphere without qualification, and that coverage extended to British actions in North 

America.
508

  

Great Britain and the United States had a longstanding, yet somewhat tangential, tension 

over the status of Greenland, which Hull then raised. As mentioned, in 1916 the American 

government abdicated its claims to Greenland and agreed to recognise Danish sovereignty 

over the island as a term of the purchase of the Danish West Indies. In 1920 the British 

government said they would agree to do the same and recognise Denmark’s right to 

Greenland as long as it “would notify Great Britain should it be disposed to alienate or 

dispose of Greenland” in order that Britain could have the first right of purchase over the 
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island. The United States, citing the Monroe Doctrine, voiced strong objections to the 

British proposal. The British acquiesced on the first right of purchase but maintained that 

they wanted to be notified if there was to be any “alienation of Greenland by Denmark.”
509

 

Hull, according to his memorandum of the conversation, “clearly stated that there is the 

express application of the Monroe Doctrine by this country regarding Greenland; and there 

appears to be no serious question about Greenland forming a general part of this 

continent.” Hull noted that Lothian seemed very interested in the matter, and they agreed 

to put the position of the United States government in writing so there could be no 

confusion on the issue. According to Hull, Lothian “treated the matter in the friendliest 

spirit and incidentally remarked that, of course, this could be worked out without friction 

or serious discussion.”
510

  

The subsequent Aide-Memoire produced by the State Department described the previous 

arrangements made between the United States, Denmark, and Great Britain concerning 

Greenland, and stated: 

 Without assuming that the government of Great Britain has any thoughts of 

interfering with the present status of Greenland, but having in mind the existing 

situation resulting from the war in Europe and particularly as it relates to Denmark, 

it is deemed appropriate to call attention to the abovementioned communication of 

1920 and to say that the position of the United States remains unchanged.
511

   

Following the meeting Lothian gave several press interviews on the subject. Lothian stated 

that neither the United Kingdom nor Canada would occupy Greenland unless it was certain 

that Germany was sending troops. He said that “Greenland might make a good airbase for 
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Germany, but they could never maintain it. We could give them a knock-out blow there 

without any trouble.”
512

 He also highlighted the fact that if an occupation were ever 

necessary that Canada would be a more appropriate choice to occupy Greenland as it 

“would avoid complications with the Monroe Doctrine.”
513

 Lothian’s indiscrete remarks 

about the British position on Greenland and the Monroe Doctrine were read by MPs in the 

United Kingdom and were raised in Parliament. The question in fact had first been brought 

up a week earlier on the 16
th

 of April. A Member of Parliament asked the Prime Minister, 

still Neville Chamberlain, if he had any comment to make on the position of Iceland, 

Greenland and the Faroe Islands. The Undersecretary of State for Foreign Affairs, Richard 

Austen Butler, provided a detailed response for both Iceland and the Faroe Islands but 

offered “no statement” with respect to Greenland.
514

  

Lothian’s comments were specifically raised on April 24
th

 by another MP, Geoffrey 

Mander, who asked Butler if he had any statement to make on the future of Greenland in 

light of the comments made by Lothian on the issue. The Undersecretary of State 

responded that he had no statement, but the issue was “being considered by His Majesty’s 

governments in the United Kingdom and Canada.” When Mander pressed further and 

asked specifically if the Ambassador to the United States made reference to the Monroe 

Doctrine and what the Ambassador had said. Butler evaded the question and refused to 

answer it.
515

 While the British refused to answer questions about Greenland publically they 
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were privately negotiating with Canada regarding a potential Canadian occupation of the 

island.  

Canada 

Thanks to the meeting between Lothian and Hull the British government was now certain 

that the Monroe Doctrine would apply if it occupied Greenland, but it was not clear 

whether the same would be true if its eldest daughter of the Empire, Canada, took action. 

Because Canada itself is located in the Western Hemisphere, most in the Canadian and 

British governments believed that the Monroe Doctrine would certainly not apply against 

Canada. This assumption on the part of many high-level British and Canadian officials was 

not shared by those in similar positions within the American government. Many in the 

United States continued to view the British, and by extension the Canadians, with distrust. 

Some, including American Under-Secretary of State Adolf Berle, were particularly wary 

of Canadian motivations.
516

 On April 20
th

 the Royal Canadian Mounted Police asked, 

through the FBI, if the American government objected to the Canadians sending a force to 

the island to investigate the situation in Greenland. Berle wrote about the inquiry in his 

diary that evening “I think that the Royal Canadian Mounted Police should mind their own 

damned business, and let the governments handle high policy. We politely indicated that, 

both then and to the Canadian minister.”
517

 

Given the island’s strategic and economic importance, it was clear that neither Berle nor 

any other government officials wanted anyone other than the United States in control of 

Greenland.  
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As mentioned earlier, President Roosevelt had unofficially brought Canada under the 

Monroe Doctrine during a speech at Queen’s University in Kingston in1938, but the 

doctrine had never been applied to Canada in practice. The president clearly stated that 

“the people of the United States will not stand idly by if the Domination of Canada’s soil 

was threatened by any other empire.”
518

 He clearly did not say, however, that he, or the 

people of the United States, would support Canada occupying the territory of another 

empire within the Western Hemisphere.  

Canada had its own self-interested concerns for the fate of the island and in many ways 

was more invested in the issue than Britain. The reasons for this were summarised in a 

secret memo to Canadian Prime Minister Mackenzie King around the time of the invasion. 

They included the obvious factors of Canadian defence and the importance of maintaining 

the cryolite supply for the Canadian aluminium industry. The memo also included the 

slightly less immediately evident element of “national prestige.” It stated that “the 

Canadian government would be exposed to criticism both at home and abroad if Ottawa 

left the whole problem to be handled by Washington.” The memo also highlighted 

humanitarian concerns but notes these were “relatively unimportant” by comparison to the 

other factors.”
519

  

The question of the Monroe Doctrine was of great importance for Canada, but opinions 

were mixed on whether it applied or not. Canadian Under-Secretary of State O.D. Skelton 

wrote to Canadian Prime Minister Mackenzie King that if Canada were to occupy 
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Greenland it would be “more acceptable to the United States in view of the Monroe 

Doctrine” than an occupation by either the United Kingdom or France.
520

 Hugh L. 

Keenleyside, a high level government advisor and later Assistant Under-Secretary of State 

for External Affairs, assumed, incorrectly, that a small Canadian force occupying 

Greenland would “arouse sympathetic interest throughout the United States. There will be 

front page headlines and favourable editorial comment in almost every newspaper in that 

country.”
521

  

Following his meeting with Hull, Lord Lothian had been slightly less enthusiastic about 

the idea than Keenleyside, but he still agreed that the Monroe Doctrine would not apply to 

Canada. The interviews he held with the press following his meeting with Hull were later 

lambasted by Canadian government officials as “the most incredibly stupid and 

embarrassing interviews ever given by a public representative.”
522

 The Canadian officials 

were particularly angry that Lothian was attempting to speak for Canada, because under 

the Statute of Westminster, Canada was meant to have full control over its external affairs. 

In addition, while many in the Canadian government fully supported a Canadian 

occupation of Greenland they did not want those intentions broadcast in the American 

media, which could be read by Germans.  

Lothian’s initial opinions on the matter, however, were not actually in line with those of 

Cordell Hull or the president. On April 13, 1940, the day after Cordell Hull met with Lord 

Lothian, he called on the Canadian Minister to Washington, Loring C. Christie, to meet 
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with him regarding the Greenland situation. Hull’s conversation with Christie was a carbon 

copy of his conversation with Lothian. (He even presented him with a carbon copy of the 

Aide-Memoir produced from the meeting).
523

 But because the conversation centred on the 

American position relating to the British rather than Canadian agreements, Christie did not 

leave with a clear sense of whether the Monroe Doctrine would apply to Canada if it 

attempted to act with regard to Greenland.  

In a confidential dispatch to the Canadian secretary of State for External affairs Christie 

summarised the historical agreement between Denmark, the United States, and the United 

Kingdom. He also made a particular point of noting that “Hull said that at present it was 

not his intention to publish the fact of his having made this communication with either the 

British or the Canadian Governments.” And he added that, in view of Hull’s 

communication to Lothian and himself, “it would seem a reasonable deduction that the 

United States Government as at present advised, regard Greenland as a part of the Western 

Hemisphere and subject to the Monroe Doctrine.”
524

  

Canadian Prime Minister Mackenzie King eventually decided to discuss the situation in 

person with the president. King had been planning to visit with the president soon after he 

was re-elected on, but the German invasions of Denmark and Norway had forced him to 

delay his trip. After attending to a number of domestic issues caused by the invasions King 

left Ottawa for a vacation in the United States which included a visit with his friend 

Franklin Roosevelt.
525

 

                                                           
523

 Memorandum of Conversation Secretary of State Hull and the Canadian 

Minister Loring C. Christie, 13 April 1940, Reel 28 a [Micro fiche], Papers of Cordell 

Hull, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington D.C., 1. 

 
524

 Loring C. Christie, “Memorandum,” DCER VII, 959.   

  



182 
 

 
 

Diplomatically Canada was in a difficult position. Confusion over the Monroe Doctrine, 

Canada and Greenland persisted in Ottawa. This misunderstanding would eventually result 

in a skirmish between the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom in Greenland in 

June of 1940. For the time being, however, Roosevelt had been successful in buying 

himself time in order to move American public opinion closer to accepting the possibility 

of intervention in Greenland in particular and war in general.  
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Chapter V: Of King and Cryolite  

"This matter, in fact, is so important to us and to the Allied aluminum industry that we 

urge the Canadian Government to see that immediate action is taken to protect the 

Greenland cryolite mines and ensure their production for the Allies." 

F.W. Bruce, Vice President, Alcan
526

 

"Apparently Ralston being concerned about aluminum and S. zealous to have Canada 

rather than England handle Greenland matters on a North American basis, had between 

them gone farther than I think was wise. I thought the position taken by the Americans was 

wise . . . clearly our people had been a little over zealous in preparing for a little war on 

Canada's own account." 

W.L.M. King, Prime Minister of Canada527
 

In the early morning hours of April 9, 1940 R.E. Powell, the president of the Aluminum 

Company of Canada (Alcan), received word that Denmark had been invaded by Germany. 

Powell knew that Alcan's aluminium production for the war effort was dependant on 

cryolite from Greenland. As Greenland was a Danish colony, the invasion of Denmark 

immediately raised serious concerns for the fate of Alcan's vital cryolite supply.
528

 Alcan 

required approximately 3,500 tons of cryolite in order to complete its yearly production 

rate of 160,000 tons of aluminium.
529

 Without the cryolite it would be impossible for 

Alcan "to produce a pound of metal."
530

 The growing demand for aluminium, as a result of 

the war in Europe, necessitated that the company double its usual cryolite order from 

Greenland. Any disruption to Alcan's cryolite shipment had the potential to seriously 

hinder the company's ability to keep to its production schedule. The simultaneous German 
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invasion of Norway along with Denmark on April 9
th

 increased the significance of Alcan's 

aluminium production for the Allies. Prior to the invasions, Great Britain and France had 

been relying heavily on Norwegian smelters for a significant percentage of their 

aluminium needs.
531

 The extension of the war to Norway would make Norwegian smelters, 

at the very least temporarily, inaccessible to the Allies. As a result of the German invasions 

Canada found itself having to consider what to do about Greenland and that in turn raised 

issues of its own relationship with both Britain and the United States. The Canadian 

government had to keep on as good terms as possible with both powers and do its best to 

ensure that Alcan got the crucial supplies of cryolite. 

The news of the German invasions prompted Powell to act. He telephoned his Vice 

President, Fraser Bruce, to discuss the situation. Following their conversation, Bruce 

immediately made contact with several high-placed government officials in Ottawa. 

Through phone calls and letters, Bruce stressed the necessity of the cryolite supply for both 

Alcan and Canada's war effort. In a letter to Norman Robertson at the Canadian 

Department of External Affairs, he said that "the importance of Canadian aluminum 

production, and, consequently, Greenland cryolite, cannot be stressed too strongly."
532

 He 

also noted that if the government decided to occupy Ivigtut, Alcan would "be only too glad 

to place our extensive mining experience at your disposal, and operate the mines for the 

benefit of the Allies."
533

 Bruce's correspondence regarding the potential impact of the 

German invasions on the Canadian aluminium industry was taken extremely seriously by 

the Canadian government. In less than two days Canadian prime minister William Lyon 
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Mackenzie King had been briefed on the vital importance of both the mineral and the need 

to secure Greenland.
534

 

There were a number of opinions within the Canadian government about how to manage 

the Greenland situation. Some, like Norman Robertson and Canada's Minister of Finance, 

J.L. Ralston, agreed with Alcan and advocated sending a force to Greenland to protect the 

mine. For Mackenzie King, however, the decision was not as clear cut. King, who would 

later become Canada's longest serving prime minister, had just won a hard-fought election 

victory. He was concerned about both the cryolite supply and the exposed position of 

Greenland in light of its proximity to Canada; however, he wanted to ensure that any 

Canadian action taken with respect to Greenland was made in agreement with the United 

States. Positive bilateral relations between the United States and Canada had long been a 

priority for Mackenzie King, as was maintaining a good personal relationship with its 

president, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, particularly in the context of war.  

Canada was in an especially difficult diplomatic position with respect to Greenland. The 

Aluminum Company of Canada had requested that the Canadian military secure the island 

and its vital cryolite supply in order to defend it from the Germans. The British, who were 

unable to occupy the island themselves for fear of antagonizing the Americans by 

breaching the Monroe Doctrine and more serious direct threats to its own shores from 

Germany, agreed in principle with the decision of Ralston and Robertson for Canada to 

defend the island which might not be seen by the Americans as breach of the Doctrine. The 

Americans, on the other hand, wanted to prevent the further spread of belligerent nations 

in the Western Hemisphere in including Canada. The American government had serious 

concerns about the fate of other European colonies in the Western Hemisphere and 
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preferred that the Canadians leave Greenland to manage its own affairs. As it was the 

eldest sister of the British Empire and the northern neighbour of the United States, 

Canadian politicians and military remained deeply divided on the subject of the potential 

Canadian occupation of Greenland. Mackenzie King had to choose between the two 

powers. Following a two-week vacation in the United States where King consulted 

President Roosevelt, the Secretary of State, several State Department officials, and 

diplomats regarding the issue. He eventually took the American position, and decided that 

Canada should not take any military action to either defend or occupy the island.  

King's decision not to approve a Canadian occupation of Greenland, however, was not 

entirely accepted by certain government ministers. King was away from Ottawa from April 

12 until May 1, 1940. While he was away his government began preparations for a 

Canadian occupation of Greenland. Although he communicated frequently with his 

ministers while he was away he was surprised by the advanced state of planning for a 

Canadian military expedition to Greenland when he returned to his meetings later that 

month. King was clearly on the side of President Roosevelt on the issue; however, 

miscommunications between King and members of his staff led to actions that fuelled 

suspicions about Canadian intentions in Washington. This eventually resulted in the 

Nascopie incident between Great Britain, Canada, and the United States off the coast of 

Ivigtut from early to late June of 1940.  

The tensions and misunderstandings between King and members of his government over 

the handling of the Greenland situation are illustrative of broader tensions within both 

Canada and the North Atlantic Triangle at the time. Canada had emerged from the First 

World War with greater independence and a newfound sense of national identity. By the 

time of the Second World War some Canadians, including King and Dr. Oscar Douglas 
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(O.D.) Skelton, the Under-Secretary of State for External Affairs and one of the prime 

minister's most trusted advisors, were eager to foster this new-found political freedom by 

building closer ties with the United States, while others sought to retain existing close ties 

to the United Kingdom. As a result of the significant aid that Canada gave to the United 

Kingdom both in terms of materials and manpower, however, the Second World War has 

not generally been seen as a particularly important moment in the formation of Canada's 

independent foreign policy. Hugh Keenleyside, who worked in the Canadian Department 

for External Affairs during the war, noted that there has been a tendency in recent years to 

"pooh-pooh" the fight for Canadian independence from British rule. In contrast to popular 

perceptions, Keenleyside argued that the fight for self-government in Canada "was long, 

bitter, and devious."
535

 A significant portion of that fight occurred under the leadership of 

Prime Minister William Lyon Mackenzie King. It has been argued that during Mackenzie 

King's time in office "he was resolutely preoccupied with Canadian domestic politics" and 

"like most of his electors, King remained British in his view of the world."
536

 In contrast to 

this assertion, however, this chapter will show that King was interested in much more than 

Canadian domestic politics and will illustrate how, against the backdrop of war in Europe, 

Mackenzie King sought to pursue policies that were in the interests of Canada, rather than 

Britain. With respect to the issue of Greenland, King sought a solution that would both be 

agreeable to the United States and safeguard Canadian corporate interests in Greenland's 

cryolite mine.  
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As with many other aspects of the American occupation of Greenland, there is limited 

work on both Mackenzie King's role dealing with the Greenland situation, and on the 

significance of cryolite and the Aluminum Company of Canada in bringing the exposed 

position of Greenland to the attention of the Canadian government. As mentioned, there is 

very little secondary literature directly relating to the American occupation of Greenland 

during the Second World War in English, but even the Danish studies, which explore the 

political aspects of the occupation in depth, focus primarily on the relationship between 

Denmark and the United States and pay limited attention to Canada. By extension, existing 

studies do not address the important role the Aluminum Company of Canada played in the 

handling of the Greenland situation.
537

 Current work in English tends to gloss over the 

vital significance of cryolite as just one of many factors that made Greenland strategically 

important during the war, and focuses on other aspects of the occupation, such as 

Greenland’s potential as an air base or the diplomatic negotiations undertaken between 

Canada and the United States to resolve the security concerns relating to the island.
538
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While it is true that cryolite was one of many factors that made Greenland significant, for 

Canada—at least initially—the security of the cryolite supply was the primary motivation 

for Canadian involvement in Greenland.  

In addition, while studies have been published on the American Undersecretary of State's 

management of the Greenland situation with respect to Canada, no study to date has 

explored Mackenzie King's involvement in the situation, or utilised British, American, and 

Canadian sources in conjunction with each other in relation to the issue. King's visit with 

Roosevelt at the Little White House in Warm Springs, Georgia, in addition to his meetings 

in Washington with American Secretary of State Cordell Hull and other ministers and 

friends, not only altered King's position on the matter of Greenland, but also affected 

Canadian policy relating to the war more generally by making it more attuned to that of the 

United States. In addition, although this is the period in which Canada has been seen to be 

the closest with the United Kingdom, domestic politics in London and the deteriorating 

situation in Europe made it difficult for Canada to remain a priority for the British. 

Responses to Canadian requests were delayed and diplomats, for instance Lord Lothian, 

the British Ambassador in Washington, perpetuated the outdated colonial relationship with 

Canada, which frustrated ministers in Mackenzie King's government. 
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Drawing from materials in the closed company archives of the Aluminum Company of 

Canada, the Canadian National Archives, the private diaries of Prime Minister Mackenzie 

King, the British National Archives at Kew, the Library of Congress, and the Roosevelt 

Presidential Library and Archives, among others, this chapter will first illustrate the 

importance of cryolite in the development of Canadian policy relating to Greenland and 

will then discuss the evolution of Mackenzie King's position of the issue over the course of 

his time in the United States.
539

 This chapter will illustrate the tension generated from the 

need for the Canadian military to secure the cryolite supply from Greenland for the 

Canadian aluminium industry and the necessity for Mackenzie King to maintain cordial 

relations with the United States. This chapter will also explore the roles that both cryolite 

and Mackenzie King played in the genesis of the American occupation of Greenland. It 

will argue that cryolite was the motivation for the Canadian government's initial interest in 

the island. However, Mackenzie King's desire to foster positive bilateral relations with the 

United States, in combination with the worsening situation in Europe and communication 

problems with the British, led the Canadian prime minister to order the cancellation of the 

Canadian military's plans to occupy Greenland and to adopt American policies relating to 

the island.  
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Aluminium, Cryolite, and Alcan 

"The Importance of Canadian aluminum production, and, consequently Greenland 

cryolite, cannot be stressed too strongly."
540

 

Although the early stages of the war have been called the Phoney War, the "struggle at sea 

was waged with unremitting vigour from the start."
541

 In the spring and summer of 1940, 

Great Britain was reliant on Canada and the North Atlantic convoy system for a number of 

raw materials including aluminium, the loss of even a small percentage of which would 

greatly hamper war-time production. Greenland, however, was not just logistically 

important, but the island was itself also the source of cryolite, a rare and strategically 

important material that was critical to aluminium production. 

In 1940 military defence was increasingly dependent upon air power. Airplanes were 

composed of nearly seventy-five percent aluminium, or aluminium alloy, which made it 

one of the most essential war materials. Aluminium was so vital to aircraft production and 

defence that propagandistic films were dedicated to the subject telling audiences “without 

aluminium, we have no wings, without wings we have no defence.”
542

 As the war 

progressed, the British government grew ever more dependent on Canadian aluminium. 

Following the German invasions in the spring of 1940, Great Britain diverted its 

aluminium orders from foreign sources like Switzerland and Norway, whose supply lines 

had become either unavailable or unsafe. While the United Kingdom could supplement 

this loss from either the United States or Canada, Canada had two distinct advantages over 

the United States. First, unlike the neutral United States, Canada was already an ally in the 
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war. Second, as a Commonwealth country, Canada was able to obtain the raw materials 

needed to produce aluminium at lower rates from other Commonwealth countries and was 

able to pass the savings on to the United Kingdom. Alcan, however, was not yet able to 

produce aluminium on the scale the British needed. In order to expedite the expansion of 

Alcan’s production, the British government invested heavily in the company. In the early 

spring of 1940 alone, it provided more than $40 million in loans to the company. The 

investment proved fruitful, and over the course of the war Alcan increased its shipments to 

the United Kingdom almost six-fold from seventy-four thousand tons in 1939 to more than 

440 thousand tons in 1944.
543

 

The rarity of cryolite, the mineral needed to smelt aluminium, meant that Alcan had 

longstanding concerns about its supply, and the company was working even before the war 

to find alternatives to the material. These alternatives included both “reclaimed” cryolite 

recycled from pot linings and “artificial” cryolite made from fluorospar, but problems 

persisted with both of these options. Reclaimed cryolite was usually of low quality and 

limited quantity, and Alcan had not yet developed the facilities to fully exploit and refine 

their existing resources. Additionally, artificial cryolite was not as effective as natural 

cryolite; the fluorospar needed to create it was not available in significant quantities in 

Canada and it could be both as costly and difficult to obtain as natural cryolite.
544

 As a 

result of these issues, natural Greenlandic cryolite continued to play a vital role in Alcan’s 

aluminium production. 
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Alcan usually received one or two shipments of natural cryolite per annum from Ivigtut. 

The sea ice and fog around Greenland’s coasts meant that the shipping season to and from 

the island was relatively short, lasting only from June until September. In 1939 Alcan had 

arranged for one shipment of three thousand tons of cryolite early in the 1940 season, and 

as a result of increased demand resulting from the European war, was negotiating with 

PennSalt for a second shipment of equal tonnage. 

In addition to their own concerns about the cryolite supply, in late 1939 Alcan began to 

receive requests for cryolite from foreign suppliers because they were having difficulty 

obtaining it through their usual channels. In December 1939, the French aluminium 

company Cie Alais Forges et Camargue requested two thousand metric tons of natural 

cryolite from Alcan. Pennsalt’s exclusive North American distribution contract meant that 

Alcan could sell natural cryolite to a third party, but Alcan did offer the French company a 

limited amount of artificial cryolite, because it was not bound by the contractual 

constraints of PennSalt.
545

 

The growing demand for aluminium, in combination with the French company’s difficulty 

obtaining cryolite, did little to alleviate Alcan’s concerns about the mineral. In an internal 

memo, Alcan’s President R.E. Powell wrote to Vice President Fraser Bruce that the French 

request was “a large quantity that I wouldn’t want to see leave North America even if there 

were no other complications.”
546

 Powell also thought that the government should be kept 

abreast of the new developments, and Alcan notified relevant Canadian officials of the 

international requests for cryolite and highlighted the potential supply problems for 

Canada. Powell stressed that “representatives of the governments of the United Kingdom 
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and Canada should be reminded that the production of aluminium is apt to stop if cryolite 

can’t be obtained.” He also suggested a naval convoy might be needed to protect future 

Canadian cryolite shipments.
547

 

To further compound the potential issues with Alcan’s cryolite supply, in early January the 

company received a disturbing report that the cryolite mine in Greenland was nearing 

exhaustion and would be mined-out within the decade (ten years sooner than previously 

expected).
548

 In addition, a month later Alcan received word that a German vessel carrying 

a shipment of bauxite had been sunk. The sinking of the German vessel demonstrated the 

vulnerability of shipments during the Battle of the Atlantic and reinforced the necessity to 

protect Alcan’s cryolite shipment, the loss of which would be a “serious blow” to 

Canadian aluminium production, and it prompted Powell once again to raise the question 

of naval protection for shipments of vital materials.
549

 

On April 9
th

 when news of the German invasion of Denmark reached Alcan’s corporate 

headquarters, Powell (who, the company’s official history claims, “had a mind like a steel 

trap”) immediately set to work to ensure that Alcan had sufficient stocks of cryolite to 

meet its production needs.
550 

Powell realised that the occupation of Denmark by Germany 

would necessarily affect the status of both KGH (the Danish Crown corporation) and the 

mine itself. At the very least, the German occupation of Denmark would complicate the 

process of obtaining natural cryolite from Greenland. 
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Alcan already had a long list of reasons to be concerned about the supply of the rare 

mineral, and the German occupation of Denmark was the final push Alcan needed to 

develop a commercially viable synthetic alternative. Upon hearing news of the invasion, 

Powell’s first act was to send an internal memo to Alcan employees both at the 

headquarters in Montreal and on the ground at the Alcan plant in Arvida, Quebec. His 

message was concise: “The invasion of Denmark may create a shortage of natural cryolite, 

I think that you should cause to be prepared plans for the production of the synthetic 

substitute [sic].”
551

 Although plans for producing an alternative to natural cryolite on a 

large scale had been in progress for years, putting them into action would take both 

resources and time. Powell was doing all he could to expedite the production of synthetic 

cryolite within Alcan, but he needed to ensure Alcan would still have access to the 

maximum amount of natural cryolite from Greenland. To do that he would need to contact 

the Canadian government. Powell then telephoned Fraser Bruce (who was in Ottawa to 

apprise him of the potential implications of the Danish invasion) to convince him to inform 

his contacts on Parliament Hill of the importance of the situation for Alcan, Canada, and 

the Allied war effort. 

Alcan and the Canadian Government 

On the day of the German invasion of Denmark, Alcan needed to impart the magnitude of 

the potential loss of Greenlandic cryolite for Canadian war-time aluminium production to 

the highest levels of the Canadian government. Following his conversation with Powell, 

Fraser Bruce immediately got in touch with Norman Robertson at the Canadian 

Department of External Affairs. They discussed the developments and the logistics of the 

cryolite mine at Ivigtut (which Robertson was unable to find on his map). Following their 
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lengthy conversation, Bruce prepared a letter for Robertson detailing in writing the issues 

that they had discussed. That day Bruce also spoke with several other key figures in 

government including Colonel J.L. Ralston, the Canadian Minister of Finance, and Dr. 

W.C. Clark, the Canadian Deputy Minister of Finance, who were both “most interested” in 

the Greenland situation. Ralston asked for a copy of the letter Alcan was preparing for 

Robertson because he would be taking the train with Norman Rogers, the Minister of 

National Defence, that afternoon and he wanted to “have all the facts, so that they could 

discuss the matter together.”
552

 

The letter Bruce prepared highlighted the significance of the German invasions, the 

uniqueness of cryolite, the significance of cryolite for Alcan and aluminium production, 

the problems with artificial cryolite, and the potential ramifications of a disruption in 

Alcan’s cryolite supply as a result of the invasion. He stated that the conditions of the war 

meant that “the importance of Canadian aluminium production, and, consequently cryolite, 

cannot be stressed too strongly.”
553

 He went on to suggest that if Canada decided to 

occupy Ivigtut, Alcan would operate the mines for the benefit of the Allies. He concluded 

by stating: 

 This matter, in fact is so important to us, and to the Allied aluminium 

 industry, that we urge the Canadian government to see that immediate 

 action is taken to protect the Greenland cryolite mines and ensure their 

 production for the Allies.
554
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Bruce and Powell’s actions had an immediate effect within the Canadian government.
555

 

The next day Greenland and the cryolite issue reached the Canadian Prime Minister. King 

was given a memorandum on the “The Position of Greenland” by O.D. Skelton. The memo 

presented to the prime minister stressed the importance of cryolite and raised the issue of 

preventing a German occupation of Greenland through Canadian action, noting that if 

Canada were to occupy “strategic coastal points in Greenland,” it would be preferable to 

similar action on the part of the British or French. Skelton stressed that if any action were 

contemplated it would be desirable to discuss it “not only with London, but with 

Washington.”
556

 Prime Minister King wrote in his diary that he “found little comfort in the 

new problem of enemy approach to our shores through Greenland, having the one mine 

which can supply cryolite for aluminium manufacture.”
557

 

The next day Skelton also briefed the prime minister about a meeting between Colonel 

Ralston, the Chief of the Naval Staff, and the Chief of the General Staff, regarding the 

Greenland situation. It was suggested that Canada send the ice-breaker McLean to protect 

the mine and prevent the Germans establishing bases in Greenland’s harbours.
558

 Skelton 

also drafted a telegram on the matter to Vincent Massey, the Canadian High Commissioner 

in London, which he had vetted by the prime minister. Although King did ultimately 

approve the telegram, he warned Skelton that Canada should not move too quickly with 
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respect to any Canadian action in Greenland.
559

 King thought that it would be impossible 

to foresee either the short-term or long-term implications of such an action. 

Although he was concerned about the fate of the mine, he stressed that if Canada occupied 

Greenland it might be expected to do the same for Newfoundland, then still a separate 

colony. The war in Europe would inevitably lead to increasing demands on the Canadian 

military and those demands would be more difficult to fulfil if the military was involved in 

various other operations. King, however, was most concerned about the danger of 

“disturbing American opinion” though Canadian action in Greenland.
 560

 

Mackenzie King and Canada, 1940 

For King, the events in Europe put a greater emphasis on the significance of Canada's 

relationship with the United States. Throughout his career King established numerous 

personal and professional connections in the United States. He held degrees from both the 

University of Chicago and Harvard University and had previously worked as an advisor on 

matters of labour for the Rockefeller Foundation. King's exposure to elite society through 

education and employment helped him forge high-placed personal friendships in American 

government and industry. He was, however, aware that his personal background and 

policies left him open to criticism within Canada for being too pro-American, indeed he 

had been nicknamed “the American” by the press.
561
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King had been acting as a middleman between the United States and Great Britain during 

the early stages of the Second World War. Like Roosevelt King was initially reluctant to 

involve his country in war, but he soon realised that war with Germany would be 

impossible for Canada to avoid. At the Imperial Conference in 1937 King told 

Chamberlain that if Hitler should ever aggress in a way to injure the United Kingdom that 

Canadians would swim across the Atlantic rather than be prevented from coming to the aid 

of the British.
562

 When war eventually came he was soon championing the Allied position 

in defending the rights of neutral nations.
563

 King had a good working relationship with 

Roosevelt. He was simultaneously urged by the British to prompt American assistance in 

the Allied war effort, and encouraged by the Americans to have the British act more 

decisively against Hitler.  

As a result of his country's close relationship with Great Britain, as part of the British 

Commonwealth and Canada's physical and cultural proximity to the United States, King 

felt that he was “greatly needed as an intermediary between England and the U.S.”
564

 

King, however, aspired to be more than a go-between for the United States and Great 

Britain. He was highly intelligent and had an excellent mind for economics and matters of 
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trade. He had little faith in diplomats: he believed that "Legations and Embassies were not 

to be much relied on," and that "these men took themselves too seriously and often were 

little governments in themselves." He believed that it was "all wrong to have great 

international affairs settled by a few individuals; much better to have a more frequent 

exchange of views between leading members of government. Individuals entrusted with a 

special mission."
565

 

It is clear from King's somewhat contradictory writings that he saw himself as one of these 

individuals with a special mission. In King's case that mission not only involved mediation 

between the United Kingdom and United States, but also the re-positioning Canada on the 

world stage. Throughout his long career as prime minister, King pursued policies that 

loosened Canada's imperial ties to Great Britain and set it on the path to a fully 

independent foreign policy and national identity. From his earliest time in office, King 

began to champion a course that was distinct from Great Britain.  

In the Chanak crisis of 1922 after Lloyd George had publically requested military support 

from Canada in the Dardanelles before any official request had been made to Ottawa. King 

refused to offer Canadian assistance without first consulting his parliament.
566

 At imperial 

conferences in 1923 and 1926, King argued against collective security measures and 

stressed that "Canada should not be expected to involve itself in any conflict in which its 

interests were not at stake; and that the Canadian parliament alone would determine the 
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extent, if any, in overseas military operations."
567

 King's government lost the 1930 election 

on the issue of a reciprocity treaty with the United States. During his time out of office the 

Statute of Westminster (1931), something King had been instrumental in promoting, was 

approved giving Canada full legislative control over its foreign policy.
568

  

After the difficult depression years of the early 1930s under the unpopular Conservative 

Prime Minister R.B. Bennett, King won the 1935 election with a substantial majority. King 

reassumed his role as prime minister in 1935 with new powers over foreign affairs and a 

mission to re-define Canada's role in global affairs. Unlike some previous prime ministers, 

Mackenzie King did not simply see himself as heading a provincial extension of the 

British government in the Western Hemisphere. He saw himself as the leader of an 

independent, self-sufficient nation and sought to promote polices that he thought were in 

the best interest of his country, rather than the Commonwealth as a whole. One of the ways 

King exercised his country's newfound independence was by waiting a full week until 

Canada joined with the United Kingdom and declared war on Germany.
569

  

The war had greatly increased the difficulty of King's role both domestically and 

internationally. Canada itself was a deeply divided nation, particularly with respect to the 

linguistic and cultural divides between the English- and French-speaking populations in 

the country. English-speaking Canadians were far more supportive of policies like aid to 

the Allies and more open to the policy of conscription. Whereas French Canadians had 
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only marginal loyalty to Britain and felt little allegiance to France.
570

 As a result, they were 

vehemently opposed to conscription.
571

 The Canadian government itself was similarly 

divided between those fiercely loyal to Great Britain, particularly those in the military, and 

others who preferred to act in Canada's national interest like O.D. Skelton. King's election 

victory had guaranteed his leadership position domestically for several years which gave 

him more leeway to dedicate himself more fully to international affairs.
572

 

The lack of active fighting in the early months of the war made it easy for King to 

maintain confidence in a British victory while he campaigned for re-election. The German 

invasions of Denmark and Norway, however, raised broader questions for King about the 

direction the war might take and the potential implications for Canada. In addition, the 

occupation of Denmark also drew King's attention to the inadequacies of Canadian 

defences. Greenland was only twenty-six kilometres from Canada in the far north. Since at 

the time of the German invasion, Greenland was a Danish colonial possession. Hitler now 

had a legal claim to at least some rights to the island because it belonged to an occupied 

Denmark. The Danish government had been forced to acquiesce in relinquishing the 

control of their possessions abroad when the Nazis overran the country.
573

 Thus, the 
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occupation of Denmark by the Germans made the possibility of a German occupation of 

Greenland increasingly likely. During the First World War, little attention had been paid to 

Greenland.
574

 In the context of the Second World War, however, Greenland’s strategic 

location and mineral resources, in combination with rumours of German designs for the 

island, led to increased international interest in the fate of the Danish colony on both sides 

of the Atlantic. Not surprisingly, it was one of the issues King wanted to discuss with the 

Americans. 

In spite of the criticisms about his pro-American attitude, King was in the habit of 

spending a significant amount of time in the United States. He also made it a priority to 

personally visit with Roosevelt once or twice each year following their first meeting in 

1935.
575

 Indeed, when Mackenzie King was re-elected on March 26, 1940, one of the first 

acts of his renewed mandate was a “vacation” to the United States. Although, he did spend 

a little over a week relaxing by the sea at the Cavalier Hotel in Virginia Beach, his purpose 

in travelling to the United States was not strictly personal.
 576

 He made plans to meet 

President Roosevelt in Warm Springs, Georgia. He also made appointments with Lord 

Lothian, British Ambassador to the United States, and American Secretary of State Cordell 

Hull. He had originally planned to leave for his trip on April 9; however, as a result of 

Germany’s invasions of Denmark and Norway, King felt it unwise to leave Ottawa or 

delay Parliament later than the 16
th

 of the next month.
577

 He left three days later on April 
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12, 1940. King was keen to avoid any action that would alienate either the American 

government or American public opinion. Rather than speculate with his advisors as to 

which action with respect to Greenland would be preferable to the United States, he 

decided to ask the president directly when he stayed with him at the Little White House in 

Warm Springs, Georgia.  

The Canadian Government and the American Government 

American policy relating to Greenland was still evolving. The State Department was 

already independently working with the Danish ambassador to the United States, Henrik 

Kauffmann, and the two Greenlandic governors, Aksel Svane and Eske Brun, on issues 

relating to the defence of Greenland. All three parties (the Danish ambassador, the 

Greenlandic governors, and the American government) wanted to continue to keep 

Greenland isolated from the European conflict by preventing any belligerent presence on 

the island.
 578

 

Prior to his trip, Mackenzie King had been briefed on the existing American’s position on 

Greenland by Skelton and Loring C. Christie, the Canadian minister to the United States in 

Washington, who had recently met with the American Secretary of State Cordell Hull on 

the issue. Christie had more knowledge than most people about Greenland. During the 

First World War, Christie was an advisor to Prime Minister Robert Borden and handled 

files relating to Canada's position regarding the potential recognition of Danish 

sovereignty over Greenland.
579

 During the meeting, Hull made it very clear to Christie that 
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the United States would not be happy with any British involvement in Greenland. 

Following the meeting, however, Christie was still not entirely clear about the American 

position with respect to potential Canadian military action in Greenland.
580

 Christie raised 

the question of Greenland with the Secretary of State again later that week. He asked what 

the State Department's attitude would be toward the Canadian government sending a small 

force to Greenland to protect the cryolite mine and if the Americans were themselves 

planning any action on the island. Hull let Christie know that he would inform him of the 

government's position within a few days.
581

  

One of primary questions that needed to be resolved prior to Hull's response was the 

government's position with respect to Canada and the Monroe Doctrine. As discussed in 

the last chapter, following the Monroe Doctrine of 1823  which stated that the American 

continents are “hence forth not to be considered as subjects for future colonization by any 

European power.” The American government was reluctant to see any change in the status 

of European colonial possessions in the western hemisphere. In other words, the 

Americans were not prepared to approve of colonies being swapped about by the European 

powers.
582

 Some in the State Department, like the Undersecretary of State Adolf Berle, 

thought that the occupation of Greenland by Canada would violate the Monroe Doctrine. 

Although Canada, like Greenland is geographically considered a part of the western 

hemisphere, Berle and many Americans continued to view the British with suspicion. 
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Canada, as a British Dominion, was also seen as an extension of British Imperialism. For 

the first few decades following the American revolution “Americans viewed Canada as an 

active aggressive agent of British Imperialism that sought to check US expansion 

westward.”
583

  

Although both countries were democratic, they had very different origins. While the 

United States was founded on the rejection of colonialism, Canada was the opposite, 

imperial by design. Rather than accept their so-called geographic destiny and overthrow 

European rule:  

The remaining North American colonies banded together to form the Dominion of 

Canada in 1867. Between 1880 and 1914 this enlarged colonial state viewed itself 

as a vital link in the British worldwide empire . . . The flag waving rejection of the 

1911 reciprocity treaty by Canadians on the grounds that Canada did not wish to 

undermine the imperial connection seemed to confirm that Canada’s imperial 

orientation remained strong even into the first decade of the new century.
584

 

While imperial history and differing interpretations of the Monroe Doctrine continued to 

make some Americans wary of Canadian intentions, others saw the Second World War as 

an opportunity for Canada to cut its remaining ties with Britain and establish closer 

relations between the United States and Canada. While after the American Revolution 

Americans had been concerned that Canadians would act as agents of the British and try 

and subvert the government or invade, so too had Canadians been suspicious of American 

intentions towards Canada. Canadian historian C.P. Stacey, writing in 1937, argued that 

the policies of the Canadian military thinking itself can be divided into three phases in 

relation to the United States. The first was that "in which the United States was an 

omnipresent menace, and Canadian defensive measures were devoted almost exclusively 

                                                           
583

Gordon T. Stewart, “An Objective of US Foreign Policy since the Founding of the 

Republic: The United States and the End of Empire in Canada,” in Canada and the End of 

Empire, ed. Phillip Buckner. Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2005), 95. 

584
Stewart, “An Objective of US Foreign Policy,” 95. 



207 
 

 
 

to providing against an American attack." The second was a period of transition from 1871 

to the turn of the century, and during the third, the one in which Mackenzie King was 

governing, "American hostility is assumed to be virtually impossible and Canadian 

military measures are directed at other contingencies."
585

 This change in defensive needs 

shifted Canada's focus from one of the large infantry that was needed to defend Canada's 

southern border when there was an assumption of American hostility, to a focus on coastal 

defences.
586

 In the interwar period, however, the improvement of relations with Canada did 

not entirely allay American concerns about it. Canadian defensive capabilities, particularly 

along its coasts, were extremely limited, which was a concern for Americans who desired 

to keep the Western Hemisphere safe from foreign aggression.  

The United States had long desired a policy of Western Hemispheric security. Throughout 

Roosevelt's presidency he and his government publically stated that the friendly 

relationship between the United States and the other republics of the American continent 

"must be regarded as a cornerstone of American foreign policy."
587

 It was also stressed that 

the Monroe Doctrine as it has been interpreted was essentially a continental self-defence 

policy. The government encouraged the adoption of the Monroe Doctrine by all Latin 

American states as a part of their own national policies. That way, it was argued, the 

impression that the adoption of the Monroe Doctrine would constitute a threat to 

sovereignty of any republic in the Western Hemisphere would be overturned. Roosevelt's 

government also stressed that Western Hemispheric states must each accept equal 
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responsibility for the defence of the hemisphere, and that there was a continental 

responsibility for the maintenance of peace in this hemisphere.
588

 As a result of global 

political uncertainty, in the 1930s the United States was able to craft important mutual 

defence treaties with Latin America, through the Pan American Conferences such as the 

Lima Conference in 1938 and the subsequent Panama Conference in 1939. The Lima 

Conference was of particular importance as it essentially secured and assured mutual 

defence for all twenty-one signatory nations in attendance.
589

 The declaration, however, 

stopped short of adopting the Monroe Doctrine itself as the mechanism through which this 

was achieved. 

Canada, as part of the British Empire, was not included in Pan-American Conferences, the 

Pan-American Union, or the related hemispheric security agreements. In 1941, however, 

the preeminent Monroe Doctrine scholar Dexter Perkins noted: 

The most significant development of the Monroe Doctrine since 1938 was the 

inclusion of Canada in the ample folds of its principels . . . Throughout the 

nineteenth and early twentieth century, so great was the power of imperial Britain, 

so unquestioned her naval supremacy, that it could have occurred only to the 

boldest and most speculative mind that, so far as Canada was concerned it would 

be challenged.
590

  

That challenge came from Franklin Delano Roosevelt, when he famously declared “I give 

to you the assurance that the people of the United States will not stand idly by if 

domination of Canadian soil is threatened by any other empire,” during a speech at 

                                                           

 
588

"Speech on the Monroe Doctrine and Latin America," 1933, PSF 28 Diplomatic 

Cuba, 1-3. 

 
589

Edward O. Guerrant, Roosevelt’s Good Neighbor Policy (Albuquerque: The 

University of New Mexico Press, 1950), 140. 

590
Dexter Perkins, Hands Off: A History of the Monroe Doctrine (Boston: Little 

Brown and Company, 1941), 357-358. 



209 
 

 
 

Queen's University in Kingston, Ontario, in 1938.
591

 Canadians were now granted 

American protection under the Monroe Doctrine for the first time in history. Roosevelt’s 

statement took on even greater importance when in interviews following the speech, the 

American president directly linked his earlier remarks to the Monroe Doctrine. 

Roosevelt’s statement was also indicative of a larger trend of closer ties between the 

United States and Canada in the pre-war period, a trend that can be attributed, at least in 

part, to the close relationship between Mackenzie King and Franklin Roosevelt. The nature 

of King's relationship with Roosevelt is the subject of some debate. It is clear, however, 

that their relationship was significantly more positive than that between Roosevelt and 

King's predecessor, R.B. Bennett. Bennett was a Conservative. His party was closely 

associated with London and favoured high levels of protection for Canadian markets.
592

 

Not only was Bennett part of the pro-British party in Canada, but he was a member of the 

United Empire Loyalists and was descended from American Conservatives who fled to 

Canada during the American Revolution.
593

 Bennett's correspondence with Roosevelt was 

formal and reserved and in stark contrast to the style of his successor.
594

 Just prior to the 

1935 election that would return King to power, Warren Delano Robbins, a cousin of 

Roosevelt and the Chief of the Mission to Canada, wrote to the president about the future 

prime minister: 
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 Yesterday was Mackenzie King's sixtieth birthday and I wrote him a polite note of 

 congratulations. I enclose his letter, also written by hand, which I received within 

 three hours of the time that I sent mine to him. I only send you this and make this 

 remark because I think it shows a little bit that he is inclined far more than any 

 other party to play the game with us.
595

 

In a postscript Robbins noted, "King was a prolific writer and I think inclined to indulge in 

poetic licence."
596

 Roosevelt read King's letter to Robbins with interest, and it was 

apparent to the president that his cousin's comments were accurate. King's note highlighted 

his happy years spent in the United States and the many friendships he made while 

studying at Harvard. He also noted that he wished "more friendships could be formed 

between the peoples of our respective countries. I become increasingly convinced that 

along that path more than any other lies not only the hope of progress but, in our day the 

hope of the world."
597

 

When King was re-elected in 1935, he was true to his word to Robbins and made a 

sustained effort to maintain the aforementioned friendship. Both leaders spent a substantial 

portion of their formative years in the other’s country, which gave them a unique basis to 

strengthen bilateral relations between the United States and Canada. From the time he was 

a young boy until he contracted polio on the island at age thirty-nine, Roosevelt spent the 

majority of his summers in the small Canadian island town of Campobello, New 

Brunswick, and he maintained close relationships with many locals throughout his life.
598
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Similarly, Mackenzie King spent considerable time in the United States as a child. King 

also lived in the United States while he completed an MA in Sociology from the 

University of Chicago in 1897,
599

 and a PhD from Harvard in 1909. The fact that King and 

Roosevelt were both Harvard educated was significant for both leaders. In 1935 at the first 

of their eighteen meetings, “the two leaders . . . had one big thing in common. They were 

Harvard men . . . One meeting the president and prime minister went on at length about 

their Harvard days and forever after, Roosevelt alluding to King, would almost always 

draw the link.”
600

 Following their initial meeting Roosevelt wrote to King: 

I have thought much of you since the autumn and have been wishing that we might 

meet much more often . . . I really hope to pay a visit to you at the end of June . . . 

because this creates a new precedent and because I hope that it will be followed by 

many similar visits in both directions . . . we should keep it as informal and 

unostentatious as possible. It will be a good thing for both countries if . . . in the 

days to come we can drop in and visit each other.
601

 

The meeting marked the beginning of a close personal and working relationship and also 

resulted in the Reciprocal Trade Treaty, which was signed on Armistice Day 1935.
602

 King 

had long been in favour of freer trade and lower tariffs between the United States and 

Canada. In 1911 he, and then Prime Minister Wilfred Laurier, had lost the election on that 

issue.
603

 What other leaders had been unable to accomplish in decades, King and Roosevelt 

accomplished over a few short days.  
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Although the pair had some things in common, the factor that made these negotiations and 

the relationship itself so easy was King himself. From the outset of the trade negotiations 

he made it clear that he would only come to Washington if the negotiations would result in 

an agreement.
604

 He thought that trade between the two nations would be good for the 

morale of both countries and that it would be good for the world to see two countries as 

"powerful as the United States and Canada ironing out their trade difficulties and ready to 

face the world situation together."
605

 King felt that Canada could be of great use as a link 

between Great Britain and the United States, a role King had played before while he was 

Deputy Minister of Labour in the Laurier government. He acted as an intermediary 

between Theodore Roosevelt and Lord Grey regarding Japan, and with Lord Salisbury and 

Stanley Baldwin over American prohibition regulations.
606

 King used these examples to 

illustrate his commitment to positive bilateral relations with the United States. He told the 

new American Chief of the Mission in Ottawa, Norman Armour, that he was "not in favor 

of annexation. I don't think that would be good for either country. Certainly you have 

enough troubles of your own without wanting to add us to them." However, short of this he 

did feel that there must be close economic and political cooperation between Canada and 

the United States and that in-person meetings between the two leaders would be 

beneficial.
607

 During the period of the trade negotiations, Canada was at a crossroads in its 

foreign policy. O.D. Skelton advised that if a trade agreement could not be reached then 

"Canada would of necessity be forced back within the Empire; into the arms of the 
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British—but of course at a price."
608

 That price was becoming a part of Neville 

Chamberlain's world-wide British economic empire. A memorandum for the president on 

the subject noted:   

[it] is vitally important for our political future that we have next to us a Canada 

interested in developing her trade with the United States, interested in regard to 

Latin America, possibly a member of the Pan American Union, the Far East and 

elsewhere, and feeling in a thousand and one ways that they are bound to us in 

practical things even though sentimentally and politically they are part of the 

British Empire.
609

  

Following the successful negotiations of the trade agreement, King and Roosevelt met with 

each other fairly regularly. King's visits were followed by lengthy letters of thanks to 

Roosevelt. In 1937 he wrote, "You, it seems to me, more than any other living man, are in 

a position to save the world situation, and, with it, civilization."
610

 Despite King's flowery 

prose, Roosevelt continued frequent correspondence with him and also encouraged in 

person "chats." Roosevelt told King that the "White House door stands ajar" for him and if 

he wanted to visit, King should "disregard legations and call me up personally to tell me 

you are coming for a little visit."
611

 King, however, was aware of the power of Canadian 

public opinion and said that he would have to be cautious of the way that his visits were 

framed in order to avoid "comment and speculation" that would be embarrassing for both 

leaders. He told Roosevelt how honoured he felt to have the ability to drop in on the 

president at any time, and he hoped "the world would will come to comprehend that the 
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more those who are responsible for the administration of public affairs see each other, the 

better it will be for mankind."
612

  

King's Vacation in the United States   

King's decision to leave for the United States in April 1940 was received critically by the 

Canadian press and many in the government, particularly in light of the worsening 

European situation. Part of the issue with the public perception of King's trip to the United 

States was that publically it was stated that his time in the United States was strictly 

personal, and that no issues of government business would be discussed during any of his 

meetings while he was away. While this was clearly not the case, it was deemed necessary 

to avoid press speculation as to the content of the secretive discussions he would have 

while he was away. King was often upset by the press reports during his time in the United 

States. Following a critical editorial in the Ottawa Gazette about his trip, King complained 

about the illogical partisan hatred of him on the part of the Conservative Party. He wrote: 

I fortunately am now in the position that I can do pretty much as I please and intend 

to do so, exercising my judgement with respect to what is most, in the long run, in 

the country's need . . . I believe firmly, however, that there is a real purpose behind 

my seeing the President and that I can do more in one week spent to that end than 

might be accomplished in months of remaining in Ottawa, and giving attention to 

national rather than international aspects of the present world situation.
613

  

It took King two days to travel to the southern United States on board the President 

Warfield. The first stop on his American tour was the Cavalier Hotel in Virginia Beach, 

where he would relax on his own for a week prior to meeting with Roosevelt in Warm 

Springs, Georgia. King was driven to the hotel in a new Chrysler Royal, and in spite of the 

unusually cold weather for the time of year, he was pleased by the sight of flowers and 
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shrubs on his drive. He also enjoyed the Canadian flag positioned next to the stars and 

stripes in his honour at the hotel.
614

 King, who was sixty-four years old in 1940, felt he 

was in need of a rest after the election. He spent the majority of his time at the Cavalier 

Hotel relaxing, but he also took a keen interest in the news reports from Europe. The prime 

minister paid particularly close attention to the events in Norway. King felt that Germany's 

invasions of Denmark and Norway had affected Americans deeply. Norway and Denmark 

were both "peace-loving neutral democracies. It makes it clear the job that Britain has 

tackled in trying to destroy a brutal beast that is devouring nations like a wolf would 

individuals."
615

 Prior to his leaving Ottawa, however, the reports from Europe on the 

Norwegian Campaign were sporadic and confusing and the initial broadcasts were 

positive. The day after the invasion, King noted in his diary that the reports affirmed 

accounts of Allied successes in the North Sea. Many German ships were said to have been 

sunk in comparison with the British. It was also announced that the British had recaptured 

both Bergen and Trondheim, and that forty thousand tons of shipping had been destroyed 

in the Oslo Fjord itself. King noted that "it would look as though Hitler has at last gone too 

far in his attempt to seize neutral countries."
616

 The next day King listened to Churchill's 

broadcast on the campaign and concluded that although the battle was "definitely on 

Britain's side," there were "more serious losses for the British than assumed by press 

accounts."
617

 By his first night in Virginia on April 14, King was again buoyed by the 

broadcasts from Europe. Although he had received a memo from O.D. Skelton to the effect 

that there had been little change on the war front, he noted enthusiastically, "Quite clearly 
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the British have won a smashing victory which I should think will help to change the 

whole course of the war . . . Great triumph for the importance of the navy in times of 

war."
618

 Two days later King stayed awake later than usual to listen to the news reports on 

Norway. The reports were vague, and King concluded that Scandinavia would be a "battle 

ground for some months" and the saddest part of it was the "thousands [of] British, 

Norwegians and Germans slain over an effort to gain control of Iron ore."
619

 Another 

memo from Skelton brought news of the British re-capture of Narvik, but raised new 

questions as a result of the Japanese announcement opposing British or American 

interference in the Dutch East Indies, which was regarded by the Canadian government as 

an indication that Japan itself would attempt to seize the islands if the Netherlands were 

invaded. Skelton's memo concluded with an important message that London would be glad 

to see Canadian action in Greenland, which he termed "our own north-eastern orphan."
620

 

Two days later he received another memorandum on the situation from Skelton. Skelton 

wrote that Lord Lothian, the British Ambassador to the United States 

Gave one of the most stupid and embarrassing interviews ever given by a public 

representative. The Associated Press reported that he had said neither Britain nor 

Canada would occupy Greenland unless absolutely certain that Germany was 

sending an expeditionary force, which was most unlikely . . . This apparent 

assumption of a right to speak for Canada was greatly resented by Colonel Ralston 

and other members of the council.
621
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Lothian, who was given a memorandum on Canada's position on Greenland, told the 

Canadian legation that he was misquoted and had not made a statement that implicated 

Canada.
622

  

Throughout the week King continued to be "confused" with respect to the Norwegian 

situation. He suspected it was more difficult for the British than was generally assumed. 

On April 20 King received another message that caused him concern. In a memorandum 

from Skelton he learned that Andrew McNaughton, the Commander of the First Canadian 

Infantry Division, and Vincent Massey, the Canadian High Commissioner in London, had 

agreed between them to send thirteen hundred Canadians to Norway without asking 

Ottawa first.
623

 Both the actions of McNaughton and Massey and those of Lothian clearly 

went against King's hard fought efforts to consolidate control of Canadian affairs in 

Ottawa rather than London.  

King and Roosevelt's Visit 

On April 23, 1940, , while the outcome of the fighting in Scandinavia was still unclear, 

King descended from a Seaboard Railway car onto a train platform in Warm Springs, 

Georgia. He met President Roosevelt, who later that afternoon personally took the prime 

minister on a guided tour of Warm Springs and the surrounding countryside. Dressed in 

his grey flannel suit, King chatted with Roosevelt and enjoyed his first cocktail since the 

Great War.
624

 King recalled that "the visit might truly be described as a wholly informal 

personal visit," and that "nothing was discussed in an official way though many subjects of 
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mutual interest naturally developed in the course of the conversations."
625

 Publicly, the 

president repeated these sentiments and stated that “no questions of American or Canadian 

policy were involved in the discussions”; however, in reality one of the main issues King 

discussed with Roosevelt was cryolite and the options for the defence of Greenland.
626

 

Over the course of his visit, Roosevelt continued to build trust between himself and the 

Canadian prime minister. Roosevelt insisted that King remain in the room during all of his 

phone calls, including one with Cordell Hull in which he discussed sensitive issues of 

national security. Roosevelt also showed King the many letters he had on his desk. 

Amongst them was a memorandum from Hull about Greenland and confidential reports 

from American ambassadors based abroad describing the ever worsening situation in 

Europe and the potential threat of Japan.
627

 

The pair briefly discussed concerns about Japan. King mentioned he had heard that many 

commentators thought that war between the United States and Japan was inevitable. The 

president was "terribly annoyed" by those sorts of comments and told King that it was the 

"worst thing that could have been said." King did not mention to Roosevelt that he himself 

had similar views. A few days prior to the meeting, King had recorded in his diary that the 

"US and Japan are already beginning to show their teeth to each other over the possible 

control of the Dutch East Indies in the event of Holland being invaded by the Germans." 

He also noted that he would "not be at all surprised to see Japan in a war with the 
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states."
628

 Roosevelt knew that Canada was developing its own issues with Japan. Prior to 

the meeting, Secretary Morgenthau phoned Roosevelt's office to tell the president that as 

of the first of April, Canada, "despite great pressure," had stopped selling nickel to 

Japan.
629

   

Although Japan was significant, the expanding war in Europe was of primary concern to 

both men and monopolised the conversation during their visit. It was clear to King that 

there was no doubt that Roosevelt's sympathies lay with the Allies, but he also had very 

serious concerns about the decisions that both the British and the French had taken in the 

war to date. Roosevelt thought that neither power was acting quickly enough, enlisting 

enough men, or sending enough troops in the current battle in Norway. Both leaders 

agreed that Hitler would bring on a "totalitarian" war before the end of spring and that 

Britain and France were "going to have a very hard time."
630

 Roosevelt's conclusions had 

been partially formed as a result of Sumner Welles' recent mission to Europe, which 

Roosevelt described at length to King over the course of his visit.
631

 With respect to 

Britain and France, Roosevelt had little to report except that they had both welcomed 

Welles in the best possible manner. The president also noted that Welles reported that 

Churchill had drunk to excess: "When Welles had a talk with him he drank a lot of whisky 

and made a speech of an hour's length to Welles. At the end of the hour's talking he 
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became sober." Roosevelt said that he "regretted that he seemed to be drinking too much 

even yet."
632

 

In Italy, Welles was welcomed by Italian Foreign Minister Galeazzo Ciano, who had 

invited him to his home, but noted that while Mussolini was pleasant, he was non-

committal on the subject of war. Welles had told Roosevelt that Mussolini had a falling out 

with the British ambassador to Italy and that he had visited Hitler shortly after.
633

 

Mussolini was said to have been captivated by the German strength in aircraft and arms 

and believed from that day forward that "Germany could win in any European country . . . 

from that day to this he had been pro-German."
634

 

Roosevelt recounted that in contrast to Welles' reception in England and France, and to 

some extent Italy, the situation in Germany "had been one of almost rudeness."
635

 Welles 

had previously met Ribbentrop in the United States. After the pair greeted each other in 

English, which Ribbentrop spoke well, he turned to the translator and, in German, asked 

him to translate the conversation. Then Ribbentrop proceeded to "deliver an harangue to 

Welles . . . he showed him no courtesy whatever, not hospitality of any kind."
636

 When 

Welles met with Hitler, the latter spoke with him courteously enough but repeated 
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Ribbentrop's message that "there could be no end to war except for a complete victory for 

Germany."
637

 Welles also met with several business leaders, all of whom echoed in a 

"parrot-like fashion" the same story that Hitler and Ribbentrop had given. 

News of Welles’ visit was met with mixed reviews internationally. In Latin America it was 

used for the purposes of anti-American propaganda by pro-Nazi organisations. In Uruguay, 

for example, a pro-Nazi newspaper named La Línea Sigfrido published an article on the 

visit entitled "Welles the Ruffian." The article, which began "Sumner Welles, the ruffian, 

was sent  by Roosevelt, the Jew, to interview the chiefs of state of the nations involved 

directly, or indirectly, in this great conflict," outlined numerous failings of democratic 

governments and how "the two farseeing geniuses, those two supermen named Hitler and 

Mussolini" would "give life" to the twenty-eight million bayonets, long-distance cannons, 

and Goering's aerial fleet.
638

 Although Roosevelt accepted that this was a minority opinion 

in Uruguay and elsewhere in Latin America, the article, and others like it, were an 

indication of Nazi Germany's efforts to sway public opinion in South America. 

Roosevelt told King that he had the impression that Hitler would mount a terrible attack on 

Britain imminently if he found his sources of iron and oil were being threatened. Over the 

course of the conversation, Roosevelt repeated on several occasions that he did not feel 

Britain and France were sending enough men to Norway and that they were not acting 

quickly enough in response to Hitler's aggression. The president told the prime minister in 
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the same manner that he spoke to the press that King could make his own choice as to 

which conclusion he wished "to reach with regard to many of the situations raised."
639

   

Greenland  

It was against the backdrop of an increasingly complicated situation in Asia, an expanding 

war in Europe, and uncertain relationships with Latin American states that King and 

Roosevelt discussed the best way for their two countries to manage the Greenland 

situation.  

The issue of Greenland was of central importance to both men. Roosevelt showed King the 

preparatory memorandum Hull had drafted for him regarding the Greenland situation, 

which was similar to what Christie had already reported to him.
640

 King noted, "It was 

clear that the Americans were anxious that Canada should not undertake anything in 

particular." King informed the president that the Canadian government had received a 

request from the mine owners to protect the cryolite mine and that the Canadian 

government had been in touch with Britain to ensure that men would be supplied who 

could “be of service about the mine in protective ways.”
641

 He also told Roosevelt that 

every year the Canadian government sent supplies to Greenland, and they “would be 

taking more in the way of supplies this year than previously.”
642
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Roosevelt agreed in principle with King’s plan and offered to help provide additional 

supplies and aid to the Greenlanders through the Red Cross. The president said he would 

also send an American cutter to Greenland and provide radio equipment to aid in coastal 

communications.
643

 Roosevelt, however, also wanted to make it very clear to King that he 

did not want either the United States or Canada to engage in any military defence or 

formal occupation of the island. American public and congressional opposition to the 

European war meant that it would be very difficult for the United States to take any 

official military action to protect the island, as it would most likely be seen by isolationists 

as a covert way for the president to enter the war.
644

 

In addition, both the president and the Secretary of State were concerned about the impact 

of having any belligerent country, including Great Britain or Canada, occupy Greenland. 

Not only would it raise the aforementioned difficult questions regarding the Monroe 

Doctrine and potentially place American corporate interests in the island at a disadvantage, 

but it could also give the Japanese a precedent to seize the oil-rich Dutch East Indies.
645

 

Although he did not explicitly articulate all of his concerns to the prime minister, 

Roosevelt did tell King that if a real danger arose he would have to leave it to the British to 

deal with submarines at sea. He thought no effort should be made either by the United 

States or Canada to take possession of Greenland—that whatever was done should be 
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subject to Greenland managing its own affairs.
646

 During the conversation, it was clear to 

King that the issues involved in the defence of Greenland were larger than Greenland 

itself. King noted that the president also had "a real concern about the inadequacy of the 

protection to our Canadian coasts both on the Atlantic and the Pacific." The President said 

that he also wanted to help King with improvements to Canada's coastal defences and 

communication.
647

  

Following his time with Roosevelt, King met with several other friends and 

government officials. His next visit was with John D. Rockefeller Jr. and his wife in 

Williamsburg, Virginia. King had been hired by Rockefeller early in his career to 

consult on labour issues after King had completed his doctoral studies and the two 

had been close ever since. Rockefeller gave King additional insights into Roosevelt's 

actions and the state of American public opinion with respect to the war. He 

informed King that there were two opposing views in the United States at the time: 

one was for complete isolation which he said was held by former President Hoover 

and the other, which he said he himself shared, that the U.S. should go into the war." 

He also thought that:  

 the US could not declare a policy of intervention in the war pending the 

 presidential election. The real difficulty was the degree to which the 

 President wished to keep the power in his own hands. Power to go into the 

 war if re-elected president; power to declare a policy of isolation 

 meanwhile if that would help him get a third term.
648
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Rockefeller told King that he felt strongly that Roosevelt wanted a third term, and 

that if he was successful there would be a "danger of a real dictatorship on his 

part."
649 

 

Throughout King's time away, the cabinet continued to meet, and the situation in 

Norway continued to deteriorate. In a letter from the Clerk of the Privy Council he 

underlined the words "Scandinavia" and "not a very encouraging prospect, I fear."
650

 

King spent the final weekend of his vacation in Washington. The Canadian legation 

issued a press release about the prime minister's visit. It stated that King's visit was 

strictly personal and that he would be seeing his old friend Cordell Hull "and another 

old friend, Lord Lothian, the British Ambassador."
651

 Both Hull and the Canadian 

minister in Washington, Loring Christie, came to meet King at the station. They 

spoke of the European situation "hanging on a thread" in Norway. Hull's sentiments 

were repeated in that evening's memo from Ottawa, which underlined the importance 

to both countries, particularly given the deteriorating events in Europe. "The 

situation in Norway appears to be quite disturbing and international friendships will 

count for a lot."
652

  

On Sunday morning King met with Christie and was given an update on the Greenland 

matter. Although King was satisfied with the arrangements he had made with Roosevelt 
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for the defence of Greenland, he soon discovered that while he had been in the United 

States, preparations were being made to send a Canadian defence force to the island. He 

expressed his disbelief in his diary: 

I had objected to this to S[kelton]. over the phone before leaving . . . 

Apparently Ralston being concerned about aluminum and S. zealous to have 

Canada rather than England handle Greenland matters on North American 

bases, had between them gone farther than I think was wise . . . Clearly our 

people had been overzealous in preparing for a little war on Canada’s own 

account.
653

 

King met with Norman Davis, the President of the American Red Cross, the next day 

and once again Greenland was a central issue of conversation. King told Davis about 

the surprise he had felt when he discovered the Canadian Defence Department had 

prepared an advance force. Davis was of the opinion that Canada should do 

something along the lines of what the United States was doing; namely, appoint a 

consul to the island and "keep a watchful eye on things."
654

 King wondered to Davis 

what the purpose of that watchfulness would be if German submarines and surface 

raiders appeared off the coast. Davis felt certain that if that happened, the United 

States would immediately send the navy and "blow them out of existence."
655

 King, 

who had given the matter of Greenland a considerable amount of thought, then 

explained to Davis his view on the situation: 

 I thought action on the part of both countries—the US and Canada—should 

 be on parallel lines; that it was not a matter of occupying territory, but 

 seeking to safeguard the deposit which is necessary to aluminum companies 

 in both countries.
656
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King met with Cordell Hull later that day, and once again Greenland was the main topic of 

conversation. Hull expressed his concern about the Japanese and the Dutch East Indies and 

appeared to King to be quite satisfied "with an arrangement that applied fifty-fifty in 

whatever was done by the US and ourselves" regarding Greenland
657

 King asked Hull 

"point blank [what] would be done if Greenland was invaded."
658

 Hull said although he 

doubted the Germans would invade Greenland, it would raise the policy of the Monroe 

Doctrine. "He didn't say that it would apply, but certainly it would raise that question for 

consideration."
659

 Following the meeting the press met the pair and asked whether they had 

discussed Greenland. The prime minister said he had promised the Canadian press that he 

would not make any statements while he was away or give any interviews, but he was 

"very pleased to see them all."
660

 

One of King's final scheduled meetings in Washington was a lunch with the British 

ambassador to the United States, Lord Lothian. Lothian, who had recently angered 

Canadian government officials with his remarks, attempted to clarify his thoughts on 

Canada’s position with respect to Greenland and the Monroe Doctrine. Lothian thought 

that as a result of the Statute of Westminster, which gave Canada autonomy over its 

foreign policy, although the doctrine might apply “vis-à-vis Great Britain” it would not 

apply “vis- à -vis Canada.”
661

 In the midst of his lunch with Lothian, King received an 
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urgent  message from the president that he wanted to see him again before he left for the 

station.  

When King left Warm Springs he advised Roosevelt to stay and relax as long as possible 

in order to fortify his strength before returning to Washington. Roosevelt agreed and asked 

King to call on him again in Washington before returning to Ottawa, but King had decided 

had against another visit with the president because he didn't want to bother him. He 

changed his mind upon receiving the president's message. When King reached the White 

House he was joined by Christie and directed immediately to the president's office. 

Roosevelt told King that he wanted to see him and then turned to him and said, "I did not 

carry out your advice Mackenzie, to stay another day or two, which I would have liked to 

have done. From the reports received about what was happening, I began to get rather 

jittery . . . As you know, matters have been moving pretty rapidly in the last couple of 

days. I really do not know what to do."
662

 Roosevelt then proceeded to discuss the news 

that, in addition to the probable British defeat in Norway, he had received intelligence that 

Italy was about to join the war on the side of Germany. He told King that he had sent Italy 

a verbal message that Germany would not win the war, and if Italy went to war then it 

would probably mean "war in Africa, Asia, as well as Europe."
663

 Roosevelt said this was 

his way of letting Mussolini know that the United States would ensure that "Germany and 

Italy do not conquer."
664

 The truth was, given the political situation in the United States, 
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there was little the president could do with respect to the European war that would not 

have difficult political consequences for him domestically. Roosevelt then asked King to 

do something for him. He said, "You have Canada. You get Australia and New Zealand, 

and all of you put a burr on the tail of the British. They are so slow in everything." He said 

that if the Allies lost the war it would mean that the United States would "not be able to 

deal in world affairs, except with these dictators—an impossible position."
665

 Roosevelt 

concluded the meeting saying, "Well, Mackenzie, if there is more trouble you will not 

mind if I ring you up," then he turned to Christie and said, "You will not mind if I go over 

your head and talk straight across the phone to Mr. King?" Christie said no, that it would 

be a great relief to him. King then told the president that he would be happy to hear from 

him at any time and that he could count on him for any help he could be in any way.
666

 

When they left the meeting Christie remarked several times how helpful and opportune 

King's visit to Washington had been, and how well-timed it was given the 

circumstances.
667

 On the train from Washington to New York, King had time to reflect on 

his time in the United States. He remembered that during his conversation with Roosevelt 

earlier in the day, the president had mentioned that Chamberlain and Churchill were the 

only two in the British government who were aware of the magnitude of the problems 

Europe was facing and that "Churchill was right most of the time."
668

 King thought it 

shameful that Churchill was in the state he was in when Sumner Welles came to visit him 

and noted: 
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 It is that arrogance and assumed superiority of some Englishmen have that have 

 made so many nations their enemy today. It is really terrible that a great country 

 like England should have as enemies all of the great countries of the world, 

 excepting the US and France, and her friendship with the former mostly because 

 both are democracies.
669

 

King concluded that to have discussed the European war directly with both Roosevelt and 

Hull "in co-operation with the straightening out of the Greenland situation . . . has been 

worth the present visit a thousand times."
670

  

The prime minister was in a prophetic mood on his way back to Ottawa. He recorded that 

the next phase of the war was unfolding "as it was foretold while at Washington," and he 

was struck by how few people seemed to understand the difficulties that would be coming 

imminently.
671

 He was surprised by Mussolini's decision to attack Gibraltar and Malta, but 

what he found most appalling was that the "Nazis seem to have won a real victory in 

Norway and to have forces vastly superior on land and in the air to Allied and Norwegian 

forces."
672

 King also decided on his journey home that he would skip the Empire 

conference in London. He "felt that with war spreading in Europe, we may have terrible 

situations to face in Canada itself and my first duty is to Canada . . . I may be greatly 

needed as an intermediary between England and the US."
673

 King thought that there was 

no use in him going to London in order to "just be used to register the views of British 
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Ministers," and he stressed that "I think Canada will be behind me in staying with our own 

country and not for the sake of a picture of Empire."
674

 

King Returns to Ottawa  

King returned to Ottawa with a clearer understanding of the global war his country was 

facing. He was, however, amazed to discover that many, including Ralston, and C.G. 

Power, “had already a military expedition fitted out to go to Greenland which included 

guns for mounting, soldiers, some naval defence etc.”
675

 When Power asked the prime 

minister if the force that had been readied should be demobilised, King said “certainly and 

at once.”
676

 King noted that Ralston seemed a bit "tenacious about our having been asked 

by England to look after the property and what it might mean to have bombs destroy the 

cryolite mines."
677

 King had a difficult time explaining that the United States was 

attempting to avoid setting a precedent for Japan in the Pacific and thus risking a 

confrontation with Japan there. With or Without the British fleet's being able to defend 

Canada, King attempted to stress the "unwisdom in the consequence of giving an excuse to 

the Japanese for adopting toward the Dutch East Indies the kind of protection that Canada 
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would be exercising over Greenland."
678

 King thought this exchange emphasised the 

importance of not going abroad again if it could be avoided.
679

  

Over the next week as the situation in Europe worsened and Chamberlain began to lose his 

hold on power, a group of King's ministers continued to press him for more direct action in 

Greenland. King, between dispatches on Greenland, read sections of the debate in the 

British House regarding Norway.
680

 He wrote that it was a "very dark moment for the 

British people and terribly hard on Chamberlain in particular."
681

 King thought 

Chamberlain had done everything possible to prepare Britain for war with Germany. The 

Munich Agreement saved Britain from war at a time when it would have been "disastrous 

for both France and Britain."
682

 King blamed the Norwegians for the failure from not 

allowing Britain to help earlier and said that the real mistake on the part of the United 

Kingdom was the role of the press in "stressing British successes at the outset."
683

 

Ralston and Power, who had both long been in direct communication with Alcan officials, 

remained concerned of what the loss of cryolite would mean for Canadian industry. 

Following the conversation with Fraser Bruce, Norman Robertson sent a telegram to 

Antony Eden, the Dominions’ Secretary in London, regarding the vital importance of 
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Greenlandic cryolite.
684

 Despite the ongoing diplomatic negotiations surrounding the 

defence of Greenland, Alcan still needed to retrieve its major shipment of cryolite for the 

year. Ralston and Power knew that something would yet need to be done to protect the 

cryolite supply, and they attempted to do so within the parameters set by the prime 

minster. King wanted Canada's actions to be coordinated with the United States. Roosevelt 

wanted to ensure that there was no indication of a military presence by either country on 

the island. King ordered that all arrangements be handled through the Department of 

Mines and Resources.
685

 Rather than use the ice-breaker McLean as originally suggested, it 

was decided instead to use the Nascopie from the Hudson’s Bay Company’s merchant 

fleet. The aged vessel had gained considerable fame in 1916 for allegedly sinking a 

German submarine.
686

 As the Hudson’s Bay Company’s official Arctic mail ship, the 

Nascopie made yearly supply trips to Greenland, and the Canadian Department of Mines 

and Resources offered to pay the company $25,000 annually to carry cryolite for Canada’s 

war-time industries.
687 

The use of the commercial vessel Nascopie would avoid criticism 

of having an overt belligerent military presence in Greenland something that both the 

American government and the prime minister were trying to avoid. 

The High Commission in London, which had been slow to respond to previous messages, 

also began to weigh in on the situation. On May 2 Vincent Massey, the Canadian High 
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Commissioner to the United Kingdom, sent a delayed reply to an urgent Canadian 

telegram from April 25. In his response Massey said that the British government was 

concerned about the dangerous position of the undefended cryolite mine and did not view 

the American concerns of the parallels with the Dutch East Indies as justified.
688

 Massey 

continued that in view of the circumstances the "United Kingdom Government will be glad 

if the Canadian Government would consider the immediate dispatch of an expedition to 

Greenland with the purpose of taking over the mines."
689

 Massey also noted that in order to 

assuage American concerns, the expedition could be described as a "relief expedition."
690

 

The High Commissioner also made another controversial recommendation: 

In the opinion of the United Kingdom authorities, it would not be necessary to make 

a formal communication to [the] United States Government before the expedition is 

dispatched, although they suggest that the Canadian government would, no doubt 

advise the United States Government as soon as the expedition arrived, and that it 

might be useful at this stage to offer to concert with the United States Government 

further measures which might be desirable on humanitarian grounds for assistance to 

the population of Greenland and for disposal of cryolite obtained so far as United 

States government are concerned.
691

 

That week, the Canadian government received several other messages regarding 

developments in the Greenland situation from both London and Washington. In a 

memorandum for the prime minister, Skelton noted the obvious disconnect between 

London and Washington. He wrote, "Some of the people in London evidently have not a 
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very adequate grasp of the United States point of view or of the importance of keeping the 

United States interested in both the Western Pacific and in the Greenland situation.”
692

  

Skelton and Keenleyside prepared a substantial secret memorandum for the prime minister 

on the Greenland situation, and suggestions for possible solutions to the present 

problem.
693

 Their memo noted that Canada's concern in Greenland was "urgent and 

serious," and as a result of the "divergent views of the United Kingdom and the United 

States, Canada is in danger of being burdened with a responsibility which cannot be 

discharged except by disregarding the wishes of the United States."
694

 The memorandum, 

which sought to find a solution to Canada's dilemma, cited four factors that were at play in 

the present situation. These included defence, the cryolite, supply, and humanitarian 

considerations, and it detailed the developments of the situation with regard to both the 

United States and the United Kingdom over the past month.  

Over the next few days King closely reviewed and annotated the memorandum and on 

May 9
th

 the issue of Greenland was discussed again in cabinet. King noted that some of his 

ministers thought that “Canada should go ahead with an expedition to Greenland whether 

viewed in favour with the United States or not."
695

 King, however, highlighting his 

aforementioned concerns, pointed out that a Canadian occupation of Greenland was a lose-

lose situation. King said that an expedition,  
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if there were a German attack, would only receive the fate that the British had in 

Norway, in which we would be blamed for sending inadequate forces (though not 

able to send anything else). On the other hand if an expedition were sent, whether a 

German raid occurred or not, the United States would be terribly offended and 

relations between the United States, England and Canada strained, at a moment 

where there is the utmost need for keeping them as cordial as possible.
696

  

King read out a dispatch that was being sent to Christie about the danger of leaving the 

cryolite mines unguarded. King, hoping for further clarification on the situation, then 

asked Ernest Lapointe, Mackenzie King's Minister of Justice, to prepare another message 

for the British.
697

 

That evening when King returned home from the long council meeting, he thought of 

Chamberlain. He remembered that he was one of the first in Britain to advocate for 

rearmament and thought that he was unfairly treated by both his party and the press. King 

was sure that Chamberlain would tender his resignation imminently. He also noted that the 

German government had taken over several railways in Northern Europe, something King 

thought was being done in connection with bringing supplies to the front. He read it as a 

sign that Germany was preparing for an early attack on France and the Low Countries.  

By the end of the next day Chamberlain had indeed submitted his resignation to King 

George VI, Winston Churchill assumed the leadership of the United Kingdom, and the 

Germans had launched the long-anticipated invasion of the Low Countries. Now more than 

ever, King understood the importance of maintaining Canada's relationship with the United 

States, but soon some of his ministers would put it to the test through their actions with 

respect to Greenland where the situation remained unresolved.  
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Chapter VI: Occupation  

 

"We desire in this grave hour to convey to the President of the United States the deep felt 

thanks for the sympathy with our cause and the respect for our freedom which the great 

American nation has proved so amply in these dark days." 

The United Greenland Councils
698

 

 

"The Proposed Agreement, arrived at after an open and friendly exchange of views, is, 

under the singularly unusual circumstances, the best measure to assure Greenland's 

present safety and the future of the island under Danish sovereignty."    

Henrik De Kauffmann
699

 

 

“The reaction of the neutrals to the German action [in Scandinavia] was as follows: 

Sweden kept quiet; Mussolini was carried away . . . Russia through the mouth of Molotov, 

wished the Germans ‘complete success in their defensive measures.’ The United States 

used the occasion to do a political deal with the Danish envoy, von Kauffmann, who broke 

away from his Government at home and disposed of Greenland.” 

Ernst von Weizsäcker
700

 

On May 3, 1940 the United Greenland Councils took an unprecedented step and adopted a 

resolution that would drastically change the island’s future. The resolution stated that, as a 

result of the recent German occupation of Denmark, Greenland would be suspending its 

more than two-century long relationship with the Danish government and named the 

United States as their preferred new route to connect with the world.
 701

  

Shortly following the German invasions, Greenland's two Governors Eske Brun, of North 

Greenland, and Aksel Svane, of South Greenland, made contact with Washington and 

sought to negotiate for American assistance and protection for the island. Arguably, 
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however, the Greenlandic governors had few alternatives than to request American 

assistance. Prior to the invasions all of Greenland's supplies were purchased, managed, and 

shipped solely through the Danish government.
702

 The approximately seventeen thousand 

Greenlanders, including five hundred Danes, had only very limited contact with those 

outside the island. Greenland's dependant relationship with Denmark meant that, without 

outside assistance, the German invasion could have a devastating effect on the island and 

its inhabitants.  

In addition to the need to secure basic necessities for the island the Governors were 

also concerned with external threats to the island's safety. There was a strong 

possibility that Germans would establish themselves on the island now that they had a 

potential legal claim to Greenland through their occupation of Denmark. The 

Governors had similar concerns about British interest in the island. The United 

Kingdom had already occupied the Faroe Islands and were moving to occupy Iceland. 

The British had called for the seizure of all Danish ships for the Allies, and there were 

signals that either the British or the Canadians would attempt to seize control of 

Greenland's cryolite industry. Unlike Canada or Britain, the United States was not a 

belligerent participant in the European war. There was a sense on the part of the 

governors that the neutral Americans, who unlike the British were seen to be anti-

imperialist by nature, would be more likely to respect Denmark's sovereignty over 

Greenland after the war.  

To further complicate the picture, the Greenland governors were not alone in their desire to 

negotiate with the United States on behalf of Greenland. The Danish ambassador in 
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Washington, Henrik Kauffmann, had advised the governors to request American assistance 

but warned them not to seek a formal extension of American protection to the island as it 

had the potential to threaten Greenland's Danish future. Kauffmann, however, was 

attempting to use Greenland as leverage to maintain his own position in the United States 

and did not always give the governors a full picture of Washington's view on the 

situation.
703

 Kauffmann had the advantage of being well-known and well liked in 

Washington political circles. He considered himself to be a personal friend of Roosevelt 

and some of his advisors including the Undersecretary of State, Adolf Berle.
704

 Although 

Kauffmann initially cooperated effectively with Greenland's governors, over time 

Kauffmann's negotiating position in Washington weakened especially since he no longer 

represented an independent government. Kauffmann, who had never been to Greenland, 

was more willing than the governors to cede Denmark's rights to the island to Washington. 

Eventually Kauffmann, without the Governors knowledge, signed a defence agreement for 

Greenland that had significant long-term consequences for the island and its inhabitants.  

Despite the willingness of both the Greenlandic governors and the Danish ambassador 

for the United States to intervene on the island, the American government still had to 

consider both domestic and diplomatic factors before any action could be taken with 

respect to Greenland. Greenland was just one of several issues raised when Germany 

invaded Denmark. Other issues included the status of Danish ships and the 

management of Danish financial assets in the United States. The continued success of 

Germany meant that, from the American perspective, it was increasingly likely that 

European powers might sue for a negotiated peace leaving the United States to deal 
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with a much stronger Germany. In the short term Roosevelt seemed more preoccupied 

with the Japanese, and Domestic public opinion as a result of the upcoming election, 

but in the longer term did not feel that a Europe run by dictators would be manageable 

for the United States. The uncertain position of Greenland following the German 

occupation forced the American government to think about the island's future. Given 

the island's location in the Western Hemisphere, the United States would be unwilling 

to see the control of the island transferred to another European power. It was necessary 

to consider who between the Greenlandic governors and the Danish minister would 

provide the most legitimate negotiating partner, and who would provide the American 

government the best long-term arrangement for the security of the island.  

As discussed, in spite of these concerns it was impossible for the government to act 

openly to secure the island. Japan was still watching the situation closely for any 

precedent to justify their seizure of the resource rich Dutch East Indies. The American 

government was also trying to maintain cordial relations with the Latin American 

states in the lead up to the Havana Conference, which would formalise a Western 

Hemispheric security policy. Finally, Canada and Great Britain had strong interests in 

the island, and although Roosevelt had come to an agreement with Mackenzie King, 

the situation was made more urgent because of the pressures being exerted on the 

Canadian military by the Canadian aluminium industry and the British government to 

secure the cryolite mine as soon as possible.  

The complicated problem necessitated an innovative solution from the American president. 

Roosevelt and his administration needed to find ways to prevent a foreign occupation of 

Greenland and provide aid to its population without upsetting international or domestic 

opinion. Iceland provided part of the model through which Roosevelt could achieve this 



241 
 

 
 

end. The king of Denmark, King Christian X, was the head of state in Denmark and its 

colonies. Iceland, however, was also home to one of the oldest parliaments in the world. 

There was a provision in Iceland's constitution that, although it shared a king with 

Denmark, the country would be entirely self-governing in the event of an emergency. 

Following the Danish occupation, Iceland declared itself independent from Denmark. In 

order to reinforce this new-found sovereignty internationally, it established both an 

autonomous diplomatic ligation in Washington and appointed a consular representative to 

New York. Concurrently, the United States established a consular office in Reykjavik, 

thereby affirming an American recognition of the new Icelandic government.
705

  

Greenland’s subservient colonial relationship to Denmark and its majority Inuit 

population, which were seen as quasi wards of the Danish State, meant that unlike Iceland, 

Greenland had no provision for self-governance in the event of an emergency. Even 

without a prior arrangement, however, the encouragement of measures that reinforced 

Greenlandic independence from Denmark had the potential to provide solutions to a 

number of the aforementioned issues facing the United States with respect to the island. 

Whereas direct American military involvement on the island would be seen negatively 

both within the United States and abroad, sending diplomatic representatives, providing 

humanitarian aid, and supporting the nationalization of Danish-controlled industry would 

allow the American government to exert influence on the island with minimal criticism.  

It soon became apparent, however, that these measures were insufficient and that more 

direct American involvement in Greenland was necessary. The Nascopie incident off 

the coast of Ivigtut involving both the British and the Canadians prompted the creation 
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of a Greenlandic National Police Force comprised of coast guard officers to police 

Greenland's vital cryolite mine. Reports of German flyovers and the detection of 

German weather stations on the island proved the continued inadequacy of existing 

American policies. The consolidation of Western Hemispheric security arrangements 

gave the United States more leeway to involve itself more directly in Greenland's 

affairs. In the spring of 1941, on the anniversary of the German invasion of Denmark, 

the American government signed a controversial agreement for the defence of 

Greenland with Kauffmann, rather than the Greenlandic governors, that enabled the 

Americans to establish permanent military bases and airstrips on the island.  

Existing literature on the American occupation of Greenland tends to focus on the period 

after the agreement for the defence of Greenland had been signed. Although numerous 

scholarly works discuss the justification for the American occupation, there are no studies 

in English that explore the actual process through which the United States came to occupy 

Greenland.
706

 In addition, what is extant does not to deal directly with American political 

policies relating to the island and focuses on other aspects of the occupation, like 
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Greenland’s potential as an air base or the diplomatic negotiations undertaken between 

Canada and United States to resolve the issue.
707

  

Drawing from a wide variety of unpublished diplomatic, military, and corporate archival 

sources from the United States, Canada, and Britain, this chapter seeks to illustrate the 

gradual process through which the United States came to occupy Greenland between the 

invasion of Denmark on April 9, 1940, and the signing of the Agreement relating to the 

Defence of Greenland on April 9, 1941. It will demonstrate how the initially American 

government attempted to have a "hands off" policy with respect to the island, which 

employed diplomatic means and humanitarian aid, to encourage Greenlandic independence 

while Denmark was occupied, but as external pressures on Greenland mounted American 

intervention on the island necessarily increased. It argues that the consolidation of the 

security arrangements in the Western Hemisphere, in combination with Kauffmann's 

willingness to negotiate with the State Department, led to the signing of the Agreement 

relating to the Defence of Greenland and permitted greater direct American involvement 

on the island. 
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Diplomatic Consequences of the German Occupation of Denmark 

Before dawn on April 9
th

 1940, Nazi ground troops and fighter planes crossed Germany’s 

northern border and entered neutral Denmark. King Christian X, anxious to avoid a 

protracted battle and the deaths of his subjects, quickly acquiesced to the invading forces. 

In a few short hours Denmark became a ward of Nazi Germany. Diplomatically, the 

situation in Denmark was complicated. Unlike the Norwegian king, who established a 

government in exile in London, King Christian remained in Copenhagen and attempted to 

work with the Germans in order to demonstrate solidarity with his people and to maintain a 

tenuous claim to political autonomy. However honourable the King’s intentions, his 

government was not seen as independent from the occupying forces. His capitulation had 

repercussions for Danish diplomats and colonial governments far beyond Denmark’s 

borders.  

When Germany invaded Scandinavia, Norway immediately informed both the United 

States and Great Britain that they were at war with Germany, but the Danish remained 

silent. These reactions were consistent with the divergent foreign policies of the two 

countries in the 1930s. In the years leading up to the war, Norway and Denmark took 

different approaches to diplomatic relations with Germany. Norway's government had 

refused an offer of a non-aggression pact with Germany in 1939. It also attempted to 

strengthen its defences and cultivate its diplomatic ties to Great Britain, France, and the 

United States. Denmark, in contrast, adopted "a low-key policy of neutrality and 

adaptation" in relation to Germany in the interwar period.
708

  

On the evening of April 9
th

 the State Department eventually received word that an 

agreement had been made between Denmark and Germany. American Undersecretary of 
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State Adolf Berle said it was "an agreement reached at the point of a pistol. From now on, 

the Danish government can no longer be regarded as a free agent."
709

 Many Danish 

officials abroad, including those in North America, refused to recognise the administration 

in German-occupied Copenhagen. The Danish Consul General to Canada, Dr. Georg B. 

Holler, cut ties to Copenhagen.
710

 Similarly Greenland’s two governors, Aksel Svane and 

Eske Brun, declared independence from occupied Denmark and sought to negotiate 

directly with foreign governments.
711

   

The Danish ambassador to the United States, Henrik Louis Hans de Kauffmann, was 

unsure how to proceed in light of the German invasions. Kauffmann was a career diplomat 

who had been in the Foreign Service of Denmark since 1911. He was the Secretary to the 

Legation in Berlin during the First World War. He also held positions in Beijing (Peking), 

Tokyo, and Rome, and was posted to Norway during the East-Greenland negotiations 

between Norway and Denmark.
712

 On the day of the German invasions, he dropped into 

Adolf Berle's office. Berle, "who had come to like and respect" Kauffmann during his time 
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in Washington, was asked for his advice.
713

 Kauffmann explained to Berle that Denmark 

did not need him to represent "any puppet government run by Germans."
714

 Berle 

encouraged him to continue to represent a free Denmark "even if it was, for the time being, 

nothing more than an idea in the breasts of a few courageous Danes."
715

 According to 

Berle, Kauffmann clutched his hand and left his office in tears.
716

 

 

While the British government was managing the confusion of the Norwegian situation, and 

the Canadian government was attempting to assess the danger to Canada's cryolite supply, 

multiple assessments were being made in the United States. Berle was dealing with the 

Danish minister, President Roosevelt was managing the press on the train to Washington, 

and Cordell Hull, was meeting with State Department officials to discuss Greenland's 

place in the Western Hemisphere.”
717

 As discussed, in the days following the invasions 

Hull met with the British and the Canadian governments and informed them that 

Greenland was considered to be covered by the Monroe Doctrine and so to forestall any 

Allied actions on the part of Canada or the United Kingdom in Greenland.
718

 He reminded 

Lord Lothian, the British ambassador to the United States, that his country had agreed that 
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no non-American power had the right to involve itself in Greenland as a result of the 

Monroe Doctrine.
719

 He told the Canadian minister, Loring Christie, that the United States 

was going to see if "Greenland needs any cooperation, so that when Denmark is returned 

to her own independence, her sovereignty over Greenland would be automatically 

reinstated."
720

 He also notified the Canadian minister that the American government was 

investigating the possibility of sending humanitarian aid to the island through the Red 

Cross. Following his meetings with Lothian and Christie, Hull also met with Green 

Hackworth, State Department legal adviser, who informed him that Iceland had the right to 

act independently if the Danish king was unable to govern in the event of an emergency.
721

 

It was clear to Hull that a Nazi-occupied Denmark constituted an emergency.  

The next day the Danish ambassador returned to Berle's office for further advice. The 

Undersecretary of State advised him to meet with President Roosevelt, which Kauffmann 

did that afternoon.
722

 Later that day Berle heard from the president himself the outcome of 

the meeting. Roosevelt informed Berle and Henry Morgenthau, the Secretary of the 

Treasury that he had just seen the Danish ambassador. Kauffmann had asked him how the 

government would respond if he was recalled by German-occupied Copenhagen. The 

president said the government would undoubtedly take the matter of duress into 

consideration. Berle saw this response on the part of the president as "a plain indication 

that we would not recognise any appointee of the now captive government of Denmark."
723
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Following his meeting with the President, Kauffmann began to establish himself publically 

as the leader of “free Denmark.” He issued a statement to this effect and copies were 

forwarded to both the State Department and the president.  

I came to this country to represent my King and a free and independent people. That 

is what I am still here for. Democratic and peaceful Denmark has had to bow to 

overwhelming force. My country is going through dark days. It has done so before. 

We did not lose courage then and we will not lose courage now. I will work for one 

thing alone. The reestablishment of a free and independent Denmark. Many will 

work with me and I know we shall succeed.
724

  

Kauffmann also sent messages to Danish embassies stating that the American government 

was recognizing him as the "free representative for Danish interests" while Denmark was 

occupied, and asked them to cable their status.
725

 The message to Count Reventlow, the 

Danish ambassador to London, was intercepted by British intelligence.
726

 As the United 

Kingdom was a belligerent in the European war, it took a different approach than the 

Americans with regard to their Danish diplomats. The British had allowed the cable to go 

through, but they stopped all other messages to and from the Danish legation. Reventlow 

was allowed to remain in his position in a "semi-official capacity" as an "act of grace," but 

was not "recognised as an accredited diplomatic representative.”
727

  

In addition to his communications with other Danish diplomats, Kauffmann also began 

acting as a mediator between the United States and Iceland. On the afternoon he issued his 

public statement, Kauffmann informed Hull that the Icelandic Parliament would be taking 

                                                           
724

Statement by Heinrik Kauffmann, 10 April 1940, PSF 28 Denmark, 1.  

 
725

Telegram from the Marquess of Lothian, 17 April 1940, The British National 

Archives (Kew) Foreign Office (FO) 371/24783/N 4714/162. 

 
726

Note Sir J. Dashwood, 25 April 1940, FO 371/24783/N 4714/163. 

 
727

"Foreign Office Minutes (Sir J. Dashwood): Position of Danish Nationals and the 

Danish Legation Resulting from German occupation of Denmark," 19 April 1940, FO 

371/24783/N4680/132. 

 



249 
 

 
 

charge of all of its foreign affairs. Within days Hull received a cable from the Prime 

Minister of Iceland, Hermann Jónasson, regarding the establishment of direct consular 

relations between Iceland and the United States.
728

 At the time it was unclear to the 

Secretary of State as to whether the Danish minister could speak on behalf of his country, 

but it was decided that given the “circumstances he could do so, whatever the government 

at Copenhagen, under the domination of the Germans, might say to the contrary. We felt 

that there was nothing to lose if he did not, and everything to gain if he could.”
729

 

In the meantime the Danish minister had begun to establish committees to manage Danish 

affairs in the United States and Greenland. In a State Department meeting regarding the 

Greenland situation, Berle argued that the government in Greenland, "although it is 

rudimentary to a degree, is still a remnant of the sovereign government of Denmark," and 

"any authority the Danish Minister can get from the Greenland Councils and the Greenland 

Governors is therefore a full authority to act, and he can act on it if we recognize it."
730

 At 

Berle's suggestion, the next day Kauffmann was in touch with the Greenlandic governors, 

requesting authority to act on behalf of Greenland in negotiations with the United States. 

The next planned step in the management of the situation was for the Greenland Council to 

present a request for American protection and assistance.
731

  

While the arrangements were being made with the Greenlandic council, Henry 

Morgenthau investigated the possibility of having a ship fitted to be sent to Greenland to 
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assist with the immediate security concerns relating to the cryolite mine.
732

 Concurrently, 

Kauffmann met again with the Secretary of State Hull about the Greenland situation. The 

ambassador made a comment about the possibility of Greenland becoming an American 

protectorate, to which Hull swiftly replied:  

That this government has been opposing protectorates generally, principally because 

of the fact that nations involved in military conquest are seizing smaller nations 

under the pretext that they are merely protecting them, but in fact such action is 

taken with the definite purpose of the permanent domination of the seized territory. 

Naturally, nations bent on conquest are looking for precedents established by those 

nations which criticise and condemn their course, and by precedent is not meant a 

bona fide precedent for seizure and occupation by force, but any kind of precedent 

that could be distorted into use for this latter purpose.
733

  

The Secretary of State's response to Kauffmann was a thinly veiled reference to the issue 

of the Japanese and the Dutch East Indies which Hull had also been managing. Kauffmann 

told Hull that he understood perfectly, and then brought up the committee he was 

organising that would be comprised of both Danes and Americans that would attend to the 

welfare of the people of Greenland. Hull, on his guard, said that he "assumed that he was 

not asking the government for an opinion on that question,"
 
to which Kauffmann said that 

he was simply letting him know what he had in mind.
734

 Whilst Kauffmann was 

negotiating on behalf of Greenland, he also attempted to re-create, with his limited 

authority, representation for independent Danish shipping and business interests in the 

United States. Berle noted that although he was having issues getting control over the 
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management of Danish assets, he would soon "have some real authority from Greenland" 

once he received permission to act on behalf of the Governors.
735

  

The Office of the Legal Advisor, however, was less certain about Kauffmann's and the 

United States' ability to involve themselves in Greenland or, in the case of the latter, to 

send consular representation to the island. The United States had signed the Convention of 

Friendship, Commerce and Navigation with Denmark in 1826, which regulated the way in 

which their consular officers were sent and received.
736

 Article VI of the convention 

"expressly provides that the Convention shall not apply to the northern possessions of 

Denmark, including, among others, Greenland, and reserves the right to regulate the direct 

intercourse with these possessions and places."
737

 The memorandum from the legal adviser 

also stressed that it had been clearly noted in exchanges just before the outbreak of war in 

1939 that the jurisdiction of the American consul in Copenhagen did not extend over 

Greenland, that trade with Greenland was a Danish government monopoly, and that "it is 

the sentiment of the Ministry that it is incompatible with the special situation of Greenland 

resulting from this fact and from the rules of force for travelling to and in Greenland to 

extend consular functions over Greenland.”
738

 He concluded that legally it might be 

possible to send someone to the island informally, but the United States could not send 
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formal consular representation to Greenland without consent from the Danish 

government.
739

  

Hugh S. Cummings Jr., from the division of European Affairs, however, had a different 

opinion on the subject. He noted that although exchanges had been made regarding the 

diplomatic status of Greenland in 1939 there was "no record of any application having 

been made of the Danish Government by a foreign government for permission to establish 

a consulate in Greenland."
740

 He argued that if a formal application were made to Denmark 

at the present moment it would likely be refused, however, in the view of the United States 

government Denmark was "unable in present circumstances to exercise its possessions 

beyond the seas, there would seem to be no necessity, either from the standpoint of policy 

or as a practical matter, to approach the Danish government itself with regard to 

recognition of an American consular officer having jurisdiction in Greenland.
741

 

He continued that although there was no clear authority in Greenland in the present 

circumstances it would seem that the "de facto authority in Greenland is now vested jointly 

in the Resident Commissioners for the Provinces of North Greenland and South 

Greenland."
742

 

The United States, for all its reservations, was cautiously moving towards a policy of 

protecting Greenland. In spite of the legal disagreements, two days later Cordell Hull sent 

a message to Kauffmann asking permission for the provisional recognition of an American 
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consul to Greenland "whose jurisdiction would extend over all of Greenland."
743

 

Kauffmann subsequently notified Hull that following consultation with the Greenland 

governors, "that the Greenland government will feel honoured to receive a United States 

consular representative in Greenland and will be pleased to grant him provisional 

recognition in his capacity."
744

 Kauffmann also said that the governors wished to express 

their thanks to the government of the United States for establishing the consular office and 

their general understanding "towards Greenland's problems in the present emergency."
745

 

As in Iceland the decision to establish the consular office in Greenland reinforced the 

sentiment that the US did not recognize the new order in Denmark. It was beginning to 

treat Greenland as an independent nation rather than as a Danish possession. This 

implicitly allowed the United States more leeway with which to deal with Greenland. 

The following week the United Greenland Councils followed through with the State 

Department's plan and issued the resolution requesting American assistance while 

Denmark was occupied. They expressed their thanks for the establishment of the American 

Consulate in Greenland and the commitment to dispatch US Coast Guard cutters to the 

island. They also expressed their "hope that, for as long as we remain cut off from our 

mother country, the United States government will continue to hold in mind the exposed 

position of the Danish flag in Greenland, of the native Greenland and Danish population, 

and of established public order."
746

 The council also asked the American government to 
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consider the island's "isolated geographical position" and "facilitate the import of 

necessities and the export of our products."
747

 The direct request from the Greenlandic 

governors reinforced the notion that the United States was dealing with an autonomous 

political entity with its own agency, rather than a Danish colonial dependency.  

Both Kauffmann's message and the Greenland council's resolution were technicalities. The 

State Department had already selected a consul for Greenland prior to Kauffmann's reply 

to Hull's request.
748

 The initial consular selection, however, was replaced. Berle noted that:  

We had selected a boy for the job; but he had been too long in London and gone soft; 

and when he got to the stage of wondering whether his wine would keep and a seven 

room knock-down house could be shipped up there, we called that one off and 

looked over some other candidates. We found a boy who had been at Ynnnun-fu 

[sic] and had gone over the Burma road alone, and he looks like a better Greenland 

bet than our other chap. By the end of the day we had things fairly well lined up. The 

Consulate, of course, will be a gesture suggesting that other people ought to keep 

out.
749

 

The consular representation was intended to establish an American presence on the island 

while minimizing the possibility of it being viewed negatively abroad. At this stage the 

American administration still hoped to avoid a direct conflict with Germany or at least buy 

time and the very presence of an American consulate in Greenland was intended to subtly 

prevent any new non-Western Hemispheric presence on the island. Similarly, following 

the invasions the government asked the Red Cross, an independent humanitarian 

organization, to investigate the possible needs of the Greenlanders whilst they were cut off 

from Denmark. The President of the American Red Cross, Norman Davis, made a survey 

of the requirements of Greenland's inhabitants and "would, of course, be in a position to 
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look into any and all aspects of the situation there."
750

 Hull told the Canadian minister that 

given the sensitive nature of the current global situation "for the present, it was perfectly 

possible that there would be no publically announced plan of action by this government 

with regard to Greenland other than the attention which would be given to the needs of the 

inhabitants by the Red Cross."
751

 Norman Davis later said privately that, with respect to 

Greenland, he did not "think there was much of a relief problem; that the matter was rather 

to keep open the trade and commercial trade relations with both Canada and the United 

States and to keep a watchful eye on things."
752

 

While the State Department was attempting to sort out the legal details of appointing an 

American consul to Greenland and Norman Davis was attempting to assess the needs of 

the population in Greenland, the Office of Naval Intelligence intercepted messages from 

Copenhagen to Kauffmann.
753

 According to the intelligence, the Danish minister was 

advised that aid from the Red Cross to Greenland was not justified. The island was 

adequately supplied, and rationing and the country's production for home supply was 

sufficient for the needs of the population. Kauffmann was also informed that if assistance 

was required by the island, the Danish government "would like to inquire beforehand as to 

the extent and the plan of relief." Kauffmann was also told to notify Copenhagen if he 

received any communications from Greenland's governors.
754

 Naval intelligence also 
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intercepted Kauffmann's message to the Greenland governors. It outlined that President 

Roosevelt had extended the Monroe Doctrine to Greenland. This meant that although a 

Danish government was tolerated, a German-controlled government would not be. 

Kauffmann also noted that the American government considered all orders coming from 

Copenhagen to be German in origin and stressed that it was essential that Danish 

representatives rule Greenland without assistance from occupied Denmark, and this 

included soliciting advice from Denmark about the question of accepting the appointment 

of an American consul to the island. Kauffmann also highlighted that the extension of the 

Monroe Doctrine to the island, the appointment of an American consul, the dispatch of a 

Coast Guard vessel, and the offer of American Red Cross assistance all amounted "to the 

extension of American protection to Greenland. Formal extension of American protection 

should not be sought, as this would bring the Danish representatives under American 

control and threaten Greenland's Danish future." (The request for formal protection by the 

Greenland governors would also erode Kauffmann's negotiating power with the State 

Department, as they would be able to bypass him and deal directly with the Greenlandic 

governors.) He also told the governors that he had informed the Danish Foreign Office of 

his attitude, but this had not yet resulted in him being recalled and he still considered 

himself the Danish minister in Washington.
755
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A Misunderstanding in the North Atlantic Triangle: The Nascopie Incident   

While preparations were being made to dispatch the American consul to Greenland along 

with humanitarian aid (and potentially a Coast Guard patrol vessel) Roosevelt met with 

Mackenzie King regarding the Canadian position with respect to Greenland. Although 

King was in full agreement with the measures the Americans were taking in Greenland, 

much of his government was not. As we have seen in the preceding chapter, while King 

was in the United States his government had been in close communication with both the 

Aluminum Company of Canada and the British government regarding Greenland. Several 

measures had already been taken that concerned the United States government. Minister 

Christie had raised the question of sending a Canadian defence force to Greenland in order 

to prevent an American occupation of the island and to defend the cryolite mine. In the 

meeting, however, Christie told Hull that he was seeking the American government's 

advice before any action would be taken.
756

 Although the Canadian prime minister 

attempted to assuage American concerns and convince his ministers to abandon their plans 

for the island, some in the State Department, particularly Adolf Berle, were not convinced 

that the Canadians were really giving up their plans to occupy the island.  

To further complicate the Greenland situation, the British, the Americans, and the Danish 

minister were having disagreements over the status of Danish merchant vessels. As soon as 

Denmark was invaded, the British announced that they would treat all Danish ships as 

belligerent enemies. Many Danish vessels subsequently went into neutral ports and stayed 

there to avoid being seized by the British. The State Department proposed that the Danish 

ships should be transferred to the American flag. There was a fear that if they were not 

transferred, then the approximately ninety-seven ships would be commandeered by the 
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British, or fall into German hands. The president, preferring to keep the United States for 

all intents and purposes neutral, and believing the ships would be more useful if they were 

able to trade freely, wrote in longhand on the proposal "Not Approved—FDR."
757

 With the 

status of Danish shipping in the United States still in question, a Danish shipping 

committee, comprised of Danish shipowners, attempted to negotiate with Ashley Sparks, a 

British Shipping representative in New York, who "coolly asked them to turn over their 

ships to the British and they would be condemned as prizes."
758

 Berle said this action was 

"a bit of low-grade English piracy," because Sparks was the head of a competing British 

company. Berle asserted that the British action was "not up to the Nazi piracy, at its best, 

but it is one of these things that makes you very leery about getting too deeply in with any 

British interest."
759

 For the Undersecretary of State who had been involved in many of the 

initial discussions around the Greenland situation, this action on the part of the British and 

the aforementioned inquiries made by the Canadian Mounted Police, fuelled his suspicions 

that the British and Canadians had imperial designs for Greenland.  

As time passed, the need to secure Greenland became more urgent. In Europe the situation 

for the Allies was going from bad to worse. In addition, the day after Mackenzie King met 

with Roosevelt in Warm Springs, it was discovered that coded messages emanating from 

Greenland were being transmitted to the German Embassy, indicating to the State 

Department might not be working "in vacuo" on issues relating to Greenland.
760

 This news 

prompted both Hull and Berle to push forward with Hull's plan of sending a consul and 
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humanitarian aid to the island.
761

 The Secretary of State was preoccupied because issues 

relating to Denmark and Greenland were being handled by multiple officials at once, and it 

was leading to communication breakdowns in the State Department. King and Roosevelt, 

for example, had agreed that the Canadian minister in Washington, Loring Christie, would 

be kept informed of events relating to Greenland, but no one had told Adolf Berle to do 

this.  When he did meet with Christie, Berle displayed his characteristic suspicion of 

Canadian intentions. Christie inquired about the Greenland committee that Kauffmann was 

setting up. Berle, who had discussed the creation of the committee at length with the 

Danish minister, untruthfully told Christie that "he had not found it necessary to give any 

advice" on the matter.
762

 He then recorded that the Canadians  

of course, are afraid that we are going to grab the territory—sublimely ignoring the 

fact that their own people have made several tentative attempts to grab it. Thus we 

have already blocked out the British bland assumption that they had inherited 

Greenland; likewise the expedition of the Royal Mounted Police from Canada; and a 

few other fits and starts of that kind. It is pretty mild imperialism, though, for 

Greenland is happily a chunk of ice which will be frozen up until about May 15.
763

  

In addition to the agreement that the State Department would keep the Canadian minister 

informed of developments relating to Greenland, King and Roosevelt had also agreed that 

they would both send ships to Greenland. On May 9
th

, the day that Chamberlain's 

government fell, the Canadian government notified the United States that a Hudson’s Bay 

Ship, the Nascopie would be dispatched to Greenland.”
764

 At King's request, exchanges 
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between the United States and Canada increased dramatically in preparation for the ship's 

voyage and the beginning of the island's shipping season. On May 9
th

 the Canadian 

government also asked the Canadian minister in Washington to gauge the reaction of the 

American government and the Danish minister to the suggestion that the local authorities 

should "mount a man and a gun for defensive purposes at the entrance to the Ivigtut 

harbour" which would be "purchased" from the United States or Canada."
765

 That same 

day the Canadian government sent another lengthy telegram to Christie regarding the 

situation. In the message Christie was asked to also discuss the possibility of sending a 

Canadian consul to Greenland who might go north on the Nascopie with Kauffmann.
766

 

The Canadian government stressed the time-sensitive nature of the Greenland situation and 

asked him to respond as quickly as possible.
767

 The following day, May 10, Christie met 

with Berle and Jay Pierrepont Moffat, Chief of Staff in the State Department's Western 

European division (and soon to be the ambassador to Canada) and Kauffmann. The 

suggestion of the Canadian consul was welcomed by both the State Department and the 

Danish minister. Kauffmann thought that it would be best to limit consuls in Greenland to 

only the United States and Canada and that the appointment could be taken up with the 

Greenland authorities through him. The earlier suggestion of the gun was also received 

favourably, and it was thought that the type of armament required could be gleaned by 
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asking the Greenland authorities through Kauffmann.
768

 Throughout the week, King and 

his government, working closely with the State Department and the Danish minister, made 

preparations for the Nascopie's journey to Greenland, the appointment of a Canadian 

consul, and details regarding the management of the finances of the cryolite mine.
769

 

During these important discussions, however, the Canadian government grew increasingly 

frustrated with the slow response on the part of the British. The High Commissioner in 

London, Vincent Massey, neglected to respond to urgent telegrams from the Canadian 

Legation in Washington or the government in Ottawa. O.D. Skelton noted on May 14 that 

"there had been no reply yet from the United Kingdom to our telegrams of May 10
th

 or 

May 11
th

.
770

  

This lack of communication brought Canada closer to the United States. For example, in 

addition to the suggestion of mounting a gun in Ivigtut's harbour the Canadians had also 

planned to mount a gun on board the Nascopie. When the Hudson’s Bay Company 

informed the Canadian government that they would be unable to mount a gun on the 

Nascopie without significant time-consuming structural alterations to the vessel, Skelton 

suggested sending "up the Nascopie without the 4" gun, relying on the fact that there will 

be a United States cutter in the vicinity for the next month."
 771

 The Canadian government 

also began acting without British approval. The following day Skelton issued another 
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memorandum for the prime minister. He noted that a telegram for the Greenland 

authorities regarding the appointment of a Canadian consul to the island had been 

translated into Danish. Skelton asked if it should be sent right away or held until a reply 

was received from London. King wrote in the margin of the memo, "Send right away!" and 

then acted quickly in response. He wrote to the Minister of Mines and Resources, who 

would be overseeing the journey, and to the Department of National Defence, who would 

be advising with preparations. He told them to begin loading the Nascopie for its journey 

to Greenland, and after five days with no response from London, also said "to go ahead 

telegraphing Greenland authorities without waiting for reply from London."
772

 When the 

British did eventually respond to the telegrams, they once again angered the Canadian 

ministers. The British noted that they welcomed the actions taken by the Canadians in 

concert with the Americans and their willingness to "undertake the responsibility for 

Greenland." It was also stressed that the security of the mine was of primary importance 

and the Canadian government should consider sending artillery officers to the island on the 

Nascopie.
773

 The Canadian government made it very clear to the British that neither they 

nor the Americans had agreed "to take responsibility for the security of Greenland."
774

 The 

High Commission did not respond to the Canadian government about the provisional 

Canadian consuls in Greenland until May 27. They suggested contacting the Greenland 
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authorities while they waited for King George to sign off on the appointment. King noted 

in the margins, “Already Done!
775

 

In order to keep bilateral relations as cordial as possible between the United States and 

Canada, several meetings were held before the Canadian vessel Nascopie was dispatched 

to Greenland. These did not however succeed in removing all tensions between the two 

countries. On Monday, May 20, diplomatic representatives from both Canada and the 

United States met in Berle's office regarding plans for the defence of Greenland's cryolite 

mine. During the meeting, Hugh Keenleyside, a counsellor to O.D. Skelton in the 

Department of External Affairs, pushed for a concrete American commitment to defend 

the island in the event of a German attack. He also briefed Berle on the details of the 

Canadian plans to man the Nascopie with an Alcan official and an artillery officer. Berle, 

who continued to be anti-British and to mistrust the intentions of the Canadians, wrote that 

he was not very impressed with the Canadian representatives at the meeting and that “the 

atmosphere was that of a little third-rate commercial imperialism—and this at a time when 

Canada’s own fate hangs by a thread.” He went on to say that the Americans were 

arranging a shipment of munitions and arms “to defend the cryolite mine there—not that I 

think the cryoline [sic] mine amounts to much, but it will keep the British quiet.”
776

 

The meeting with Berle in Washington was followed by another in New York with Mr. 

H.C. Sonne, the head of the newly created American-Danish Greenland Commission, 

which was formed to manage the affairs of Greenland during the German occupation of 

Denmark. Sonne was joined by L.T. Beale, the president of the Pennsylvania Salt 
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Company, and R.E. Powell of the Aluminum Company of Canada, in addition to 

Keenleyside, Cummings, and Reid from the Canadian government. The main focus of the 

meeting was a discussion over the ownership and control of the cryolite mine in Ivigtut 

and the status of the existing contracts for cryolite entered into before the German 

occupation of Denmark. Keenleyside provided a list of supplies that the Nascopie would 

be bringing to the island, and Sonne suggested that additional supplies might be sent from 

the Greenland Commission. The group also discussed the possibility of a full 

nationalisation of the cryolite mine in the name of the Greenlandic governors so that no 

income from the mine could be transferred to German-controlled Denmark. There was, 

however, also considerable debate over who would take over the portion of the European 

shipments formerly managed by the Danish Crown corporation.
777

 The group was unable 

to come to a consensus, and negotiations continued as the Nascopie set out on its journey 

to Ivigtut. 

The Nascopie left for Ivigtut from Louisburg, Nova Scotia, at 9:00 p.m. on May 24
th

. 

Although the Nascopie’s usual captain, T.F. Smellie, was present, the ship was under the 

command of Major D.L. McKeand, the Canadian government’s Superintendent of the 

Eastern Arctic, for the journey to Greenland. The Nascopie had no fewer than fifteen other 

passengers aboard, including eight members of the RCMP, Major L.M. MacDonald from 

the Royal Canadian Artillery, and H.J. Hendra and D.W. Millar from the Aluminum 

Company of Canada.
778

 Major McKeand explained that the purpose of the journey "was a 

relief expedition to Greenland of the Canadian government and for the purpose of opening 
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trade negotiations between the two countries."
779

 It took the Nascopie six days to reach the 

island. 

In accordance with Roosevelt’s discussion with King in Warm Springs a month earlier, the 

United States also sent a ship to Greenland. Undersecretary of State Adolf Berle met with 

Rear Admiral R.E. Schirmann, head of Central Division of the Navy to discuss the 

Nascopie and Greenland. It was decided that the United States would arrange the sale of 

the aforementioned “gun” and “man” to the Greenland government.
780

 The gun and the 

man were in effect several guns to fortify the workings of the cryolite mine along with 

Ivigtut's harbour,  and fifteen men, former American Coast Guardsmen, who would act as 

paid members of the newly created National Mine Guard/Police Force. Although the guns 

and men were originally proposed by the Canadians, the Americans did not share all of the 

details of its plans with the Canadian government. 

The new American Consul to Greenland, James K. Penfield, was sent to the island as soon 

as conditions permitted and he preceded the other supplies discussed by Berle to 

Greenland. He met with the governor of South Greenland, Aksel Svane, on May 24. Svane 

raised the question of security of the cryolite mine. He stressed the vulnerability of the 

mine and expressed his fear that the mine would be sabotaged by Nazi sympathisers at 

Ivigtut. He asked Penfield about the possibility of sending an American military 

detachment to the mine as soon as possible or stationing an armed Coast Guard vessel at 

the mine. Penfield informed Svane that it was unlikely that the American government 

would station a military detachment in Greenland, but it might consider other means to 
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defend the mine. Penfield noted in his report to the Secretary of State that although others 

thought Svane's fears were somewhat exaggerated, Svane himself "did not appear to be an 

alarmist."
781

 Svane had discussed the issue fully with Governor Eske Brun of North 

Greenland, who agreed with his assessment of the situation. Penfield said that in view of 

Svane's obvious concern and "other factors of which the department is aware, it is 

respectfully suggested that as favourable consideration as possible is given to Svane's 

request."
782

 It is evident from the arrangements between Berle and Schirmann, however, 

that the government was already planning to send defensive support to the island. A 

vaguely worded memorandum to the president confirmed that Svane's request was being 

met:  

In accordance with the President's instructions concerning equipment for the country 

mentioned in the attached dispatch [Greenland], I have to inform the President that 

the material went forward via Coast Guard vessel CAMPBELL on Thursday May 

30, 1940.
783

  

The coast guard cutter Comanche had also been previously dispatched to Greenland to 

safeguard American commercial and diplomatic interests in Greenland and beat the 

Nascopie there. Although the Canadians and Americans were cooperating with respect to 

the handling of the Greenland situation there were still latent concerns and suspicions 

particularly with respect to Canadian intentions. The Danish cryolite mine manager, Oscar 

Corp, was especially worried about the impact a belligerent country with a strong 

commercial interest in the cryolite mine, like Canada, would have in Greenland. One 

American account stated that when Corp greeted the American crew of the Comanche after 

it had anchored and raised the Danish flag, “he did not have to explain he was crying 
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because he was happy.”
784

 Two days later, the Nascopie arrived on the south west coast of 

Greenland. The same account stated that “it was rumoured that the craft carried a small 

landing force of Canadian troops, so the Comanche hastened back to watch over the mine. 

However, the Canadians merely proffered some supplies and docilely departed.”
785

 In 

reality, the Nascopie languished in the Ivigtut harbour for several weeks while a series of 

multi-lateral negotiations took place between the Greenlandic governors, the mine 

officials, the Americans, the Canadians, and the British.  

Although the Canadian government had notified the relevant American, British, and 

Greenlandic officials prior to the departure of the Nascopie, unbeknownst to those aboard 

the vessel an exaggerated account of its capacities and the extent of its mission was relayed 

relayed from the Greenland authorities to Washington where there were some always 

prepared to believe the worst of the Canadians and the British.
786

 When the Nascopie 

arrived in Ivigtut, the ship was visited by Mr. A. Fisher, the government controller for 

Ivigtut, and Mr. Hasselback, the assistant manager of the cryolite mine. Before leaving the 

ship, Fisher invited Mr. H.J. Hendra, a representative of the Aluminum Company of 

Canada, to go on a tour of the mine with Hasselback. Major McKeand, however, suggested 

everyone remain on board until Kenneth Kirkwood, the newly appointed Canadian Consul 

to Greenland, arrived on the Julius Thompson from Kirkwald, Scotland.
787

 The arrival of 

the Julius Thompson, however, would present its own set of issues.   
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The events in Ivigtut's harbour reached Washington. On the morning of June 3, Christie 

was called into Berle's office at the State Department. He was accompanied by Reid and 

Cumming, who had been working with him on the Greenland file. Berle told Christie that 

the American government had felt they were working in harmony with the Canadians over 

the Greenland situation. At the suggestion of the Canadian government, the Americans had 

drawn up a defence project for the island, the armaments for which were currently on their 

way to Greenland. Berle told Christie that two developments were complicating the 

problem. One of these concerned the British. The State Department had been informed that 

the Julius Thompson, which had just passed Iceland and would be in Greenland shortly, 

had aboard not only the future Canadian consul to the island, but also three British Naval 

officers.
788

 The State Department had also been told that the Nascopie, which had arrived 

in Greenland, had several RCMP officers, an artillery officer, two mining engineers from 

the Aluminum Company of Canada, and some soldiers. Berle said that although the 

Canadian government had told the State Department that they would have an artillery 

officer in mufti and mining engineers, they had not mentioned the soldiers or the RCMP 

officers. Berle said that the State Department was "disturbed by this information" and "felt 

that the presence of these people in Greenland, as well as the presence of the three United 

Kingdom naval officers, might be interpreted as meaning that the Canadian Government 

intended to assume control of Greenland.
789

" Berle then turned to Christie and said: 

I am going to be very blunt about this, and I could put our feelings in a more 

diplomatic language, but I feel that I should report to you that I have discussed the 

matter with the president and that he had said he would be 'very angry' if the 
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Canadian Government attempted to occupy Greenland . . . this was not the time for 

this type of 1890s imperialism and the days of Cecil Rhodes had passed.
790

 

Berle also stressed that "there were very few white people in Greenland, and that a few 

armed men from another country could quite easily assume control."
791

 He continued that 

this had the potential to have a very negative effect on the ability for the American 

government to work with Canada on other large problems that could arise in the future, 

particularly "should the position of Great Britain and France weaken."
792

 Berle had long 

been critical of the Aluminium Company of Canada, believing it was manipulating the 

situation in order to gain a monopoly over the cryolite trade. Christie noted in his 

memorandum to Ottawa on the meeting that "Mr. Berle's dislike of the Aluminum 

Company of Canada is well known. This dislike probably explains in part the annoyance 

which he very clearly showed this morning."
793

 

The Julius Thompson, which Berle was also concerned about, was one of the Danish ships 

that had been taken in prize by the British following the German invasions (an example of 

the "low grade English piracy" previously mentioned by Berle). As a result of the rumours 

and suspicions circulating about the British and Canadian intentions in Greenland, when 

the Julius Thompson arrived those aboard the Nascopie were ordered to remain on board 

until Aksel Svane arrived from Nuuk with the newly appointed U.S. Consul for Greenland 

aboard the USCGC Campbell. While they waited, the Greenlandic Governors, who 
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previously had had no jurisdiction over Ivigtut, issued a proclamation nationalizing the 

cryolite mine and assuming authority over the entire plant and its workings. This 

proclamation, agreed upon with the Americans, was followed by another declaring 

themselves able to negotiate new contracts for the sale of cryolite.
794

 

Those aboard the Nascopie looked forward to an end to their period of “forced 

confinement aboard the ship” and were elated to hear of the Campbell’s arrival in Ivigtut 

on June 12
th

.
795

 Governor Svane sent word that the Canadian party would only be allowed 

ashore after he had “completed several domestic problems” at the Ivigtut mine.
796

 These 

domestic problems included transferring cases of machine guns and ammunition to the 

Ivigtut dock and building emplacements for several anti-aircraft guns provided by the 

American government.
797

  

On the morning of June 14, Kirkwood boarded the Nascopie to discuss transferring her 

cargo to the Julius Thompson (which was unloading at Ivigtut's wharf); however, as soon 

as it was unloaded it began to be reloaded with cryolite destined for the United States. 

Major McKeand was not informed by the mine manager of this change in plans. Kirkwood 

informed Major McKeand that the Greenland Governor Aksel Svane required the transfer 

of the British crew of the Julius Thompson to the Nascopie because he was planning on 

seizing the vessel for the Greenland government without the consent of Kauffmann or the 

American government. Counter to Kirkwood's instructions, Major McKeand advised the 

commander of the Julius Thompson to keep control of the vessel until advised otherwise 
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by the British government.
798

 Canadian officials in Ottawa sent urgent messages to London 

regarding the Julius Thompson. Governor Svane had not vetted his decision through 

Kauffmann and according to Canadian records both he and the Chairman of the American-

Danish Greenland Committee "wholly disapproved of this action."
799

 The Canadian 

government telegraphed the Canadian consul in Greenland:  

Please inform Governor Svane that neither the United Kingdom Government nor 

ourselves are prepared to accept his unilateral action in taking possession of the 

"Julius Thompson." Consideration was being given to an orderly transfer to [the] 

Greenland registry, and actions of this nature will not facilitate such transfer.
800

 

The telegram also reiterated that neither Kauffmann nor the Chairman of the Greenland 

Committee approved of Svane's action.
801

 The British government stated that they would 

generally be opposed to the transfer of flag for a vessel that had been taken in prize, but 

given the unusual circumstances they were willing to transfer the title as long as the United 

Kingdom would be absolved of any liability for the vessel, that the Greenland government 

would return the vessel to Denmark after the war, and that no financial benefit would 

accrue by the Danish owners during the war. The British Ministry of Shipping also 

stressed that one of the primary reasons for the transfer of the Julius Thompson to the 

British flag "was to ensure complete control of the vessel. THE GREENLAND 

GOVERNMENT WOULD HAVE TO UNDERTAKE TO TRADE HER SOLELY IN 

THE ALLIED INTEREST."
802

 Following internal discussions in London, these points 
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were transmitted to the United Kingdom's High Commissioner in Canada and 

subsequently passed on to Washington.
803

  

Eventually the British government did transfer the title of the Julius Thompson to the 

government of Greenland, but it would be more than three weeks between the Nascopie's 

arrival in Ivigtut's harbour and when they were permitted to disembark. The two Alcan 

officials were invited to meet with mine manager Oscar Corp. They were surprised to learn 

that while they waited in the harbour, Pennsalt had formalised a distribution agreement for 

1940 with the mine. Although Corp thought it might have been more profitable for the 

mine to deal with its customers directly rather than through the Pennsalt distribution 

agreement, he did not want to leave himself open to any criticism by the Danish 

government after the war, and presumably he did not want to antagonize the US.
804

 

On the evening of June 22
nd

 eleven members of the Nascopie’s party were invited ashore 

for a dinner and social evening. Alcan provided a “well received” liquor consignment for 

the gathering.
805

 Hendra was seated next to Corp, and although he attempted to discuss 

issues of cryolite mining in Ivigtut with him on several occasions, he met with little 

success. Hendra wrote that “it was very evident that all questions regarding the mine at 

Ivigtut . . . would not be discussed in a satisfactory matter by Mr. Corp.”
806

 

Following the dinner, Corp invited several members of the Nascopie, including Hendra, on 

a short tour of the mine. Corp confirmed Alcan’s earlier intelligence that the quantity of 
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high-grade cryolite available in Ivigtut was extremely limited. The Nascopie was 

subsequently loaded with cryolite and sailed for Port Alfred, Quebec, on the 29
th

 of 

June.
807

 Despite Corp’s original reluctance to disturb the existing arrangements, within a 

month of the Nascopie’s departure from Ivigtut, the Greenlandic governors, with the 

approval of PennSalt, had negotiated independent contracts with Alcan through the 

American-Greenland Committee for up to 10,000 metric tons of cryolite in 1940 and 

between three thousand and twenty thousand tonnes until 1943.
808

 

Whether Oscar Corp cried tears of joy upon the arrival of the Comanche in Greenland is 

debatable; however, its presence in Ivigtut and the subsequent appearance of the Campbell 

and the US Coast Guard cutters Northland, Duane, and Cayuga off of the coast of 

Greenland in the summer of 1940 effectively ended the debate as to who was in control of 

the security of the island and whether or not the Canadian government should have any 

involvement in the defence of the Ivigtut cryolite mine. Now that the Americans had 

secured Greenland, their attention was turned to the security of Canada. While the 

Nascopie incident was being addressed, France fell to the invading Germans. With Britain 

alone in Europe, the need to defend the Western Hemisphere was more important than 

ever. Through its actions in Greenland the United States had taken a decisive step towards 

a coherent policy for the whole of the hemisphere. The United Kingdom—beleaguered as 

it was—had acquiesced in what was a fundamental shift of power in the North Atlantic and 

that the Canadians had adapted themselves to the emerging reality. 
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The Consolidation of Western Hemispheric Security in the Summer of 1940 

In July of 1940, just weeks after the resolution of the Nascopie incident, the government of 

the United States formalised Roosevelt's hemispheric interpretation of the Monroe 

Doctrine and the security of the Western Hemisphere. By the time of the meeting of 

American foreign ministers on July 21, 1940 in Havana much of Europe had come under 

German domination. The French government had been the most recent casualty of 

Germany's expansion across Europe. The leaders of American states, particularly the 

United States, had growing concerns over the fate of the colonies in the Western 

Hemisphere of German-occupied European states. The meeting in Havana led to the 

adoption of two agreements to address the situation. The first, The Act of Havana, 

provided for the ability to provide military support in emergency situations, and the other, 

The Convention of Havana provided for temporary administration "if a non-American 

State shall directly or indirectly attempt to replace another non-American State in the 

sovereignty or control which it exercised over any territory located in the Americas.
809

 The 

convention had a provision for the creation of an emergency committee which would be 

assembled, comprised of representatives and which would become valid when at least two-

thirds of the American states had appointed members. It also stated that if the need to act 

was so urgent that there was insufficient time to assemble a committee prior to taking 

action then "any of the American republics, either individually or jointly, should have the 

right to act, placing the matter at once before the committee."
810

 The result of the Havana 

meeting for the United States was that the government now had the ability to act 

unilaterally in emergency situations with the consent of the other American states.  
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Following the meeting in Havana, Roosevelt turned his attention back to Canada. The 

situation in Europe was continuing to deteriorate and the Canadian prime minister, along 

with his government, worried about Canada's ability to defend itself. Although he ushered 

in a "new and more active defence policy" with his 1935 mandate that nearly doubled the 

spending of his predecessor, the provisions for the defence of Canada's coasts were still 

inadequate.
811

 Earlier in the spring King recorded in his diary that it was “the U.S. who 

stood to suffer if our shores were wholly neglected. It was due to our own people to get 

from the U.S. all the help we possibly could.”
812

 In August of 1940, King was assured help 

from the United States over dinner in the president’s dining car near Ogdensburg, New 

York. King and Roosevelt, without consulting Churchill,
 
signed what would become 

known as the Ogdensburg Agreement, which created a permanent joint board of defence 

between Canada and the United States and committed the two nations to a common 

defence strategy.
813

 Upon hearing news of the agreement, Churchill, who was himself 

attempting to arrange the Destroyers-for-Bases Agreement with Roosevelt “grumbled 

bitterly about Canada scuttling to save its self.”
814

 Ogdensburg, among much else, 

eventually led to the establishment of American-controlled military bases across the 

Arctic, including Fort Chemo, Frobisher Bay, and Coral Harbor.
815
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In addition to the Havana Agreements and the creation of the Permanent Joint Board of 

Defence with Canada, Roosevelt finalised another arrangement that consolidated the 

security arrangements of the hemisphere. In September of 1940 the United States and 

United Kingdom signed the Destroyers-for-Bases Agreement. The lengthy negotiations 

leading up to the agreement were difficult for Churchill and he felt the United Kingdom 

was giving much more than it was receiving in the deal. He decided to look at the 

transaction as two separate gifts between the United States and the United Kingdom.
816

 

The agreement gave Britain destroyers from the First World War in Exchange for ninety-

nine year leases on British bases in Newfoundland and the Caribbean.
817

 The bases 

allowed for a physical American military presence on British colonies and represented 

another concrete step in the extension of  American influence in the Western Hemisphere. 

These agreements had the potential to facilitate greater cooperation within the North 

Atlantic Triangle in Greenland but did not initially have that effect on the ground. The 

United Kingdom was barred from any direct presence on the island, and the situation 

between the United States and Canada was complicated. Both countries had consuls in 

Greenland, and both countries were sending supplies to the island. There was a sense 

amongst the population in Greenland that both nations had long-term interests in the 

island. The continual deterioration of events in Europe along with the Act of Havana, the 

Ogdensburg Agreement, and the successful unprecedented third term election of Franklin 
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Roosevelt in November of 1940 gave the United States more leeway with which to act in 

Greenland, and Canada had little choice but to give in.  

The American and Canadian Presence in Greenland  

In December of 1940 the British government compiled a secret report on the conditions in 

Greenland based on letters intercepted at Bermuda. It was thought "that in view of the 

changing conditions in the Danish Colony, due to growing American and Canadian 

influences, it has been thought that a short report would be of interest."
 818

  The Americans 

and Canadians were generally positively received. The North American presence 

"banished fear of food shortages, while the visits of American and Canadian ships have 

added interest and excitement to their lives."
819

 Some of the report highlighted positive 

things, like a letter from the southern town of Julianehaab (now Qaqortoq) that read, "We 

have never had so much good fresh fruit as we get with the American ships." Another 

letter from a girl in Julianehaab said, "Many American ships call in here and when they are 

in we have a gay time."
820

 None of the letters mentioned Germany, nor did they mention a 

desire for Greenland to be united with Denmark given its present situation. Other letters, 

however, did speak to the concerns of some of the Danish residents to the foreign presence 

on Greenland. A letter from Egedesminde, modern day Aasiaat, said:  

It is a dangerous time for Greenland now. We do not think we shall belong to 

Denmark again. We do not know who is taking us, but it will be either U.S.A. or 
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Canada . . . You will realise that we are not happy about the future. We know well 

what is happening.
821

 

There were also indications that others would be happy to see the continuation of the 

relationship with the United States or Canada (although there was also a feeling that the 

two countries would find it difficult to figure out which was in charge). The popularity of 

the consular representatives was thought to be a factor in the positive public opinion. A 

letter from Ivigtut said that "the best thing that could happen would be for America to take 

over Greenland for Good. I believe we all want that to happen. The country's position 

make it unsuitable under Denmark."
822

 Another said that "It was becoming more and more 

evident that Canada and the USA are preparing to annex the country (the two countries 

cannot agree as to who is to do it) and so it is important that the Greenlanders should be 

fully prepared to start a life anew with the strangers without going under, as other people 

of esquimaux [sic] lineage have done."
823

 

The future of the island was also discussed in what the British report described as an 

"educated letter" written to a Copenhagen professor: 

The Greenland you know is undergoing a complete transformation. The old 

characteristic of comfortable safety is beginning to disappear and will soon be gone 

altogether. It would be like participating in murder if one refused to assist in its 

development, yes if we did not try to encourage it. The people of Greenland are now 

in the melting pot and we hope that a serious, purposeful, clear-thinking nation will 

emerge after the process.
824
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The American government was also concerned about its role in the affairs of the island and 

its future. There had been an American presence on Greenland since the Nascopie incident. 

A confidential report on the United States' involvement in Greenland to date featured a 

special section dedicated to Denmark’s former policy of isolation on the island:  

BREAKING ISOLATION: Governor Svane and other residents of Greenland seem 

to be of the opinion that the breaking of Greenland’s isolation as a result of the 

German invasion of Denmark represents a desirable process, and if and when 

conditions permit a resumption of the Normal relationship between Greenland and 

Denmark, Greenland should not be returned to its old status.
825

 

Presumably breaking isolation referred only to Greenland’s political isolation and 

dependence on Denmark prior to the war and not to its policies relating to its majority Inuit 

population. Governor Svane, the Grandson of Danish diplomats, referred to the economic 

isolation of the island in his communications with the Americans, not the physical 

isolation of the island's population from the western world. It was made explicitly clear 

that the Department of State did not have the same view on “breaking isolation” for all 

Greenlanders. In a strictly confidential letter from Cordell Hull to Secretary of the Navy 

Frank Knox, Hull explained that Greenlanders are not immunised against European 

diseases, and “are relatively helpless in the face of ordinary trading operations to which he 

is not accustomed. The smooth functioning of the Agreement may very well be determined 

by the decorum and restraint shown by our personnel in their relations with the 

Greenlanders.” Hull pointed out that German propaganda was already asserting that 

contact between Greenlanders and Americans will result in the enslavement, 

miscegenation and ultimate extinction of the native population.” Hull continued that “it 

appears important that to avoid the possibility of unfortunate incidents, and to safeguard 

the native population, full provision be made for the welfare and recreation of the 
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American personnel sent to Greenland so that the policy of maintaining isolation of the 

Native Greenland population, so far as possible, may continue.”
826

 

While the Secretary of State expressed his concerns regarding the security of the Inuit 

population of Greenland numerous questions also persisted with respect to the physical 

security of the island itself. The American Coast Guard maintained a presence at the 

Ivigtut mine throughout 1940, which included personnel at the mine and coastal patrols. 

Although there was no longer a question as to whether Canada should defend the cryolite 

mine, the defence of Greenland continued to preoccupy both the British and the Canadian 

governments, . The appearance of the Norwegian vessels Veslekari, Ringsel, and Fuernak, 

which were suspected to be under some measure of German control, and reports of 

German U-boat sightings and German aerial fly-pasts led the Canadian and British 

governments to request additional American defense of the island, or to consider taking 

their own measures.
827

  

The Air Ministry in London sent an urgent telegram to the British High Commissioner in 

Canada asking him to confer with the Canadians regarding the establishment of airbases on 

the island.
828

 Following the initial turmoil in Europe in the spring of 1940 the British 

belatedly began to recognise the potential strategic significance of the island for the 

transport of planes from North America to Europe. While they were awaiting a response to 

their inquiry, the State Department issued a press release denying any involvement in 

Greenland, stating that they had not sent any troops to the island nor established any air or 
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naval bases in Greenland. Still trying to stress its neutrality, the American government said 

that it had established a consulate, sent Red Cross representation to the island, and sold "a 

quantity of arms for the use of a small number of policemen employed by the Greenland 

authorities to patrol the cryolite mine at Ivigtut, which is Greenland's major economic 

asset."
829

 The British Embassy in Washington informed Anthony Eden that the reason for 

the denial was that there had been reports in the Swedish press suggesting American forces 

were in Greenland, but that the primary reason was (a) "to strengthen the arm of M. 

Stauning, the Danish Prime Minister," because pro-Nazi newspapers had been attacking 

Stauning's policies "in leaving Denmark militarily so weak that the German invasion could 

not be resisted and (b) in handing over Greenland to the greedy imperialistic United 

States."
830

 The British government continued to press for information regarding the 

progress of proposals for aerodromes and a wireless station on behalf of the Air Ministry. 

It was noted that "preparations must soon made if [the] route is to be used during summer 

of 1941."
831

 Given the British government's increasing interest in Greenland, the 

appearance of a Daily Mail article on "Cross Atlantic Air Halts" caused great alarm in 

London.
832

 Although it took some weeks to come to the government's attention the note on 
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the file said the article was "a gross breach of security . . . Various transit schemes require 

urgent security protection."
833

 

The requests in combination with suspected covert German military activity on the island 

caused the Department of State to review its policy relating to Greenland, which they 

determined to be “to some extent incomplete and inadequate.”
834

 The measures taken thus 

far by the government to secure the island, outlined in a confidential memo entitled 

“Maintenance of Neutrality of Greenland,” included the establishment of a consul, the 

Coast Guard patrols, the arrangement for the defence of Ivigtut, and reminding the British, 

Canadian, and Norwegian governments of “the American government’s attitude toward 

Greenland.”
835

 The State Department and the American military also began to explore the 

possibility of aerodromes and permanent bases in Greenland in late1940. In revising the 

government’s policy, the State Department paid particular attention to the cryolite mine. It 

was to be given full protection not only because of the “strategic importance of 

maintaining the mine in production,” but also because “the destruction of the mine, which 

is the primary source of Greenland’s revenues, would under present conditions, throw a 

financial burden on the United States which might be called upon to make provision for 

the support of the population of Greenland.”
836

 The memo also suggested a number of 

other practical measures to increase the security of the island. These measures fell into two 

categories: “(1) measures to be undertaken by the Greenland authorities with our advice 
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and assistance and (2) measures to be undertaken directly by the American government 

with the cooperation of the Greenland authorities.” They included generally the expansion 

of both coastal patrols and the nationalization of the mine guard at Ivigtut. It suggested an 

expansion of the National Police Force, comprised of decommissioned American Coast 

Guard officers of Scandinavian descent, which could be used both for the protection of the 

mine and for manning patrol boats, and policing other Greenland ports.
837

 Little more 

could be done on the island, however, until a more formal agreement had been made with 

either the Greenland governors or the Danish minister.  

Agreement for the Defence of Greenland 

Eventually the combination of increased German activities on and around Greenland and 

the growing British and Canadian interest in establishing airstrips on the island caused the 

American government to seek greater legitimacy for its own involvement in Greenland. 

The United States had guaranteed the acceptance of American involvement in the island by 

Latin American states through the Act and Convention of Havana from the previous July. 

They had also strengthened relations with Canada through the creation of the Permanent 

Joint Board of Defence and through cooperation (most of the time) with respect to 

Greenland. In addition, President Roosevelt had been successful in his re-election 

campaign and was no longer as constrained by domestic electoral politics. Roosevelt had 

also managed to convince a significant portion of his government and the American public 

to support his plans for hemispheric security. That year close to 80 percent of Fortune poll 

respondents favoured the defence of Greenland by American forces.
838

 Roosevelt and the 
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State Department had managed the Greenland situation without significant international 

repercussions and, with the help of the Danish ambassador in Washington, had established 

diplomatic relations with the island. On April 4 the president received a message that the 

Danish minister wanted to see him. It read, "He, the minister, is prepared to sign at his own 

risk for Denmark and Greenland."
839

 On April 9, 1941, exactly one year after the German 

invasion, the Agreement relating to the Defence of Greenland was signed between the 

Danish Ambassador Henrik de Kauffmann and the Secretary of State Cordell Hull. 

The agreement had been negotiated behind closed doors in Washington, and its signing 

came as a surprise to many in Washington, Ottawa, and Europe. The agreement, however, 

was a product of the American government’s multi-lateral diplomatic efforts over the past 

year. It first cited the resolution, orchestrated by the State Department and the Danish 

ambassador, and  adopted by the Greenland council on May 3, 1940, which asked the 

United States to keep in mind the exposed position of Greenland since it had had been cut 

off from Denmark. Then, in reference to the new agreements with Latin America, the 

agreement noted the concern expressed by the governments of all American nations of the 

dangers presented by the Western Hemispheric colonies of occupied European countries. It 

reinforced Roosevelt's policy of Western Hemispheric security and stated that the 

"Defence of Greenland against any attack by a non-European power is essential to the 

preservation of the peace and security of the American continent and is the subject of vital 

concern to the United States of America and to the Kingdom of Denmark," and argued that 

although the American government recognised the sovereignty of Denmark over 

Greenland, the German occupation prevented Denmark from exercising its powers on the 

island.  
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The agreement, which directly cited American obligations to protect the hemisphere under 

the Act of Havana, enabled the United States to assume responsibility for the security of 

the island and to develop and operate military and airbases on the island. The most 

controversial aspect of the agreement, aside from the legality of Kauffmann's action, was 

article X, which stated that the agreement would remain "in force until it is agreed that the 

present dangers to the peace and security of the American Continent have passed."
840

 The 

deliberately ambiguous article left the door open for the continuation of American military 

presence on the island after the war, something which was to become significant as the 

Cold War developed. 

In the United Kingdom the British government was initially concerned about what the 

agreement regarding the defence of Greenland would mean for Canadian involvement on 

the island, but Kauffmann assured Viscount Halifax, the new British ambassador to 

Washington, that "American nations" mentioned in the agreement included Canada. He 

also told Halifax that "local authorities in Greenland have concurred in the agreement 

which he described as a contribution to a common cause."
841

 Halifax also told the 

Dominions Office that the Canadian Legation said "they were aware that something of the 

kind was in the air but were taken by surprise by actual signature [sic]."
842

 

Kauffmann's interpretation of the situation, however, was not shared on the ground in 

Greenland. Kenneth Kirkwood, the Canadian Consul in Greenland, reported that the 
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reaction on the island was "general astonishment of the defensive agreement signed in 

Washington . . . providing the right of the United States to lease areas or establish air bases 

in Greenland." He had first heard of the arrangement on a London broadcast, but the 

Assistant of the Government Sheep Station, an Icelander, had heard the news in the 

afternoon and brought it to the senior official of the town and the local paper, who then 

transmitted it to Governor Svane. As far as Kirkwood could tell, "Governor Svane himself 

was not aware of the conclusion of this agreement or its terms until now. The United States 

Consul and Vice Consul were not aware until they heard it by radio news broadcast."
843

 

Since Governor Svane had not made a local announcement there were concerns on the 

island about the nature of the "secret diplomacy" by which the agreement was drafted. 

There were also questions about the nature of the agreement itself because it was yet to be 

circulated. There were other questions about the Danish minister's authority to make 

arrangements for an island "which he had never visited."
844

  

Kirkwood sent an update three days later. The full text of the agreement had still not been 

received by the Canadian consul or Governor Svane, but notes on the situation and a 

summary of the agreement had been sent from Washington to the American Consul 

Penfield. Penfield immediately communicated the information to the governor and the 

Canadian consul. Kirkwood also learned that Kauffmann had been previously authorised 

by the Greenland governors to represent the island in Washington. It was understood that 

Governor Svane and Governor Brun had some knowledge of the impending agreement, but 

he did not know if they were aware of the details of the final agreement. Kirkwood noted 
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that "the Governors had yielded rights in Greenland without apprising any other Greenland 

official."
845

 Kirkwood explained that while the general feeling amongst the Danes living in 

Greenland  

seems to be one of regret over any foreign—even United States—intervention, or 

protective measures in Greenland . . . the possibility of such action sooner or later in 

the minds of many, and its necessity at the present time is not misunderstood. While 

unpopular, it is reluctantly accepted with resignation but not enthusiasm.
846

 

The Canadian consul had called on Governor and Mrs. Svane socially the previous 

evening, but characteristically Governor Svane did not make any mention of the agreement 

with Kirkwood. The American Consul Penfield, however, told the Canadian minister that 

Governor Svane was "not too happy about the agreement."
847

  

Adolf Berle, who had been directly involved in the drafting of the agreement, did not keep 

his diary during the period of the negotiations with Kauffmann. Berle, by the direction of 

the president, had been occupied with the negotiations that resulted in the Agreement for 

the defence of Greenland. On April 15, nearly a week after the agreement had been signed, 

Berle detailed the complicated logic by which he had justified it and Kauffmann’s 

legitimacy. Kauffmann believed he would be recalled if he signed the agreement, but he 

believed it was the only way to safeguard the island, and shortly after news of it was 

released the notes of recall were sent to Washington. The State Department, however, 

refused to recognise them. Berle wrote  
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This raises some interesting questions in international law; but I think the outlines 

are plain. Denmark can no longer exercise sovereignty over her unoccupied 

territories, namely Greenland. Greenland is thus a de-facto government, which 

carries Danish sovereignty with it. Kauffmann is the representative of unoccupied 

Denmark—namely Greenland; and Copenhagen being occupied by Germans has no 

power to force his recall. In a sense Greenland is a de-facto government, which we 

recognise, and Kauffmann is the minister.   

But I am worried about the situation. I would have been glad to delay the agreement.
848

 

Berle had cause for concern. The validity of the agreement was questioned almost 

immediately by the international community.
849

 The American government, however, went 

ahead with plans to create several bases and airstrips on the island. Roosevelt seems to 

have been pleased with the outcome of the negotiations with Kauffmann but also took 

pains over his message to the Danish king about the agreement. In a letter to King 

Christian after the agreement was signed, Roosevelt sympathised with the king’s situation 

and assured him that the United States would hold Greenland “in trust for Denmark with 

the objective that full control will be restored to Denmark just as soon as the government 

of Denmark ceases to labor under any form of duress on the part of any other nation.”
850

 

What constituted duress, however, would become both a point of contention and the 

justification for the military bases on Greenland that continue to operate on the island 

today.  

In addition to his work on the Agreement for the Defence of Greenland, Berle had also 

been working on drafts of what was to become the Lend-Lease Agreement with the 

British. Berle hoped that by eradicating British polices of imperial preference through the 
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agreement it would result in greater economic cooperation between the two nations after 

the war, rather than simply one of repayment as some of his colleagues had advocated. 

This policy had the potential to give the Americans greater power in future negotiations 

with the British. Berle had been working on the arrangements with both the British and the 

Danish for months and they were not entirely unrelated.  

In Europe Britain was in an increasingly desperate situation. Its gold reserves were being 

rapidly depleted through the conflict with Germany. After Roosevelt won his 

unprecedented third term election it was proposed that the United States extend their Naval 

control on their side of the Atlantic in order to ease the pressure on the British in the Battle 

of the Atlantic. On December 17, 1940 Roosevelt clearly articulated his (not unselfish) 

desire to help the British and one of his press conferences. He said "quite aside from our 

historic and current interest in the survival of democracy in the world as a whole, it is 

equally important from a selfish point of view and of American defence that we should do 

everything possible to help the British Empire to defend itself."
851

 Although Churchill was 

"rather chilled by the attitude of the United States since the election," they worked out an 

arrangement through which the United States would build ships and rent them to the 

British [Lend-Lease].
852

 In addition, the details of the Destroyers-for-Bases deal were 

finally arranged between the two countries. These arrangements, along with other 

measures that had been arranged over the past year including the Act of Havana with Latin 

American States, the creation of the Permanent Joint Board of Defence with Canada, and 

the signing Agreement for the Defence of Greenland with Kauffmann, together gave the 

United States complete control of the security of the Western Hemisphere.  
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On April 11, 1941 Roosevelt wrote to Churchill that the United States would soon be 

taking unilateral action in the Western Hemisphere that would favourably affect 

Churchill's current shipping problem. He told Churchill that his government would be 

extending their security zone to include all of the North Atlantic waters west of longitude 

25 degrees. He proposed to "use aircraft and naval vessels working from Greenland, 

Newfoundland, Nova Scotia, Bermuda, and the West Indies, with a possible extension to 

Brazil" to protect the hemisphere from aggressor nations.
853

 Roosevelt's declaration and 

subsequent actions substantially extended the Western Hemisphere and enlarged the 

American sphere of influence to encompass nearly half of the globe. Within months the 

United States had taken over the security of Iceland from the British, and American bases 

were being built across the hemisphere. It also meant that by the time the United States 

officially entered the Second World War in December 1941 that its dominance in the 

Western Hemisphere was indisputable, a situation that would persist, almost without 

question, for the remainder of the twentieth century. Greenland had been one of the key 

factors in bringing the United States to this point and the Canadians and British had little 

choice but to acquiesce. 
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Chapter VII: Conclusions  

In Ottawa the central point hanging on the maps hanging on the walls was the North Pole 

and that both the Canadians and the Americans have a real bee in their bonnets about a 

Russian attack from the north.  

Gerald Templer, Director of British Military Intelligence
854

 

In late June 1946 the British Joint Intelligence Committee met in London. Gerald Templer, 

the Director of British Military Intelligence, had just returned from a meeting in 

Washington with the Americans and Canadians. He told the committee he was struck by 

the Arctic focus of his Washington meetings. The Americans were concerned about the 

lack of defences in Canada's far north. They were pressing the Canadians to allow them to 

establish meteorological stations and radar apparatuses in the area to guard against 

potential Russian encroachments on Canadian territory. The idea had been actively 

discussed previously in the American-Canadian defence committee, which Mackenzie 

King and Roosevelt had established in 1940. The Americans argued that they had both the 

manpower and resources to complete the defensive measures quickly. Templer reported, 

however, that the Canadians were stalling both because they did not want the American 

action to be misinterpreted by the Russians as "a preparatory act of aggression" and 

because if stations were to be established, they wanted to do it themselves but did not yet 

have the resources to do so.
855

 Templer explained to the British Joint Intelligence 

Committee that while in Washington he was told that the existence of the Canadian-

American Joint Defence Committee did not "imply that the Canadians in any way wished 

to secede from the British Commonwealth. It is purely a natural defensive measure in 

                                                           
854

Gerald Templer quoted in Guy Liddell, The Guy Liddell Diary, 26 June 1946, The 

British National Archives KV 4/467, 236. 

  
855

Guy Liddell, The Guy Liddell Diary, 26 June 1946, 236. 

 



292 
 

 
 

which Canada and America are intimately concerned," and naturally there would be things 

that the British could not know about."
856

  

In the years following the Second World War the Arctic had come into increased focus 

because of further technological advances and the Cold War. During the Second World 

War impressive advancements had been made in aviation technologies. The American 

bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, delivered by fighter aircraft, magnified earlier 

concerns about the dangers of airpower.
857

 In the nuclear age the Arctic became the front 

line in the developing tensions between the United States and Russia. The negotiations 

between King and Roosevelt over the security of Greenland, and later Canada through the 

Permanent Joint Board of Defence, took on increasing significance in the post-war period. 

Although Canada remained in the Commonwealth and George VI remained symbolically 

the Canadian Head of State, the US was now the great power Canada had to take account 

of and rely on for the security of its borders against the new threat.  

The United Kingdom  

The Washington meeting in June 1946 illustrates just how far the relationships in the 

North Atlantic Triangle had shifted since the Nascopie incident in the spring of 1940. If it 

was not evident before, it was clear by the meeting in Washington that the British no 

longer in a strong position to negotiate Canadian foreign policies, and that the United 

States, had surpassed Britain as the predominant global power. It was perhaps symbolic 

that many defenders of the old order of politicians were also out of government. By 1946 

many of the architects of British military strategy during the Second World War were no 
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longer in power in Westminster. Neville Chamberlain, a fatality of the Norwegian 

Campaign and his inability to unify his party, had died in the autumn of 1940. Lord 

Lothian, who had been instrumental in much of the communications between London and 

Washington in the early stages of the war, had also died suddenly in December 1940. 

Winston Churchill, who had led his country to victory in Europe and is now seen as one of 

its greatest heroes, was ousted from government in July 1945 in favour of Britain's first 

Labour majority government. Following the war the United Kingdom was no longer the 

power it once was. When Churchill eventually returned to power in 1951 he presided over 

a Britain that was seriously indebted to both the United States and Canada. It was still on 

rationing and in the process of rebuilding from the damage of the war. Britain's relations 

with its dominions like Canada were changing. In the age of air, Britain's former 

dominance of the seas was no longer enough to maintain its global power position or to 

protect its distant colonial Empire.  

Churchill’s writings and speeches helped shape American perceptions of the place of 

Britain in the post-war world. Churchill remained the leader of the opposition, but in his 

time out of government he had time to reflect on the war years and to write his version of 

its history. His writings, including his bestselling history of the Second World War, were 

serialised in newspapers in both the United States and the United Kingdom, and in Life, 

the New York Times, and the Daily Telegraph helped to shape popular perceptions of the 

war and its meaning in the English- speaking world.
858

 In the initial stages after the war 

many American policymakers viewed the British Empire as an impediment to global 

democracy building and as an obstacle to winning over the non-committed in the Cold 
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War. It was thought that "the lion's tail needed to be twisted in order to dislodge her far-

flung territories."
859

 In the immediate post-war period, however, a new threat was 

emerging that the former prime minister would capitalise upon in order to retain Britain's 

position as a global power. Churchill's vision of a united English-speaking peoples was a 

compelling notion in light of the communist threat. In 1946 Churchill delivered his now 

famous "Iron Curtain" speech at Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri.
860

 In the speech, 

Churchill cautioned that "From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron 

curtain has descended."
861

 The rise of Russian power called for a new association between 

the English-speaking peoples of the world. Knowing that Canada and the United States 

had a defence agreement, Churchill argued this should be extended to all of the British 

Commonwealth countries and advocated a "special relationship between the British 

Commonwealth and Empire and the United States of America."
862

 Although there was 

initially backlash to his proposal from both the American press and, unsurprisingly, 

Russia's national newspaper Pravda, when he returned to power in 1951 his narrative of 

the Second World War and the Special Relationship had been constructed.
863

 The Soviet 

threat increased the significance of allies like Britain for the United States, while for 

Canada it also placed greater emphasis on its relationship with the United States.  

                                                           
859

Andrew Roberts, A History of the English-Speaking Peoples since 1900 (London: 

Harper Collins, 2006), 386. 

860
Gilbert, "Fulton and its Aftermath," Churchill and America, 364-377. 

 
861

Speech No. 28, The Speeches of Winston Churchill, David Cannadine, ed. 

(London: Penguin, 1990).  

 
862

Richard Toye, Churchill’s Empire: The World That Made Him and the World 

That He Made (London: MacMillan, 2010), 266.  

863
Roy Jenkins, Churchill (London: MacMillan, 2001), 811.  



295 
 

 
 

It has been well-established that the Second World War was a major contributing factor in 

the decline of the British Empire.
864

 This thesis has shown that, in relation to Canada, that 

process began earlier than most scholars contend. The outcome of Churchill's decision to 

mine the Norwegian Leads, the unsuccessful Norwegian Campaign, the resulting collapse 

of the Chamberlain government, and Germany's invasion of the Low Countries disrupted 

communications at a critical period in the history of the British Empire. It provided space 

for Prime Minister Mackenzie King and Roosevelt to come to mutual agreements with 

respect to Greenland and laid the groundwork for the Ogdensburg Agreement between the 

two later that summer. In addition, the British government's insensitivity to concerns of 

Canadian nationalism and inability to adapt their way of working to consider Canada's 

independent foreign policy presented numerous diplomatic issues. Lothian's public attempt 

to speak for Canada over the Greenland situation, the lack of understanding displayed 

regarding the importance of maintaining cordial relations with the United States in relation 

to the security of Greenland, the slow responses to inquiries from the Canadian 

government regarding the appointment of consular representatives to the island, and the 

stationing of four Royal Navy officers on the Julius Thompson without first notifying the 

Canadian or American governments pushed Canada closer to the United States. When the 

British eventually realised the significance of Greenland to Allied war planning, Greenland 

was firmly in the domain of the United States and Canada, an indication of the direction 

Western Hemispheric security would head for the remainder of the Second World War, 

and into the Cold War.  
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The United States 

Franklin Roosevelt died three days after the fifth anniversary of the German invasions of 

Denmark and Norway, on April 12, 1945. Although he did not live to see the war's 

conclusion, the Western Hemispheric security policies he promoted at the beginning of the 

war helped to make the United States the global superpower it was to become in the post-

war period. Roosevelt tapped into the domestic popular support and international 

confusion regarding the Monroe Doctrine to eventually justify a neutral United States’ 

occupation of Greenland. The application of the Monroe Doctrine to Greenland enabled 

the president to establish patrols, a diplomatic consul, and military and air bases, and to 

ultimately sign a long-standing agreement relating to the defence of the island, all without 

violating American neutrality. Once Greenland was officially within the Western 

Hemisphere, the United States had a duty to protect it. The Doctrine gave Roosevelt a 

backdoor and justification to act in Greenland that was palatable to most of the American 

public and Congress. Through the Monroe Doctrine he was able to act to prevent German 

activity on the island, forestall attacks on American soil, and to some extent aid the allies, 

without officially entering the war.  

The initial lack of clarity concerning the application of the Monroe Doctrine to Greenland 

caused confusion within the governments of the United Kingdom and Canada. That 

confusion ultimately resulted in the Nascopie incident in the summer of 1940 that spurred 

concrete American intervention to secure Greenland. That incident and most of 

Roosevelt’s actions relating to Greenland were done in relative secrecy in the spring and 

summer of 1940. Before officially acting, the president felt it essential to ratify a new 

hemispheric security agreement with Latin America and to formalise the boundaries of the 

new Pan American interpretation of the Monroe Doctrine. This was achieved through the 

Act of Havana in July 1940 and later through the creation of the Permanent Joint Board of 
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Defence with Prime Minister Mackenzie King in a rail car near Ogdensburg, New York, in 

August 1940. The Agreement for the defence of Greenland was being negotiated at the 

same time as the Lend-Lease Act. The two agreements allowed the United States to 

officially move the American security zone to twenty five degrees longitude. The 

extension of the security zone would involve aircraft and naval patrols operating from 

bases that would be created in Greenland, Bermuda, Newfoundland and the West Indies, 

among others.
865

  

The American occupation of Greenland is an important moment in the history of American 

foreign policy, notably in relation to the Monroe Doctrine. The occupation was the first 

time the doctrine was practically extended into the North Atlantic. Roosevelt’s decision to 

include Greenland within the Doctrine was crucial to Western Hemispheric security during 

the war. It comprised part of his much broader strategy of American hemispheric 

protection that included Canada, Latin America, and Antarctica, and it has had long-term 

military, diplomatic, and economic consequences including the establishment of American 

bases on the island that are still in operation today. The president’s use of the Monroe 

Doctrine not only eventually justified the protection of the island, but his refusal to 

articulate the application of the Monroe Doctrine to Greenland in the initial weeks 

following the German invasion of Denmark allowed both time for the American public to 

catch up with Roosevelt’s ideas of Hemispheric Defence and prevented any action relating 

to the island on the part of the international community, particularly the United Kingdom 

and Canada.   
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The Agreement for the defence of Greenland purposely employed ambiguous language 

which fortuitously allowed the American presence on the island could be extended by the 

Americans after the war to ensure the continued security of the Western Hemisphere from 

any potential threats. During the early stages of the Cold War, Greenland’s location made 

it particularly important for defences against Russian attacks, and in addition to the three 

bases that were created on the island during the war, another American military base was 

created at Thule on the North northwest coast of the island.  

Canada 

Mackenzie King, unlike the other war-time leaders of the North Atlantic Triangle, was still 

leading his country in 1946. It was clear, however, that while Mackenzie King’s unilateral 

decision with respect to Greenland did affect Canadian international relations by alligning 

its security policies closer to the United States, but it did not necessarily have the effect 

that King desired. King’s actions drove Canada further away from the British sphere of 

influence, but it did not foster a fully autonomous Canada. Despite his efforts to forge an 

equal partnership between Canada and the United States, the subsequent American 

response to the Greenland situation demonstrates not only a deep mistrust on the part of 

some in the American government, but also the fact that the Americans had their own 

plans for Western Hemispheric security that did not include Canada as an equal decision-

making partner. Both Greenland and Canada were just part of Roosevelt's larger strategy 

of hemispheric defence, which also included Latin America and other European colonies 

in the New World.  

By the end of the war Canada had become firmly entrenched in the American sphere of 

influence. Concerns over the inability on the part of the British to protect Canada during 

the early stages of the Second World War contributed to King unilaterally re-calibrating 
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Canadian security polices in favour of the United States. The arrangements made between 

King and Roosevelt, starting with the handling of the Greenland situation and quickly 

leading to the Ogdensburg Agreement, meant that the security of Canada would henceforth 

be viewed in terms of the United States rather than the United Kingdom.  

The period was also significant for the Aluminium Company of Canada. Alcan played an 

important role in Canadian involvement on the island. By 1943, however, Alcan’s reliance 

on natural Greenlandic cryolite was greatly reduced through a combination of an excess 

from previous years and the production of a more effective synthetic.
866

 Although Alcan 

did not place additional orders in 1943, it helped to provide cryolite to a number of other 

countries including the United Kingdom and India for the remainder of the war.
867

 In 

addition, during the war Alcan not only benefited from the Greenlandic cryolite industry, 

but also provided aid to the people of Greenland. In spite of the American occupation, the 

people of Greenland made numerous requests directly to Alcan to purchase and ship their 

necessities, with the result that Alcan became the official purchasing agent for Ivigtut for 

the duration of the war.
868

 In one letter in November 1940, R.E. Powell noted that “the 

Greenlanders apparently find it advantageous to lean more and more on their friends in 

Montreal instead of friends in the United States—an expected trend which naturally 

pleases me."
869

 Following the war Powell and two other Alcan employees were awarded a 
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special medal from the Danish government in recognition for their assistance to the people 

of Greenland during the war.
870

 

As mentioned, Greenland’s location made it particularly important during the early stages 

of the Cold War. A strategic American military base was created at Thule on the northwest 

coast of the island. But as the island’s location increased in strategic significance, cryolite, 

its once vital material, all but vanished from the island. Over the course of the war Alcan 

developed a cost-effective synthetic alternative to cryolite. By 1963 Alcan received word 

that the cryolite supplies in Greenland had been completely depleted. Although stockpiles 

continued to be shipped for several years, the June issue of World Mining declared that it 

was the “first major ore mineral to be completely depleted.”
871

 The exhaustion of the 

cryolite supply had a profound impact. Cryolite had been the backbone of the Greenlandic 

economy for more than a century. By the mid-1980s the town of Ivigtut was abandoned. 

Today it is a ghost town, and the cryolite industry’s derelict infrastructure is succumbing to 

the elements.  

Greenland  

 

"Greenland should have her own government, with plenty of assistance given to them at 

their request."  

W.L.M. King, 29 April 1940
872

 

"In Greenland we call the Second World War the beginning of the liberation."
873

 

                                                           
870

Campbell, Global Mission, 333. 

871
M.P. Weigel to D.D. Mackay, Letter, 15 July 1963, AGMA, 1. 

872
William Lyon Mackenzie King, 29 April 1940, The Mackenzie King Diaries, 

1893-1950 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1973), [microfiche], 430. 

 
873

Interview, head of mining school in Greenland, 9 April 2013, Sisimiut, Greenland.  

 



301 
 

 
 

Arguably Greenlanders had the least to do with the decisions that led to the American 

occupation, yet the occupation had the largest impact on their lives. Strangely, however, 

the events that led to the occupation, and the occupation itself, are virtually unknown to the 

island's inhabitants. There is little knowledge of the details of the American occupation 

amongst Greenlanders. The island's low population, limited infrastructure, and 

mountainous terrain meant that during the war most bases were constructed in areas that 

were removed from the people living on the island. Many Greenlanders do not consider 

themselves to have been occupied by the United States; if any occupation is discussed it is 

the ongoing Danish occupation of the island. Greenland's national museum in its capital 

city, Nuuk, does not mention either the Second World War or the American occupation. In 

the museum's displays the island's history begins around 2400 BC. Timelines of Denmark's 

involvement on the island commence with Hans Egede's arrival in 1721 and show an 

uninterrupted presence until Greenlandic Home Rule in 1979 to the present day. A large 

plaque in the museum's main room provides visitors with the details of the Danish colonial 

period:  

With the advent of Christianity in 1721 and state colonisation of the west coast of 

Greenland from 1774 came crucial ruptures in lifestyle and thinking of the Inuit . . . 

Christianity with the Dano-Norwegian missionary Hans Egede at its head gradually 

marginalised the Inuit's perception of life and the customs belonging to their spiritual 

life. Greenland was closed off and kept isolated from the surrounding world as a 

colony until 1953.
874

 

The museum's curators do not offer the motivation for the Danish change in policy in 

1953, but the American occupation played a major role in the process. In spite of the 

omission of the American occupation in the museum's displays, evidence of American 

influence is apparent throughout its exhibitions. Signs in the museum, for example, are in 

English and Greenlandic, not Danish.  
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On the streets of Greenland's capital city, Greenland's war-time governor, Eske Brun, is 

regarded as a national hero. Svane is less known, as he was based in the United States for 

much of the war. A biography of Brun has recently been published in Greenlandic and 

Danish. Consensus in Nuuk's bookshop and stationary store was that without Brun's efforts 

to garner American assistance during the war "Greenlanders would have starved."
875

 On 

the island, Brun is credited for the maintenance of the island's population and for ushering 

a new period of openness in Greenland. An examination of American, British, and archival 

records of the later war period reveal a different reality. The Canadian consul noted in 

October 1944 that tensions had developed between Brun and the American consul because, 

"Brun does not publicise the help and services that the administration receives from base 

command and considers that this omission gives a false impression of the value of the 

Army and US Navy to Greenland."
876

  

This thesis has shown how little agency Inuit Greenlanders had in the genesis of the 

American occupation of the island during the war. In spite of this lack of agency in the 

development of American policies relating to the island, or the occupation itself, the 

encouragement of Greenlandic nationalism on the part of the United States, and to some 

extent Canada, effectively opened Greenland to the world and sowed the seeds for home 

rule on the island. This thesis has dealt primarily with the actions of the United States, 

British, Canadian, Danish, and Greenlandic governments and the direct and indirect 

implications of American actions within, and relating to, Greenland during the Second 

World War. As a result the sources used have been primarily European and North 

American. The Greenlandic government during the time of the American occupation was 
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almost exclusively Danish, and Inuit Greenlanders had little to no role in the governance of 

the colony. Sources dealing with Inuit Greenlanders' history during the period are 

extremely rare. There is significant scope for future research on the impact in Greenland of 

American policies relating to the island during the war. I hope in future work to address 

this dearth of information by conducting oral histories from remaining survivors of the 

period. 

For Greenlanders, the Second World War and the American military presence on the 

island greatly increased the interaction between Greenland and the outside world. When 

Denmark resumed the management of the island after the war, it could not return the island 

to its former policy of isolation. The Danish government took steps to integrate it more 

meaningfully into Danish political life and culture. In the years following the war 

Greenland experienced greater centralization of administration, with creation of one 

governing body (National Council) for the entire island and thirteen local Municipal 

Councils. At the same time, Greenland formally became a county of Denmark and was 

represented in the Danish parliament by two local members.
877

 Ambitious building 

programs increased the inhabitants of the island's access to sanitation, electricity, and 

heating. Education and public health care programs were also expanded in the post-war 

period. Not all of these changes, however, were positive. The Danish government 

instituted social housing programs that relocated large numbers of Greenlanders into cities 

in order to facilitate the aforementioned programs. The types of housing, which had been 

imported directly from Denmark, separated Greenlanders from the land and made it 

difficult for them to engage in traditional hunting and fishing practices. There was, for 
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example, "nowhere for Greenlanders to skin a seal in a Danish-style apartment."
878

 The 

modernization also brought the problems associated with modern Western lifestyles that 

the Danish government had attempted to prevent for the first two hundred years of their 

involvement on the island, including drugs, alcohol, and other social issues.  

These changes, however, were not all driven by the Danish government; some were 

instituted as a result of the increasing American interest in the island in the post-war 

period. Despite the controversy over the Agreement for the defence of Greenland during 

the war both houses of the Danish Parliament unanimously voted to accept the agreement 

on May 16, 1945.
879

 At the end of the Second World War, the concerns that were felt at its 

start regarding potential air strikes on the continental United States were technologically 

possible as a result of war-time advances in aviation. In a meeting of the Senate Military 

Affairs Committee in November 1945, General Spaatz argued that "The next war will be 

predominantly an air war . . . attacks can now come across the Arctic and the oceans and 

strike . . . deep into the heart of the country."
880

 

Greenland, like Canada, was the first line of defence for the United States against Russia in 

the Cold War. While the governance of the colony was returned to Denmark after the war, 

the security of the island was not. The Americans maintained several bases on the island 

and developed plans the Thule Airbase, which was established after another agreement for 

the defence of the island was signed in 1951. The Thule base and related Century City, a 

top-secret underground military complex, both had nuclear capabilities. Neither the people 
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of Greenland nor the citizens of Denmark had any knowledge of the extent of the 

American armaments in Greenland's north. The crash landings of two nuclear-armed U.S. 

Air Force planes in 1962 finally made the American measures to secure the island public. 

In the latter stages and the years directly following the Cold War, Greenland’s strategic 

value to the United States also declined as a result of new weapons technologies—

intercontinental ballistic missiles, for example—and the American military presence on the 

island was greatly reduced.
881

 

Today changes in global weather patterns are being demonstrated dramatically in 

Greenland where an increase in temperature of one degree centigrade in the island's far 

north is the difference between the island's ice remaining frozen or melting. In the same 

way that the island has been seen as a barometer for global warming, it can also be seen as 

a barometer for geopolitical change. This thesis has shown that Greenland has achieved 

prominence in times of geopolitical and economic crisis such as World War Two. 

 Greenland, after a period of relative obscurity following the Cold War, is once again the 

centre of global attention.  

Today the attention of the international community is also returning to Greenland because 

of increasing competition for resources. Multinational mining corporations are gearing up 

for a modern day gold rush in Greenland as the polar ice cap melts to reveal a wealth of 

mineral resources. The scope and scale of these projects are far larger than those employed 

in the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries in Ivigtut and have the potential to greatly improve 

the finances of the island, but they may also exact a great environmental cost. There are 

serious questions too around the ownership of land and resources on the island. Denmark 
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has granted Greenland's home rule government full control over its natural resources, but 

there is no concept of private ownership of land on the island. Currently all land is 

communally owned by the island's inhabitants. This will potentially pose problems for 

foreign corporations wishing to invest in the island. In addition, Greenland continues to 

have significant infrastructure issues, and its low population means that there are 

insufficient numbers of Greenlanders to work in the proposed mining projects. Despite 

these issues, the income that is expected to be derived from natural resources in Greenland 

may enable Greenlanders to obtain their much-discussed independence from Denmark. 

In another era of economic crisis and global change it is not currently known what form 

that independence will take and how Greenland will position itself, or be positioned in 

future. The island's security remains largely in the hands of the American government, but 

if Greenland becomes fully autonomous from Denmark these security arrangements may 

need to be re-negotiated. Today the United States may be in the twilight of its global 

power, as Britain was seventy years ago, and several emerging powers, including both 

China and India, have expressed interest in Greenland and its resources. As history has 

shown, these moments of transition can have unexpected results.  
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