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Speech by President Woodrow Wilson 25th September 1919 Pueblo, Colorado.

‘My friends on last Decoration Day I went to a beautiful hillside near Paris, where was located the cemetery of Suresnes, a cemetery given over to the burial of the American dead. Behind me on the slopes was rank upon rank of living American soldiers, and lying before me upon the levels of the plain was rank upon rank of departed American soldiers. Right by the side of the stand where I spoke there was a little group of French women who adopted those graves, had made themselves mothers of those dear ghosts by putting flowers every day upon those graves, taking them as their own sons, their own beloved, because they had died in the same cause – France was free and the world was free because America had come! I wish some men in public life who are opposing the settlement for which these men died could visit such a spot as that. I wish that the thought that comes out of the graves could penetrate their consciousness. I wish that they could feel the moral obligation that rests upon us not to go back on those boys, but to see the thing through, to see it through to the end and make good their redemption of the world. For nothing less depends upon this decision, nothing less than the liberation and salvation of the world…

You will say, ‘Is the League an absolute guarantee against war?’ No; I do not know any absolute guarantees against the errors of human judgement or the violence of human passion, but I ask you this: if it is not an absolute insurance against war, do you want no insurance at all? Do you want nothing? Do you want not only no probability that war will not recur, but the probability that it will recur? The arrangements of the justice do not stand of themselves, my fellow citizens. The arrangements of this treaty are just, but they need the support of the combined power of the great nations of the world. And they will have that support. Now that the mists of this great question have cleared away, I believe that men will see the truth, eye to eye, face to face. There is one thing that the American people will always rise to and extend their hand to, and that is the truth of justice, and of liberty and of peace. We have accepted that truth and we are going to be led by it, and it is going to lead us, and through us the world, out into the pastures of quietness and peace such as the world never dreamed of before.’

This speech was made as part of Wilson’s campaign to persuade the Senate to support his vision of a League of Nations. Wilson believed passionately that the League could prevent future conflicts. After this meeting Wilson suffered nervous exhaustion and collapsed. The Senate failed to sign the Treaty of Versailles and the USA did not join the League of Nations. Wilson left the presidency fifteen months later, a broken man.

The failure of the USA to lend its strength to the League was one of the major causes of the League’s failure to deal effectively with crises in the 1920s and 1930s. As Wilson predicted, a second world war broke out within 20 years of the Great War.







