Millions of men and women in the newly-seceded states that joined the Confederate States of America hoped that by gaining recognition and assistance from European nations they could gain full and complete independence from the United States of America.  Their hope, their expectation was that a lack of cotton for the textile industries, which held immense political and economic influence, would coerce England into supporting Confederate independence.  To their bitter disappointment, recognition and intervention never came.
Long before the outbreak of hostilities between the North and the South, there developed in the southern, slave-holding states a dependency upon foreign-manufactured goods.  In the days before railroad tracks connected the major cities of the United States, the principle method of moving goods north and south was by ship.  A typical example of how the system worked is as follows:  Cotton, produced in eastern Georgia had to be brought to Savannah.  There it would be sold to a shipping company, loaded onto a ship, and transported northward to Boston.  Then it would be unloaded and sold to a textile mill.  The cotton would be made into fabric.  The fabric would be brought back to the port in Boston and sold to a shipping company, loaded onto another vessel, and transported back to the port of Savannah.  The fabric would then be sold to tailors and other buyers.  Trade with England involved as many steps, only instead of going to Boston, the cotton would go to Liverpool.  Trade between the cotton-producing Southerner and England involved nearly as much travel time, middle men, and other processes as did trade with the North.  It was more advantageous to planters to sell to European-owned shipping companies, as they could offer higher prices for cotton than could their Boston or New York competitors.  The European-made goods tended to be of a higher quality than American-manufactured good, and it was considered more fashionable to own European-made goods in the South.

Out of this trade system and out of arrogance─more out of arrogance─developed a belief in the southern states that England was dependant upon Southern-produced cotton; that its economy would tumble into depression were the supply to be cut off.  In his famous “King Cotton” speech of 1858, James Hammond asked the rhetorical question: “What would happen if no cotton was furnished for three years?”  Answering his own question, he stated: “England would topple headlong and carry the whole civilized world with her, save the South.”
  When the southern states had seceded, the policy of embargoing the export of cotton was never an official policy enacted by the Confederate government, as President Jefferson Davis wanted to avoid any appearance of international blackmail.
  However, acting upon their own initiative, and protected by the pro-states’ rights Confederate Constitution, the state governments passed measures to withhold exportation of cotton.  Individual citizens also voluntarily withheld their cotton crops from the market in hopes of creating a “cotton famine” in England.  Such actions were spurred on by newspaper articles, such as one in the Memphis Argus, which told planters to “keep every bale of cotton on the plantation.”
  The Charleston Mercury proclaimed: “The cards are in our hands, and we intend to play them out to the bankruptcy of every cotton factory in Great Britain and France or the acknowledgement of our independence.”
  And yet, the cards were not in their hands.  The initial embargo on the export of cotton, later superseded by the increasingly-effective Union Blockade, did have a brief impact upon British life.  However, that impact was lessened by two things that the southern cotton growers did not take into account.  The 1860 cotton harvest was exceptionally bountiful.  A “bumper crop” was taken in, and the extra cotton flooded the market, lowering prices, which allowed mill owners in Europe to stockpile cotton.  As the war dragged on, and stockpiles diminished, alternate sources of cotton were sought.  Places within the British Empire were developed as potential sources.  India and Egypt became England’s major sources of cotton.  When the futility of embargoing cotton was realized it was already too late.  The Union blockade had grown to a level of effectiveness that prevented the Confederacy from exploiting its one commodity at a level previously possible.  Although more than a million bales of cotton did manage to get through the blockade to British ports between 1861 and 1865, that amount was less than one-thirtieth of what was exported to Britain in 1860 alone.
  In the end, although it did cause some disturbances, “King Cotton” turned out to be only a “bloody peasant.”
The greatest fear in Washington, D.C., and the greatest hope in Richmond, was that European nations would officially recognize the Confederacy.  This would have acknowledged that the seceded states had legitimately done so, and the newly-formed Confederate States of America was a sovereign nation, ready to become a member of the “brotherhood of nations.”  This international legitimacy would have given the Confederacy certain rights, including the right to exchange diplomats and enter into military and commercial treaties.  If this had occurred, it could have spelled doom to the Lincoln administration’s efforts to restore the Union.  There were two events that occurred during the first year of the war that raised alarm in the North, and raised hopes in the South.  Yet both events, when played out, produced nothing more than hopes and alarms, and accomplished nothing in the way of affecting the outcome of the war.
The first event occurred even before the first volley of musketry was fired near the railroad junction called Manassas.  To most northerners the American Civil War was not officially a war.  Rather, it was a traitorous domestic insurrection which would eventually be suppressed by their parent government.  It was not an issue that any outside nation had any business interfering in.  This was the position taken by the Lincoln administration.  However, in April of 1861, after Fort Sumter was fired upon, President Lincoln declared the southern states to be in open rebellion and announced that a blockade of southern ports was to be effected.  This inadvertently implied the existence of a war, as international law made establishing a blockade an act of war.  Technically, this required that other nations either take a side or declare neutrality.  The British government strived to be, or at least appear to be, strictly impartial in its dealings with the warring American factions.  To this end, on May 13, 1861, Queen Victoria issued a proclamation that Britain was officially a neutral and non-belligerent power.  This was mainly done to protect British subjects who were conducing commerce or trade in America.  The proclamation evoked anger in Washington, D.C.  President Lincoln was furious at the perceived breach of American sovereignty, and Senator Charles Sumner declared it to be “the most hateful act of English history since the time of Charles the second.”
  The reason for such animosity was that the proclamation of neutrality automatically granted belligerent status to the two warring factions, thus bestowing upon the Confederacy a small degree of credibility and increased stature.
  Among other privileges, the Confederacy could borrow money, purchase goods and war materials from England, and even buy naval ships built in British ports─so long as the vessels were not armed in England.  The granting of belligerent rights to the Confederacy was viewed as a possible first step toward formal recognition of independence for the Confederate States of America.
Following Britain’s proclamation of neutrality, Confederate President Jefferson Davis decided that the time was right to send envoys to London and Paris.  If the Confederate States of America was to gain official recognition from Britain and France it must have someone there to officially represent the new nation.  On the night of October 11, 1861, the blockade runner Theodora used the cover of dark and storm to slip past Union blockade ships outside of Charleston, South Carolina.  On board were two men, one bound for Paris, one bound for London.  These two men, John Slidell and James Mason were the two men commissioned by President Davis to represent him to the courts of Emperor Napoleon III. and Queen Victoria to endeavor to gain recognition and support from their governments.  The Theodora arrived safely in Havana, Cuba, and the two men transferred to the British mail steamer Trent.  On November 7, they set sail for England.  The next day the vessel was stopped by the Union warship San Jacinto, commanded by Captain Charles Wilkes.  Wilkes forced the Trent to stop, boarded her, removed Mason and Slidell as prisoners, and then sailed for Boston, where Mason and Slidell were jailed at Fort Warren.  The Trent continued to England.  Although his actions were not officially sanctioned by the Lincoln Administration, Captain Wilkes received a hero’s welcome from most Northerners, was thanked by Congress, and was presented with a special gold medal for his “brave, adroit, and patriotic conduct in the arrest of the traitors.”
  The British, however, had an entirely different reaction.  The writer William Thackeray spoke for most of Britain when he wrote that “the attitude of the nation after having its ass kicked was notably forebearant.”
  Eight thousand British soldiers were sent to Canada, and the British ambassador to the United States presented the Lincoln administration an ultimatum:  release the Confederate diplomats and apologize, or else.
  The popular reaction in the North was decidedly supportive of Wilkes’s action, and it looked as though war might be imminent.
  However, President Lincoln wanted to concentrate on the task of reuniting the country, and did not want to get sidetracked by yet another war.  “We must stick to American principles concerning the rights of neutrals,” he said.  “We fought Great Britain for insisting, by theory and practice on the right to do precisely what Wilkes has done.”
  Mason and Slidell were released, and Secretary of State William Seward, instead of apologizing for Wilkes’s actions, stated that the people of the United States were delighted that the people of Great Britain had finally come around to the American view on freedom of the seas─the reason for the United States’ declaration of war in 1812─“by assuming now as her own the ground upon which we then stood.”
  The main reason for the frictions between the United States and Great Britain during this time was the British envoy to the United States, Lord Richard Lyons.  His “doom and gloom” interpretation of events, and outright animosity toward Secretary of State Seward and President Lincoln led the British Government to believe that the United States was, in fact, trying to pick a fight with Britain.
  In the end, however, his reports are what caused the British Government to back down, alarming Prime Minister Palmerston that in the event of war, the Americans would have invaded Canada.

Following his release, Mason traveled to London.  He was received in the parlors of many aristocrats, members of Parliament, and other Confederate sympathizers ─mainly businessmen and journalists.  He raised money for the Confederate “cause,” but little of it ever reached the Confederate Treasury.
  The Queen and top British officials refused to ever officially meet with him.  To do so would give recognition to his government’s legitimacy, and following the satisfactory conclusion of the Trent affair, that was not something which the British government was going to do unless it was certain that Confederacy was a de facto independent nation.
  Even following the battles of Chancellorsville and Fredericksburg, when the British press proclaimed the imminent triumph of the Confederacy over the Union, the top Ministers of the Government refused to meet with Mason.  It would have been foolish, after all, to recognize the independence of a nation that although victorious in Virginia was about to be cut in half.
  With regard to the large amount of anti-slavery sentiment in England during the 1860s, it seems that James Mason was the wrong man to send if President Davis wanted to win over the people of England.  Mason, while still a member of the United States Senate, authored the Fugitive Slave Act.  As such a prominent figure in the slavery debate, Mason attracted ridicule for his pro-slavery activities.
  In September of 1863, disgusted with the British government’s unwillingness to budge on the matter of recognition, and with the British Government’s seizure of the Confederate-contracted ships being built in the Laird shipyards, he abandoned his post and joined Slidell in Paris.  There he remained for the remainder of the war.

Even before Mason arrived in London, another Confederate agent arrived in Liverpool.  The chief purchasing agent the Confederate Government sent to England, James D. Bulloch of Georgia, arranged for two commerce raiders, the CSS Alabama and the CSS Florida, to be constructed.  Using the neutrality laws to his advantage, Bulloch did not arm the two ships until after they sailed into international waters in July, 1862, thwarting the efforts of Union agents to have the ships seized by the British Government.
  However, In April of the following year, the British Government, under pressure from the United States Ambassador, Charles Francis Adams, seized the Alexandra, a ship which Union agents showed to be intended for service as a Confederate commerce raider.  Bulloch then contracted with the Laird shipyards in Liverpool to construct two ironclad rams─warships outfitted with a projecting prow just below the waterline.  When Union agents learned of this, Adams warned the British government that if the warships were allowed to sail that it would be such an egregious violation of Britain’s neutrality on September 5, 1863, that it would mean war.
  The next day the British government placed the two ships under surveillance, purchased the rights, and eventually incorporated them into the Royal Navy.

  A year-and-a-half after Mason left for Paris, Duncan Farrar Kenner─a member of the Confederate House of Representatives from Louisiana─arrived in Europe.  President Jefferson Davis sent Kenner on a mission to make one last-ditch effort to gain European recognition.  Already having met with representatives of Napoleon III.─who was supportive but indecisive, he visited London in February, 1865, to meet with spokesmen of the British Prime Minister, Lord Palmerston.  He offered to the Prime Minister the emancipation of the slaves in return for British recognition of the Confederacy.  Palmerston flatly refused, as he realized that the war was already lost, and intervention at that time would only postpone the inevitable.
  After learning of the Prime Minister’s reaction to the offer, James Mason wrote to President Davis that “the most ample concessions on our part . . . would have produced no change in the course determined by the British Government.”

One of the reasons why Britain never formally recognized the independence and sent military or financial assistance to the Confederacy was for the reason that Britain’s chief political and diplomatic community did not wish to lose the “special relationship” it had with the government of the United States of America.  In those “fourscore-and-seven years” since the issuance of the Declaration of Independence, relations between Great Britain and the United States had changed.  The British Government decided that if the Americans were not, indeed, to be brought back into the Empire as subjects, it would be best to at least develop a more friendly relationship with America.  They were by this time the largest independent nation in the Western Hemisphere, sharing a very long, contiguous border with Canada─then still subject to the British Empire.  With a rapidly expanding population, developing industry, and a shared language, Britain realized the potential America offered as a trading partner, and as a potential diplomatic partner.  The British government made good their intentions in 1823.  In that year, President James Monroe, in his State of the Union Address to Congress, issued a statement that became known as the “Monroe Doctrine.”  Stating that “. . . any attempt on their [European nations] part to extend their system to any portion of this hemisphere as dangerous to our peace and safety."
  The statement, in effect, meant that nations in the Western Hemisphere would not involve themselves in European affairs, and─outside of their already-existing colonies─European nations should not involve themselves in the affairs of Western nations.  President Monroe issued the statement in an effort to get Spain to back down from attempting to re-establish control over its former colonies in Central and South America.  American merchants found trading with the independent entities to be more lucrative as independent nations than they were as colonies.  Furthermore, there was a growing faction inside the United States which believed it to be the destiny of the United States to unite all of the former colonies of European nations into a United States of Pan-America.
  British merchants, as well, found it more economically beneficial for the independent Latin American nations to remain as such.  For this reason, and for the purpose of establishing a legacy of cooperation with the government of the United States, the British government supported President Monroe’s position.  The Monroe Doctrine, although never officially raised as an issue, was a factor in Britain’s decision not to support the Confederacy.  It would have been a breach of Britain’s own policy to get involved in what was an American dispute.  Regardless of the legitimacy of the Confederacy as a sovereign nation, it was against the policy of the Monroe Doctrine for Britain, France, or any European nation to directly involve itself in the conflict.

Beyond a breach of its long-held policy, direct involvement in the American Civil War would have more than likely proved detrimental to the security of the British Empire and its own government.  Many among Britain’s aristocracy supported the “Southern way of life” as a mirror of their own aristocratic traditions.  They also hoped that a successful dissolution of the Union would be a blow against liberalism and democracy worldwide.
  However, the vast majority of the population of England supported the North in the conflict.  An English historian, writing just five years after the Civil War, stated that sympathy for the Confederacy in England was 
“. . . so far from being dominant that any English Government which should have determined to interfere could not have retained office for a month, and any Minister who was known to have proposed it would have irretrievably ruined his own political career.”

The reason for this is that throughout the war, a majority of the population remained “steadily on the side of the North.”
  Although a majority of the newspapers within England openly supported the South, their sentiments did not match those of the majority of Englanders.  Those who opposed intervention could be divided into two main groups:  those who believed that to intervene would be worse for the country than to remain neutral, and those who opposed intervening on behalf of slavery.

Putting things in perspective of 1860s England, it would have been more of a disadvantage than an advantage to England’s textile industry had the trade between the United States and Europe to been cut off.  England’s productivity was more than three times larger than the combination of Europe and the United States.
  America was not yet a serious challenge to British industry.  It was, however, a serious challenge to the British merchant fleet.  Because of superior designs, American-built vessels could travel faster than could those built in England.  This caused British shipping companies to lose out on many lucrative contracts.  This is the only area in which it would have been advantageous for Britain to go to war against the United States.
  Yet the failure of the shipping industry was offset by a far more important issue─food.  Britain had developed into a nation almost entirely dependant upon imported food.  Britain’s largest supplier of grain was Russia, followed closely by the United States.  When war broke out between Britain and Russia in the 1850s, the United States had been able to supply England with enough grain to survive.
  A war with the United States would have made England almost totally reliant upon Russian grain.  Herein lay a further problem.  Russia was a firm supporter of the Union, being the only major European power to come down squarely on the side of the North.  Having recently suffered defeat at the hands of Britain and France, Russia wanted a strong United States to offset the international influence of Britain and France.
  Had England actually openly sided with the Confederacy, and war with the United States resulted, Russia would almost certainly sided with the United States, thus robbing England of her two most important suppliers of grain.  England could afford to lose shipping, it could afford a temporary drop in textile production, yet it could not afford a widespread famine.  Moreover, Russia would likely have enlisted the support of Prussia, embroiling all or most of Europe and North America in war.
  Furthermore, England and France had just concluded an inglorious war whose only heroes were a group of men famous for having gotten killed and a woman known for her benevolence, and eager though many were, the though of global war held the interventionists in check.

Although England and the South were economically, and in some regards socially complimentary, the sentiments for Southern independence expressed in the newspapers and in the aristocratic parlors were offset by the disdain for slavery which waxed strong in the hearts and minds of the citizenry.
  In 1852, the book Uncle Tom’s Cabin appeared in English bookstores, selling more than a million copies before 1860.
  This and other pieces of abolitionist literature firmly established the moral guiltiness of the South in the minds of many Englishmen.  Although the average Englander did not have a great knowledge of American values and ways of life, they did find it morally reprehensible that America still allowed slavery.  When war broke out, many Englanders were upset that Lincoln initially declared that the sole purpose of the war was to restore the Union and not to also do away with slavery.
  However, following Lincoln’s issuance of the Emancipation Proclamation the English population was satisfied that the war which was to restore the Union was also a crusade to end slavery within that Union.
  In addition to those who were opposed to slavery on moral grounds, British laborers were ideologically opposed to slavery.  The exploitation of slave labor in America degraded workers worldwide, and workers, therefore, took an overwhelmingly pro-Union stance.
  Many members of the aristocracy were in favor of intervention, not really knowing what effect a global war could have upon the Empire.  Perhaps, most Englanders believed what the newspapers told them about the conduct of the war, and admired the Southerners for the chivalry of Lee and Jackson.  Yet, the vast majority of the population of Great Britain hated slavery, and would not support a war that in their minds was always a war for the perpetuation of slavery.
  To the majority of Englanders, the South not only lost the war, it was discredited for having owned slaves.

The issue of war was hotly debated in the chambers of Parliament, and many newspapers in Britain supported the Confederacy until the news of Lee and later Johnston’s surrenders arrived in London, the British government never really could bring itself to directly oppose the United States.
  Although strong words were exchanged following the ‘Trent affair’, cooler heads on both sides of the Atlantic prevailed.  Thus, in light of Britain’s unwillingness to become involved in the war, even after its neutrality had been violated, it is evident not only that there was no man that the South could send, no action that the Confederacy could take, short of winning the war on its own, which would convince the government of Great Britain to grant it recognition.  Prime Minister Henry Palmerston said it best:  “Those who in quarrels interpose, Are apt to get a bloody nose.”
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