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TrL The Treaty Cruiser: A Struggle for Naval Ascendancy in Peacetime. 

ith pressure mounting in the United States for agreement in arms 
lim' ~ions with the Soviet Union, can any lessons be learned from tracing I 
the i!_ ;tory of a particular weapons system--the 8~inch gun, Treaty cruiser-­

.. throug:l the disarmament period bet,veen the t,vo world wars? The birth of the 
Treaty cruiser at the Hashington Naval Conference is explained, and the 
reaction to the qualitative limitations of the treaty by the five major 
naval pmvers is examined. A literature search was used to study the devel­
opment of the Treaty cruiser from 1922 until World War II. The effect of 
the Geneva and London Naval Conferences on the naval race in Treaty cruisers 
is investigated, and violations of the treaties by the contracting- powers 
are discussed. The fifteen year struggle to limit cruisers in numbers and 
in size results in some obvious lessons of possible application today: 
economy, and the high cost of weapons systems, leads nations to the con­
ference table; ,veapons in being are bargaining powers; treaties, to be 
valid, mtist be verified; arms limitations agreements lessen tension, but 
are usually greeted ,vith ummrranted optimism; and the nation most -anxious 
for an agreement will pay more to get it. 
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V'hen the V!ashington Na val Conference ad journed in 

FebrU<:Jry 1~)22, the hea.ds of state of the l;vorld's five 

leading naval pm;,lers congra tul;) ted themselves on having 

ended, at least tempor~rily, a costly and rapidly esca­

lating naval armaments race. Yet, as Great Britain, 

the United States, and Japan prepfJ.red to scrap major 

naval units and cancel extensive projects for battle 

cruisers and battleships in compliance I'd th the dis­

armament and limitation clauses of the treaty, the words 

in t~o short paragraphs, Articles XI and XII, effective­

ly dropped the starting fl£<g for the beginning of a new 

naval rivalry that was to embroil the sign(~tory pov,'ers 

in a struggle for supremacy la.sting until World War II. 

As pressure mounts in the United States to re3ch 

agreement with the Soviets on (?,rms limi ta tions, it may 

be instructive to trclce the history of this unexpected 

building r8.ce through the fifteen years of suspicion, 

compromise, disillusionment, and fra .. ntic construction 

that produced three major internatiom~l naval agreements, 

but could not prevent the onset of a second vForld '.""ar. 

The major accomplishments of the conference v:ere 

real enough: a fixed ratio in total tonnage for capital 

ships, a ten year moratoriuD on battleship construction, 

a limitation on gun size and displaceruent for e,ny capital 

ships to be built in the future, and eC2ui valent limi ta tions 
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on aircrc-i.ft carriers all seemed to insure a reasonf:lble 

approach to naval competition for at least the fifteen 

years the treaty was to be in effect. The senior Amer­

ican deleg~ te, Secret8ry of State Hughes, V{C'.s jubilant: 

"This treaty ends, absolutely ends, the race in competi­

tion of naval armaments,!! he said.l 

The upper limit of 8-inch guns and 10,000 tons 

displacement for 8uxilia,ry vessels had been decided ar­

bitrarily. The completion, just prior to the conference, 

of the first tvvo ships of the British Hawkins class, 

displacing 9,750 tons and mounting seven 7.5-inch guns 

of a new design2 undoubtedly influenced the conferees. 

Also, the last tV'lO ships of the class were expected to 

displace 10,000 tons when commissioned. 3 

Nevertheless, the problem of cruisers--lJl.rha t size 

should they be, what should their primary wission be, 

hOlii many e,re reQuired--had 8,lways been a vexing one. 

Cruisers had never been defined properly. Captain H. G. 

Thursfield of the Hoyal Navy examined the circhives 

and found, after much research, that the Hoyal Navy 

defined a cruiser as, t1a craft designed especially for 

cruiser duties. 1I4 Throughout the first world war, and 

into the twenties, the title of cruiser had graced 

coastal sailing ships of 20 tons displacement armed with 

rifles up to armored giants of over 40,000 tons mounting 
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15-inch guns. 5 As late as World War II, the United 

States persisted in calling the Alaska class ships 

"large cruisers IT ,6 although by every conceivable 

cri teria and meCtsurement they vtere patently battle 

cruisers. 

Tradi tionally, the World 'INar I cruiser iNas de­

signed to track down and destroy commerce raiders, 

serve as an escort for convoys, provide o. screen against 

destroyers and torpedo boats for the main battle fleet 

of capital ships, and, when necessary, enforce a block­

ade. The imperialist powers, Great Britain and France, 

used small, lightly armed cruisers to "show the flag tt 

in foreign and colonial ports. The number needed did not 

depend on the number of capital ships in comrEission nor 

upon the number of cruisers built by potential adversar­

ies--a point not completely understood by the signatory 

powers at WE.shington--but instead on the duties they 

had to perform. The British, in particula.r, believed 

that "numbers" of cruisers were essential to her inter­

ests; no lesser number of individually superior ships 

could be substituted for the required minimurn. 7 

Hopes of Grec\t Britain and the United States to 

limit total tonnage of auxiliary ships at the W~shington 

Conference foundered on French opposition and, probably, 

a general suspicion on the part of the other neval powers, 

Japan and Italy, that they had already made enough con-
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cessions for one treaty. 

Naval strategists v:ere not completely satisfied 

with the limit of 10,000 tons. The US Navy's Gener2l 

Board, before the W[A.shington Conference met, had favor­

ed 8-inch gun cruisers of 12,000 tons displacement as 

suitable for independent operations in the Pacific,8 

and the French had stated at the conference that they 

did not wish to be limited to 10,000 tons displacement 

i °1" h' 9 n aUX1 1ary s 1pS. Another road block in the path 

of cruiser lindtations was Great Britain's unwillingness 

to grant parity to the United States in this type of 

warship. The reason VIas simple: in 1921 Great Britain 

he.d 53 cruisers built and building, and the United States 

had 19, some of which '!.'ere antiques. Thus, with naval 

competition in battleships postponed by treaty, naval 

planners and strategists turned their attention to the 

next most important category of ship, the 10,000 ton 

"Treaty" cruiser. IO 

The initial reaction to the "\IVashington Treaty 

occurred halfway around the viorld, and, like the first 

snowfall of the ice age, was virtually ignored. Japan 

changed the main armament of two cruisers under construc-

tion from the stande.rd 6-inch gun to 200mm (7.9-inch) 

guns. The ~ was l&.id down in November 1922, a light 

cruiser of 7,100 tons standard displacement, and a month 
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later work on her sistership, Furutaka, Vias begun. 

They v\rere probably planned as an ansv;'er to the United 

StRtes t 7,100 ton Omaha class, and as comrleted both 

cruisers carried six 7.9-inch guns in single enclosures. 

This resulted in an increase in displacement to 8,100 

tons. .Although the Ka .. ko gnd Furutaka made no attempt 

to equal the tonnage limit set for Treaty cruisers, 

the race for supremacy in 8-inch gun ships had begun. 

Japan followed these first two ships by starting 

construction on the Aoba and Kinugasa little more than 

a year later, in early 1924. They displaced 8,300 tons, 

mounted six 8-inch guns in twin turrets, and carried 

4.7-inch AA guns compared to the 3.1-inch AA guns of 

the Furutaka class. 

By 1924 all of the lllajor n&.val pov}ers had sorted 

out their programs and authorized construction of Trea.ty 

cruisers. Great Britain, Japan, and France actually 

laid keels in 1924. The British, concerned ,Ni th the 

threat to centuries of leadership at sea and to a world­

wide commercial and colonial lifeline posed. by this new 

and untried species of 'J'Jarship, were determined to mini­

mize risks by taking an e2.rly lead in the race. Japan, 

her plans for China and Ittanchuria beginning to take form, 

had gained security in the V!estern Pacific through the 

provisions of the VJashington Treaty that prevented any 

further construction of bases in that area by the United 
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states a.nd Great BritEdn. She had, however, abandoned 

an extensive battleship and battle cruiser building pro­

gramll designed to bring the Japanese Navy on E par 

with that of the United States, and to establish this 

preeminence in the Western Pa.cific gu&renteed by treaty 

in 1922, Japan realized that she had to maintain equality 

in the new class of 10,000 ton cruisers. 

Ironically, both of these eiirly building programs-­

four ships were laid down by Japan c.md five by Great 

Bri tain in 1924;:"-\,;[ere trigge'red in part by the United 

states Naval Authorization Bill of 1924. Eight 10,000 

ton Treaty cruisers were authorized by Congress, but 

typically, only a dribble of fund.s were forthcoming for 

construction. To the frustration of the Navy, the keel 

for the first of these ships, the Pensacgla, waS not 

laid dOV'iIl until October It)26. The las t of them was final­

ly commissioned seven years after the bill wa.s passed, 

in 1931. 

In 1924 the Japanese laid dovm the first two ships 

of the Myoko class. The Myokos were truly built to 

treCl.ty 1i111i ta tions. V:i th a standard displa cement of 

10,940 tons, they mounted ten 8-inch guns in five turrets 

and could maintain o. speed of over 34 knots. Belt armor 

was four inches. Great Britain laid dovm five ships of 

the Kent class, displaCing 9,750 to 9,850 tons and carry­

ing eight 8-inch guns. Initially, they had eight torpedoes 
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compared to 12 on the IVlyoko class cruisers. The British 

ships sacrificed very little protection for speed, main­

taining 31~ knots with a maximum thickness of armor of 

five inches. The Kent set the pattern for later British 

Treaty cruisers: they appeared to be outclassed on paper 

by contemporary ships of other navies, but '\n:i th a high 

freeboard, exceptional sea-keeping qualities, good pro­

tection, and long radius of action, they more than 

proved their worth in World V;'ar II. 

The third starter, France, bego,n the first of two 

Tourville class cruisers in 1924, and the design empha­

sized speed and armament on a displacement of almost 

exC!,ctly 10,000 tons. The tvVQ French ships mounted eight 

8-inch guns and achieved over 35 lmots on trials. Armor 

protection, however, was almost nonexistent. In the 

equa tion of firepovrer, protection, and s peed, the French, 

constrained to an upper limit of 8-inch guns by treaty, 

sacrificed all protection for speed. 

A year later, in H325, Great Britain and Japan 

continued their progra.ms in a.n orderly fashion; the 

Bri tish laid dOl'm two more ~ class cruisers, and the 

Japanese replied with two more Myokos. Italy drew abreast 

of France by conunencing the Trento and Trieste, both with 

eight 8-inch guns and a three inch armor belt. The Ital­

ian cruisers were povlered by four-she,ft geared turbines 
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that developed 150,000 shaft horsepower, making them 

the most powerfully engined cruisers in the world. They 

were able to maintain 35 knots with ease. The United 

states, convinced that there was no threat to her secur­

ity, failed to appropriate ftmds and no construction 

was started. 

By 1927, the United States Navy found itself lOSing 

a naval race it had not v'ranted to run; with only two 

8-inch gun cruisers building, it could expect none to be 

completed before 1930.12 By that time, Great Britain 

would have commissioned 14, Japan eight, France three, 

and Italy two. The Washington Treaty he,d unintentionally 

divided cruisers into two categories: 8-inch gun "heavy 

cruisers", and 6-inch gun "light cruisers!!. (This unnatural 

situation continued until "light" cruisers often displaced 

more than "heavyll cruisers.) But there was no solace to 

be gained in viewing the US light cruiser fleet, either. 

We possessed only the 10 ships of the Omaha class, all 

of vvhich VJere severely linli ted in their effectiveness by 

poor distribution of their 6-inch main battery guns. In 

comparison, Britain had 40 light cruisers, Japan 21, 

France 8, and Italy 9. 13 

Hoping to correct this appalling state of affairs, 

and perhQPs save some money in the process, President 

Coolidge issued a call to the major naval powers to 

attend a conference at Geneva in 1927. The object: to 
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place the same 5:5:3 ratio on total cruiser tonnage as 

the Washington Conference placed on capital ships. lII'i th­

in that tonnoLge, each rl8.tion would be free to build any 

size cruiser it needed, up to the 10,000 ton limit of 

the 'Washington Treaty. The conference \ivas an immAdiate 

failure, since France and Italy refused to attend. France 

wished to discuss air, ground, and sea disarmaments as 

a p6'.ckage , rather than navel.l limi ta tions alone j Italy 

was fe6lrful of losing the parity gained vd th France at 

the V{ashington Conference. 

The British &nd the Americans approached the 

Geneva Conference vd th divergent views on cruisers. 

Great Britain, with a requirement for a great many small 

6-inch gun cruisers to patrol a vmrld-vdde empire, had 

built Treaty cruisers in answer to the r~plied threat 

of the United States 1924 authorization bill and the very 

real threat of the Japanese building program. Britain 

wanted quantitative limits on the expensive, 10,000 ton 

Treaty cruisers that constituted the naval armaments 

race. The United States, eyeing the vast expanses of the 

V,Testern PaCific, had an urgent need for larger, more 

powerful cruisers with extended range. ~est of Pearl 

Harbor, fueling stations Vfere few and mostly undefended, 

while the British had a well-developed network of overseas 

bases. V.nen the two delegations each presented their 
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demarios, ,based on their individual standpoints, the 

disparity was enormous. Japan also demanded a signifi­

cant increase in total tonnage for auxiliary ships. 

The conference ended without agreement of any kind 

on limitations, and the competition in Treaty cruisers 

continued. 

Great Britain had 15 Treaty cruisers built or 

building by 1928, and all of them were COIDIJlet.ed by 1931. 

Thirteen of these ships carried eight 8-inch guns on a 

displacement of 9,750 to 9,975 tons, and two, the York 

and Exeter mounted six 8-inch guns with a displacement 

of 8,250 and 8,390 tons. Japan began work on the last 

two ships of the four ship Takao class in 1928, bringing 

to 12 the number of Treaty cruisers built and building. 

The Takao class cruisers had slightly better protection 

than the Myokos, mounted ten 8-inch guns, and displaced 

11,350 tons "lith a speed of 34 knots. Although the 

Japanese later converted the Mogami and Tone class light 

cruisers to 8-inch gun cruisers, no further Treaty 

cruisers were laid dov.m by Japan after 1928. Great 

Brita.in followed a similar course, and 1928 marked the 

ls.st year in which she began a Treaty cruiser. 

With the bruises suffered at Geneva still showing, 

the United States entered the naval race in earnest in 

1928 by laying the keels for six Northampton class 

cruisers. Well within treaty limits due to a regrouping 
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r 
of their main armament from four to three turrets,14 they 

carried nine 8-inch guns at a maximQ~ speed of 32i knots. 

The Chicago, at 9,300 tons, was the largest, but four 

ships of the class displaced only 9,050 tons. Although 

they were considered a. better investment than the Salt 

Lake Cit~ class, which had never been completely satis­

factory·,15 they were not clearly superior to the older 

Japanese Kako class, designed before the V.~ashington 

Treaty came into effect. 

Improvements were made in the two ships of the 

Indianapolis class, begun in 1930. More stable than 

the Northamptons, they had the same main battery and 

speed, but displaced 9,950 and 9,800 tons. Additionally, 

the first of seven Astori.a class cruisers was laid dovm 

the same year. They were better protected than the 

the Indianapolis, with five inch belt and turret faces, 

and still managed over 32 knots. Displacement was 9,950 

tons. 16 

France and Italy continued their private competi­

tion in Treaty cruisers with ships that ,;;'ere remarkably 

similar. (Ta.ble I summarizes the development trends for 

the five major naval powers through this period.) France 

began the first of four Suffern class ships in 1926, and 

laid down one cruiser each yeD.r through 1929. Just under 

10,000 tons standard displacement, the Sufferns gave up 

some speed for armor protection--a distinct depr.u·ture 
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in design philosophy for France--but made no change in 

the main armament of eight 8-inch guns. Not everyone 

in the French Navy was pleased by the lightly protected 

Tourvi1les; some French officers 1Nere reported to have 

referred to them as costly make-believe, net poudre aux 

Xeuxl,,17 Italy countered with four ships of the Zara 

class, beginning tvvo in 1929 and one euch in 1930 and 

1931. Displacing 11,500 to 11,900 tons, they mounted 

eight 8-inch guns. Like the French Su;[ferns, there was 

an increrlse in armor protection, but at a sacrifice of 

2-3 knots of speed. 

In 1930 the Italians also began construction of 

an improved Trento class cruiser, the Bolzano. Displac­

ing 11,065 tons, she was no better armored than the 

Trento, but with geared turbines developing over 150,000 

horsepower, Bo1zano achieved c. speed of over 38 knots 

on trials and \I\'as considered to be a smaller version of 

h t d · t· 1 b ttl '. 18 1\" b tt . t e ra l lona a e crUlser. l~'laln 11 ery, as In 

all French and Italian Treaty cruisers, consisted of 

eight 8-inch guns in four turrets. 

The London Naval Conference of 1930 lHClS called at 

the behest of King George V, and mirrored the economic 

crisis that was gripping the major naval powers in that 

depression year. The ten year building holiday in capi­

tal ships, a provision of the Washington Treaty, was 

also due to expire in 1931, and the thought of a renewed 
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naval race in a class of ships costing four times as much 

as the Treaty cruisers was of concern both to His Majesty's 

government and the Hoover administration. Specifically, 

it was hoped that the conference would be able to extend 

the limitations made at WE~shington to other classes of 

ships, primarily cruisers; reduce tension, and prevent 

prohibitively expensive naval competition between the 

great powers. 

In its final form, the Treaty produced fragmented 

results, since France ~md Italy vwuld not sign the articles 

pertB_ining to the all-important quantitative limitations 

on cruisers, destroyers, and submarines. They did sign, 

along with Great Britain, the United States, and J.:lpan, 

the first two parts of the treaty that extended the mor­

a:-torium on capital ships for five more years and estab­

lished a minimum tonnage for aircraft carriers. Carriers 

were carefully defined so that a hybrid vessel (e.g., a 

cruiser with a flight deck for several aircraft on the 

Quarterdeck in lieu of the aft main battery turrets) 

could not be charged to carrier tonnage but would have 

to be charged to cruisers.19 

The foundation of French and Itcllian intransigence 

~as based on Italian demands for parity in cruisers with 

France, a requirement justified in Mussolini's eyes by 

Italy's long COEl.st line. France, on the other hand, 
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could not agree to cruiser equality, citing her need to 

protect overseas colonies. 20 By this time the French 

Navy, frustrated by the same tight money policy plaguing 

the United States Navy, vms beginning to lose faith in 

the efficacy of treaties as a deterrent to Fascist and 

Nazi a.rubi tions. Squeezed betvfeen the rising militancy 

of Hitler and Musso1ini, France considered upgrading 
\ 

their La Galis1'2Bnige ele.ss of light cruisers (7,600 

tons, nine 6-inch guns) by replacing the main armament 

with six 7.6-inch guns. 21 

The United States, Great Eri tain, end Japc:.n signed 

Part III of the London Naval Treaty, dealing with limit-

ations on cluxiliary ships. There vere three major pro-

visions. First, the treaty legitimized the informal 

results of ~ashington by dividing cruisers into two 

categories: (a) mounting guns greater than 6.1 inches; 

o.nd category (b) mounting guns 6.1 inches or less. 

Second, ma.ximum tonnE.ges for cruisers, destroyers, B.nd 

submarines were estc:.blished. For cruisers, these were: 

Country i§LG.rEJ~ l.l2l. .. CrEJJ5~ 
United States 180,000 143,500 

Great Britain 146,800 192,200 

Ja.pan 108,400 100,450 

Cruiser tonnage could be increDsed by as much as 

10% by subtracting the same tonnage from destroyers. 

A.nd finally, bn uescala tor clausen permitted any of the 
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contracting powers, upon prior notice, to increase the 

tonnti_ge in one or more categories. Use of this clause 

triggered permission for the other signatory nations to 

make proportional increases. Also, the United States 

was permitted to reduce its (a.) cruiser tonnage by 

30,000 tons if desired, which would bring the number 

of US Treaty cruisers to 15, equal to Britain's 15, cmd 

at the same time build an additional 45,500 tons of 

(b) cruisers. 

Although the Japanese Navy and press were not 

pleDsed with the results of this conference,22 Japan 

had succeeded in achieving pC:i.ri ty \Ni th the United states 

and Great Britain in submarine tonm_'_ge, a_nd she -was 

allowed to retain ell of her tonnE .. ge in underage de­

stroyers. Cruiser tonnage authoriz.ed for Japan vms 

equivalent to those ships already built and on the vvays. 

If Em advantage liVES gained by anyone in the cruis­

er categories, it vvas the United States 1)',1ho had achieved 

a slight edge. ViThile Japan and Britain were prevented 

from le_ying the keels for any more Treaty cruisers, the 

Uni ted Sta.tes could build three more. More importe_nt, 

the three great naval powers had at last placed a damper 

on the dangerous and escalating naval race in 10,000 

ton, 8-inch gun ships, but it had taken nine years and 

three formal international conferences to accomplish 
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this goal. 

In 1931 France and Italy each began work on their 

seventh and last Treaty cruiser. In March the Italians 

laid the keel for the Pola, a Zara cless ship, and the 
; 

F'rench laid dOi.'lIl the A.lgerie in the same month. The 

Alge~ie displaced 10,000 tons and mounted eight 8-inch 

guns. Belt c~rmor Vias over four inches, and a speed of 

31 knots vras realized. Anti-aircraft protection was 

particul8.rly strong, end for the first time eC,ualled 

that of the Italian cruisers. 

The Uni ted StE~tes continued to build 8-inch gun 

cruisers. At last awakened to the Japanese naval threat, 

Congress appropriated funds for four Astom. class 

cruisers in lS'3l, a.nd one each in 1933 and 1934. The last 

a-inch cruiser to be built before the expiration of the 

Washington Treaty was Wich.l::B, displacing 9,324 tons 

and mounting nine a-inch guns. 

The English-speaking nations vvere again instru­

menta.l in arranging a Second London Conference in the 

closing weeks of 1935, but by then international tensions 

were rising and the atmosphere for disarmament was poor. 

Italy refused to attend, a.nd Japan appeared only long 

enough to demand equality vii th Great Britain and the 

United States. JapCi.n 1 s attitude VIflS not unexpected; her 

demands were refused. France, Great Britain, and the 
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Uni ted States reB.ched an agreement including the provi­

sion that they would refrain from building cruisers 

over 8,000 tons displacement until 1942,23 with an 

escape clause stating that, if any power not signatory 

to the treaty exceeded its limitations, the contracting 

pov;ers could also disregard the treaty in their own 

warship construction. Thus, the success of the Second 

London Naval/Treaty depended entirely on the nations 

that had refused to sign it. 

Within Et few months after the trec:ty had gone into 

effect, Japan announced that qualitc.tive limitetions 

without quantitative restrictions were meaningless, and 

she could not abide by the provisions of the London 

Treaty. In particular, Japan objected to the restrictions 

on battleship size and armament (35,000 tons and l4-inch 

guns). The failure of the Second London Naval Trea.ty, 

in June 1937 and before it had been on the booles six 

months, marked an end to efforts in limiting naval 

armaments. 

In any examination of the naval race in cruisers 

between the two world wars, the question of treaty 

violations must be considered. With little doubt, Japan 

and Italy violated the lNashington Treaty by building 

cruisers of standard displacement greater than 10,000 

tons. It is certain that the United States, Great 
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Britain, and France did not exceed treaty limitations. 

No naval power built cruisers mounting guns of greater 

caliber than eight inches, possibly and cynically, 

because caliber is easier to estimate from a photograph 

than is displacement. 

Italy found herself in the position of playing 

flcatch-up" to her potential foe, France, in every class 

of ship except destroyers. By 1930, Ito,ly still had 

only four underage battleships to France's nine, and 

two Treaty cruisers commissioned to France's four. Pre-

vented by the Washington Tre[tty from building battleships, 

Italy had entered the naval race in cruisers a year be-

hind the French. These factors, combined with the 

mili tantly Fascist government of ~,[usso1ini in power 

during this period perhaps accounts for the fact that 

every Italian Treaty cruiser exceeded 10,000 tons standard 

,. 1 . t 24 Q1SP acemen • It is not reasonable to excuse these 

violations on the grounds that an attempt was made to 

stay within 1(IJ,000 tons and minor errors or modifications 

in construction pushed them over the limit; the British 

built 13 Treaty cruisers that varied within 2'~% to t% 
of the treaty limit, all on the low side, while France 

hit the treaty limit on the head with three cruisers and 

was on the low side by i% on four others. It could be 

done, and naval designers of three nations proved it. 
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Italy exceeded the tonnage limit by from 5% to 19%. 

These violations were either not kno1fJD or were dis-

counted during 'World War II, since the Italian Navy 

suffered a decisive defeat in the Mediterranean, and 

all seven of her Treaty cruisers were lost during the 

war. 

The Japanese case is more complex. The ~ashington 

Naval Treaty was hailed as a success in Japan, provid-

ing that nation international recognition as a first 

class naval power. Fleet Admiral Tomosaburo Kato, the 

Japanese representative, received praise for adding to 

the prestige of the Japanese Navy.25 Under the leader­

ship of Admiral Kato, Japan was faithful to her treaty 

commitments. The Japanese fleet, in being and under 

construction, was drastically reduced, and the impressive 

Height-eight ll program of eight neVi battleships and eight 
26 battle cruisers was cancelled. Kato believed in a 

defensive navy for Japan as a deterrent to British and 

American opposition in the Far East, and his leadership 

was strong enough to control reactionary elements in 

the Japanese Navy. Although he died in 1923, his influence 

was still felt by the Japanese delegation at the London 

Conference in 1930, as Japan agreed to quantitative 

limitations on cruisers.27 

Between the signing of the Washington Treaty and 

the convening of the London Conference in 1930, Japa.n 
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laid down two separate classes of Treaty cruisers, the 

.Myoko~s and the A tagos. The four IVfyokos vrere over 30 

feet longer than the British Dorsetshi~~ class (9,975 

tons), drew two more feet of water, and had one addition­

al 8-inch gun turret. Built vd th a tower-like super­

structure and control top, the Nyokos were possibly 

top-heavy and marginally stable. 28 Upon completion, they 

dis pIa ced nearly 11,000 tons. The Atago class Viere 

the same length, drew an additional foot of water, and 

had better protection than the Myoko cruisers. They 

displaced 11,350 tons whel1 built. 

Were these cruisers modified immediately after 

trials, when their lack of st:lbility came to light? 

It is possible that the navy preferred to restructure 

these ships, increasing displacement over that permitted 

by the V,f;:;.shington Treaty, rather than face the more 

difficult reconstruction thElt would have been required 

to increc:.se stability and stay within the 10,000 ton 

limit. 

Although no less an authority than Samuel Eliot 

rvforison29 claimed that the Japanese flfloutedf! the 

cruiser limitations of the Washington Treaty, and other 

v\Tri ters both before and after the ·war have agreed, it 

is possible that the Japanese govermnent VlelS not avrare 

of the tonnage violations perpetrcl.ted by their navy-­

at least not until after the unsatisfactory results of 
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the London Conference in 1930. Certainly the bellicose 

statements of senior Japanese naval officers did nothing 

to calm American and British fears; after the F'irst 

London Naval Conference Vice Admiral Suyetsugu, Commander 

in Chief, Combined Fleet, stated that ft ••• if we are 

placed in a dangerous position by a treaty we must remedy 

tha.t by building ships which are outside of the treaty 

limits. Others are doing the same thing. nBO 

Japan was a definite threat to the peace of the 

Asian continent in the thirties, but on the intern8tione.1 

level her strategy was defensive. Although Japan certain-

ly violated the spirit of the naval treaties by planning 

the 64,000 ton Yamato class battleships while the treaties 
I 

were still in force,31 the keel of the first of these 

giants was not laid until 1937, after Japan had formally 

absolved herself of treaty obligations. 

Unquestionably, Japan, with 12 eight inch gun 

cruisers built and building to the United states' 18 

in 1936, made every effort to upgrade her cruisers. As 

early as 1935, Japan had stated unequivocally that her 

intention was to use eight inch gun cruisers to make 

up the deficit in capital Ships.32 Japan's TreBty cruis-

ers were unequalled in speed, firepower, and protection. 

Part of this edge over her 8.dversaries was bro,ught about 

by the Japanese ULong Lance" 24-inch torpedo, a development 
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well ahead of its time. The Japa.nese, unlike the other 

naval powers, armed all of their cruisers with torpedos, 

and used them to great advantage in the ec:rly phases 

of the Pacific War. 

Frequent modernization c.nd refit \~;ere an integral 

part of the Japanese program. The Myoko class underwent 

modernization in 1936, and again in 1940. Protection 

VIElS increased, more anti-aircr[:tft guns instc:lled, and 

fire control updated. The standard displacement of these 

ships by ee~rly 1941 was 13,380 tons. 33 Similarly, Atago 

and Takao experienced several modifications, including 

a complete refit in 1939-40. Maya was Elso modernized. 

At the onset of World War II this class displaced 13,160 

tons.34 

The oldest of the Japanese Treaty cruisers were 

also updated. Furutaka. and Kako were modernized in 

1937-38, with a corresponding increase in displacement 

from 8,100 to 9,150 tons. In 1937, AQllli and Kinugasa 

undery,'ent refit, upping the displacement from 8,300 tons 

to 9,000 tons(Aoba) and 9,380 tons (Kinugasa). 

Accurate vital statistics on Japanese warships 

were difficult to determine from the very beginning of 

competition in Treaty cruisers. The relie.ble yeRrbook, 

Jane's Fighting Ships, continued to report the ~ 

and Furutaka at 7,100 tons displB.cement every year until 

they were sunk, and carried the Atago class heavy cruisers 
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7;5 at 9,850 tons. u The Japanese v{ere secretive about 

their warships, and consistently reported displacements 

that were VIell below the actual values. At the London 

Conference of 1930, Japan was permitted 108,400 tons 

of (a) cruisers, i.e., cruisers mounting guns greater 

than 6.1 inches. This figure corresponded to the "offi­

cial" tonnage of the 12 eight inch gun cruisers then 

built and building. Their actual displacement came to 

121,960 tons, giving the inscrutable Japanese a "fudge 

factor" of about 12i%1 

The disparity in 8-inch gun cruisers with the 

United States caused Japan to convert two classes of 

light cruisers to heavy cruisers in the years just be-

fore World War II. Tvw light cruisers of the ~ 

class were laid dmvn in 1934-35, with a design displace-

ment of 8,500 tons and mounting tvrelve 6.l-inch guns 

in four turrets, all uniquely mounted forward. The 

treaties expired for Japan while they were bUilding, 

and their main armament was changed to eight 8-inch 

guns, in the same four turret arrangement. The new 

displacement was 11,215 tons, and :], sha.ft horsepolrier of 

152,200 drove these very successful ships at 35 knots. 

The Mogami class of four light cruisers ti..'Ylderwent 

two major modifications. Completed in 1935, the first 

two ships of the class were taken out of service a year 
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later when they proved to be unstable--a familiar prob­

lem. They were reconstructed along 'ird th their sisterships, 

raising displacement from 8,500 tons to 11,200 tons. 

In 1939-40, all ships were refitted vd th ten 8-inch guns 

in place of the fifteen 6.l-inch guns originally carried. 

Bulges and protection were added, and the final displace­

ment became 12,400 tons. 

Apart from the nations thG.t signed the V.'ashington 

and London Naval Treaties, one other pm~'er vio1,~ ted the 

provisions of a naval treaty--Germany. Prevented by the 

Treaty of Versailles from constructing any warships in 

excess of 10,000 tons displacement, the Germans came up 

with a startling new design in the late twenties, culmin­

ating in the famous "Pocket Battleships". These three 

ships, advertised a.s 10,000 ton Panzerschiffe, mounted 

six II-inch guns in two turrets, had armor protection 

equal to the best Treaty cruiser, and made 26 knots on 

diesel engines. The Deutschland (later, Lutzow) was 

cor@lissioned in 1933 and displaced 11,700 tons. The 

10. ter two ships \]:Jere completed in 1934 and 1936, and 

displaced 12,100 tons. 

The three heavy cruisers completed by Germany in 

1939 and 1940 fell into the same overweight category. 

Admiral Hipper and Blucher carried eight 8-inch guns 

and displaced 13,900 tons. Prinz Eugen, simihlr1y armed, 
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displaced over 14,000 tons. 36 All were listed by Germany 

as 10,000 ton heavy cruisers. They were exceptionally 

well-protected, and were probably the most pov!erful 

cruisers of their day. 

The Treaty cruisers, were, after all, a very 

peculiar type of warship. Conceived as a political 

expedient in order to force an agreement to limit the 

fighting power of a class of ship that was at best il1-

defined, they could not be built lvi thout compromising 

armament, protection, or speed. The period of their 

existence, from 1922 until the Second World \r,~ar, was 

the only time in naval history all major powers competed 

in ships of relatively constant displacement and armament. 

They were the subject of continuous debate. Considered 

by some to be overgunned, they were criticized for lack 

of cruising radius or firepower endurance--depending on 

whether national objectives required devoting stO\~re.ge 

capacity to a large fuel supply or to eight inch ammuni­

tion. They were criticized for being an offensive 

rather than a defensive weapon, because they placed 

"aggressive armament on undefended hulls.,,37 No one 

liked them, but everyone felt impelled to build them. 

The major naval pov,'ers came to the conference table 

four times in fifteen year3 because they feared the 

results of escalating naval competition, and they wanted 

to economize on defense spending. The economic factor 
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was an important prime mover in the agreements reached 

in 1921 and in 1930, and it is an important influence 

today, vrith costs of strategic weaponry sh"'Yrocketing. 

The attitude of the United States towards military 

spending is epitomized by the naval race in Treaty 

cruisers. Ships were authorized, but obtaining the 

appropriations was quite another matter. The United 

states Congress, despite numerous warnings from the Navy, 

could see no threat to our security. In consequence, 

funds for increased armaments were slow in coming. By 

1930, only eight years after signing the i('ashington 

Treaty, the United states had fallen drastically in 

naval strength. 

Japan, on the other had, came to the London 

Conference in 1930 in !?~ strong position, having bull t a 

navy as large as her OTvn resources and the vVashington 

Treaty would allow. Japan left London confirmed in 

all of her Treaty cruisers built and building. The 

lesson here is clear: in arms limitations conferences 

the pov,rers will tend to agree on limi ta tions for the 

future, retaining the weapons in which they have already 

invested. Weapons in being and under construction are 

bargaining power at the conference table. Only 'when 

none of the contracting pov;ers feel that their security 

is menaced (as at Washington, right after a world war), 
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will they consent to actual disarmament. 

None of the three treaties of the twenties and 

thirties 1)I,"ere greeted with enthusiasm by the naval 

experts, but at least the first two did lessen inter­

national tensions, and even perhaps postponed a ma.jor 

Vlar. The danger is that any agreements reached on 

limi tations in armaments are always viev!ed through 

rose-colored glasses, ,~ith little regard for political 

and military realities. Said one editor in 1930: "The 

London Treaty may be termed a business agreement among 

nations that have come to recognize the futility of 

naval competition in this modern day.n38 Alas, we 

never learn. 

No provisions "i"lere made for insuring that the 

contracting powers would abide by the limita.tions of 

the treaties. In some areas there "va.s no need to check-­

it is difficult to concea.l the la1L~ching of a 35,000 

ton battleship. But displacements could not be verified, 

and the treaties were repeatedly violated. If vital 

national interests are at stake, a treaty must be 

verified to be valid. The naval race in Treaty cruisers 

also demonstrated that violation of one article of a 

treaty may conceal other, more insidious threats. Thus 

an increase in displacement over the 10,000 ton limit 

of a cruiser also meant that the ship would be faster, 

better armed, and have better protection thc.:.n its 
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contemporaries. 

The Second World War showed clearly that the most 

carefully worded arms limitation agreement cBnnot suppress 

bold and intelligent innovation. The Japanese Navy per­

fected the deadly ITLong Lance" torpedo after World V!!ar 

I, and equipped all of their Treaty cruisers with at 

least eight tubes. During modernization and refit, 

additional tubes were added to most of the Japanese 

cruisers. At the same time, the United States, with a 

different conception of hov) the war at sea would be 

fought, removed the torpedo tubes from all its Treaty 

cruisers. 39 Military planning cannot be permitted to 

stagnate behind the shield of an arms limitation agree­

ment. 

A final point was emphasized in each of the three 

naval treaties, prinCipally by the United States and 

Great Britain. Time and again, these nations, possessors 

of the two most powerful navies in the ",;arId, demonstrated 

their desire to reach equitable solutions to trying 

problems by making concessions to each other and to 

lesser powers. The late Dean Acheson, in an (;erticle on 

the present Strategic Arms Limitations Talks, pointed 

out that international crises do not come on us suddenly; 

rather, they gather and form slovdy over the ye8.rs. This 

"vas certainly true of the shifting balance of naval 
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power between the two 1;vorld wars. Through three diffi-

cult treaties and two abortive conferences, the attitude 

of the United States government changed from a sincere 

wish for extensive world disarmament to a last ditch 

effort to slow an accelerating naval race by selective 

limitations. "As in all bargaining,tf Mr. Acheson said, 

"the side more eager for agreement will pay more to 

get it.,,40 
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