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“The 49th Parallel as a Stargate:  
The Royal Visit of 1939 to the United States" 

 
 What is a Stargate? It is a means by which one can cross any distance, and 

travel to any geographical or temporal point -- instantaneously. The exact location at 

which one crosses over -- the actual border or boundary between entrance and exit, is 

an amorphous, iridescent, vitreous substance. Anything that traverses the Stargate 

does so by being changed into pure energy, and then being reconstituted on the other 

side -- the same, but different. 

 

 Stargates are objects of power -- inspiring in those who come into contact with 

them, awe, fear, and the desire for control and ownership of the Stargate. The Stargate 

is a fictional device, much like Alice in Wonderland’s Rabbit Hole, the tornado in The 

Wizard of Oz, the Transporter device in Star Trek, or the Hyperdrive Control Unit in Star 

Wars. In Western literary tradition, the image of the transformative gateway has a long 

and established history, and can be used as a method of interpreting events that involve 

perceptions and possibilities for change. 

 

 For five days, from June 7th to 11th of 1939, when King George VI and Queen 

Elizabeth crossed from Canada into the US, the border seemed to acquire, in the 

imaginations of Canadians and Americans, the qualities of a transformative gateway -- a 

Stargate. The International Boundary at the 49th parallel, an amorphous, changeable 

device by which political power and geographical limits were gradually and artificially 

stamped on the landscape of North America, became the focus of intense attention, 
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concern, and even trepidation. Americans wondered if the Royals’ charms would 

seduce isolationist Americans into offering unqualified support to Great Britain in the 

war that everyone knew was coming. Canadians wondered if the King and Queen might 

be changed by experiencing the chaotic and sometimes violent culture of the US.  

 

 Three weeks before, the King and Queen of Canada had landed at Quebec City. 

They then began a cross-country journey by train that brought them to Victoria, B.C. by 

May 30th, after which they started on the return leg of the trip, heading east and 

entering the U.S. at Niagara Falls on June 7th. Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt met 

them on their arrival at Washington D.C.’s Union Station, and accompanied the King 

and Queen to the White House. The Washington visit lasted until midnight of June 9th 

and involved an extremely large military parade, a garden party given by the British 

Embassy, sightseeing, a visit to a Civilian Conservation Corps camp, a state dinner, and 

meeting hundreds of diplomats and politicians. On June 10th the Royals spent the day 

at the New York World’s Fair and visited Columbia University in the afternoon.  

 

 They arrived at Springwood, the President’s home at Hyde Park, on the evening 

of June 10th. Sunday, June 11th started with a church service at St. James Episcopal 

Church followed by a picnic at the President’s just-completed Top Cottage, and the visit 

ended with a formal dinner. At about 11:00 p.m. the President drove the Royals to the 

small Hyde Park train station, where they headed back to Canada by way of Quebec, 

New Brunswick and PEI, leaving Canada for Newfoundland on June 16th, eleven weeks 

before the outbreak of war. 
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 It is almost impossible to exaggerate the total media coverage of the Royal Visit. 

Using the yardstick of word count, it was the most widely-covered news story in Canada 

to that date; in the U.S., an avalanche of newspaper and magazine articles, photos, 

ads, postcards, souvenirs and product advertising was produced to meet, as well as to 

create, the public’s interest in the Royal Visit. It captured the attentions of millions of 

Canadians and Americans, and it is unlikely that many people could have been 

unaware of the event. However, this unprecedented event was as unsettling as it was 

exciting, causing conflicting reactions on both sides of the 49th Parallel. 

 

 Here is one such example, in visual form, of those 

worries: This cartoon appeared in the Abilene (Texas) 

Reporter-News of June 2nd, 1939. In the cartoon, Uncle 

Sam stands holding a bouquet of flowers, and the heading 

says, “Waiting to see the King and Queen”. He is at the 

border, marked by a diminutive sign reading “Canada” and 

“US”. Uncle Sam is well-meaning and wants to be 

hospitable. He wants to be a good host, but he’s also very worried -- so worried that he 

holds his head and covers his eyes in fearful anticipation. And what does he fear? That 

the King and Queen’s crossing of the border will change his neutrality, and make him 

pro-British. He repeats to himself, over and over again: “I am going to remain neutral; I 

will not become and Anglophile; I am going to remain neutral; I will not become an 

Anglophile.”  
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 Americans worried that crossing the border would give the Royals some kind of 

extraordinary power to turn Americans into Britons, and they therefore rushed to ensure 

that they would do nothing to indicate that they were succumbing to the outward 

trappings of the elite.  Such British upper-class customs as employing a valet, 

curtseying, wearing a morning coat, or evening dress, were held up for ridicule. The 

State Department, consulted on matters of ritual, ruled that bows and curtseys were not 

necessary, because "They're in America and we'll greet them in the American way". For 

those who wondered if the King would bring his crown and scepter, there were 

assurances that he would not. One newspaper proclaimed “Democratic Practices to 

Prevail as King and Queen Visit United States”. “Just act natural and democratic” it 

advised its readers: “… bows are out, too. No knee pants, silk stockings or court 

dress…”. Roosevelt garnered much admiration for his welcoming handshake and 

informal greeting for the King and Queen when they arrived in Washington.  

 

 The flip side of this concern over being changed into the colonials of old, was an 

overly-earnest attempt to keep America’s revolutionary past in the foreground. One 

reporter reminded his readers that “There was nothing between your correspondent and 

their majesties but 20 feet of space and a little matter that happened in 1776”.  Another 

writer qualified his approving comments about the Royals by commenting that the King 

and Queen would be “guests … in ‘the president’s house’, to which British troops set a 

torch on an August day just a century and a quarter ago. Beneath the gleaming white 

paint from which it has taken its name of ‘the White House’, are the same fire-scorched 

walls of 1814.” There were also some decidedly rude suggestions. One congressman 
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insisted that the following menu for the King and Queen be read into the congressional 

record: "White House Chowder (Well Burned)... Saratoga Chips, Bunker Hill Beans, 

...Yorktown Pudding (Made with Jackson's New Orleans Molasses, English Tea 

(Brewed in Boston Harbor), [and] Welshers' Grape Juice (From Concord Grapes)". 

From Los Angeles, J. J. Huffman cabled the President that "We don't want the King or 

Queen in the United States." 

 

 The border, if public discourse was to be believed, could also turn royalty into 

ordinary people. In a most revealing attempt to present the King in as appealingly 

ordinary a manner as possible, he was described as "no high-brow. Neither is he a low-

brow. He is a genuine middle-brow." The Royal couple therefore appeared to be quite 

'American', and not unlike the President and the First Lady themselves 

 

 Hyde Park and the extended Roosevelt family became the repository and 

essence of American culture, as well as the place where the British monarchs might 

undergo their final transformation into a new kind of Royalty -- Royalty that was 

acceptable to Americans. Roosevelt himself led the way in emphasizing the 

ordinariness of the activities at Hyde Park, thus fashioning the Royal Visit – an occasion 

replete with protocol concerns, specific, detailed requests for accommodations and 

supplies, extensive diplomatic communications and a startling level of security – into the 

image of a homey, informal, American-style visit. Time and again, the King and Queen 

were described as ‘democratic’: A senator from New Mexico was quoted as saying 

“They are a very democratic couple”. Another Senator from Utah observed that “The 
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king appeared to be a very democratic fellow and a fine looking chap.” This was echoed 

by a third Senator: “The king and queen are very democratic”. The Syracuse Herald 

was proud to observe that the Royals were really coming along, because they had 

“accepted the American disdain of the pomp of official formality”. The high point of this 

celebration of ordinariness was the much-discussed Hot Dog Picnic at Hyde Park, and 

whether Mrs. Roosevelt would indeed serve hot dogs to royalty, as she had promised. 

 

 The fact that the King and Queen would eat hot dogs for the first time in their 

lives was understood as a sign that crossing the border had made them more like 

ordinary Americans. US newspapers made much of the fact that the Royals did not 

know how hot-dogs were eaten, and had to be instructed by the President, but that 

when they had finally done so, they had liked it, and even asked for more. As the 

Brainerd Daily Dispatch declared: “The hot dog has been ennobled”.  

 

 As a public relations and diplomatic initiative, the Royal Visit was an unmitigated 

success, laying the groundwork – both in Canada and the US -- for a favourable attitude 

toward the UK, and sympathy for British society and culture. Each country saw the 

border as having had a transformative effect on either the population or on the King and 

Queen. Canadian newspapers concluded that precisely what Uncle Sam had feared, 

had indeed come true -- Americans had been changed into Anglophiles. The Globe and 

Mail described the 250,000 residents of Michigan who “swarmed across the Canadian 

border” … “singing our national songs with as much emotion as any man or woman 

born under the British flag”. “… it was strangely wonderful to hear tens of thousands of 
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people of a country outside the British Empire lift their voices in song to our King”. US 

newspapers were convinced that crossing the border had made the King and Queen 

more truly democratic. Furthermore, it was even suggested that the visit had cured the 

King of his stutter. Reporting on the King’s speech at London’s Guildhall on the Royals’ 

return to England, the New York Times said: “He spoke easily and fluently … Old 

hesitations of diction and manner were gone, and those who heard the King today were 

astonished to find him more self-assured than any one could have imagined when he 

came to the throne”.   

 

 Amongst all the discourse about democracy and hot-dogs, the object of the Visit -

- that the King and the President (with Mackenzie King tagging along) should meet face-

to-face in order to agree on actions that might be taken in case war broke out -- was 

achieved. Roosevelt was promised bases in the West Indies, Brazil, Haiti, and Cuba.  

The King agreed to sell rubber to the US, who would then buy nickel from Canada, and 

ship sheet steel and bored cylinders to Britain. Ultimately, the Royal Tour of Canada 

was all about the Royal Visit to the United States.  

  

 


