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            FOREWORD

            by Jeremy Heywood

         

         I’M NOT SURE whether it was the intention, but Anthony Seldon has created in this volume a manual, a set text, on being the Cabinet Secretary.

         When I mentioned the idea, one of my predecessors said how much he wished that there had been something like this when he first got the job. The book is not just a great gallop through the past 100 years of British administrative history; it succinctly captures the evolving relationship between civil servants and ministers and the nature of collective responsibility.

         I am currently privileged to hold the unique position of Cabinet Secretary, and I am lucky to have a number of my distinguished predecessors to turn to for wisdom, reassurance and support. There are situations and challenges that only they have experienced. This book will help everyone else to gain an insight into the role. I hope, too, that it helps people inside and outside the Civil Service to understand our role, and that of the Cabinet Office more generally, in the administration of the country.

         The Cabinet Secretary, to me, is someone who helps make things happen. We support the Prime Minister and Cabinet in delivering their manifesto, we make sure their decisions are turned into action by the Civil Service, and we ensure that the Civil Service itself retains the capability and professional experience needed to serve not just the government of the day, but future governments, without fear or favour.

         From Maurice Hankey tearing around from meeting to meeting at the Versailles negotiations after the First World War, to Norman Brook at his desk contemplating the fallout from the Suez Crisis, to Gus O’Donnell midwifing the coalition in 2010, the Cabinet Secretary has had a unique dual responsibility. They are at the Prime Minister’s shoulder to provide support and advice based on the best evidence, while working to make the administration run smoothly and properly so that the public experiences the outcomes the politicians intended.

         The Cabinet Secretary’s role is sometimes a lonely one. But my predecessors and I have always been able to count on the support of the wider Cabinet Office – some of the country’s greatest minds and most talented and committed administrators, working quietly to bring Whitehall together and help improve the lives of people across the United Kingdom and beyond.

         In recent times, the Cabinet Secretary has also usually been the Head of the Civil Service. That brings the privilege of working with, leading and inspiring hundreds of thousands of civil servants to deliver the elected government’s objectives.

         As the world changes, the Cabinet Office changes with it. From the Central Policy Review Staff to the Delivery Unit to the Implementation Unit and the National Security Council, our structure has developed over the years to provide the best advice to the Prime Minister and the Cabinet. Cutting-edge innovation, like the Behavioural Insights Team and the Government Digital Service, started in the Cabinet Office, and their benefits are felt around the UK and the world. I hope that as big data becomes more readily available and understood, we can become ever more certain that what we do has a real, positive impact.

         Given the nature of historic records, this book is largely what Thomas Carlyle would call a ‘Great Men’ history, meaning it is told from the perspective of the few people at the top of the organisation. I’m afraid that with the – significant – exception of two Prime Ministers, they are all white and male. The Cabinet Office and the rest of the Civil Service has, over the past 100 years, reflected other large organisations and the prevailing culture of society as a whole, and most of our senior staff in that time have been white and male.

         We are working hard to change that. My vision for the next century is of men and women of all races and backgrounds, of all faiths and none, whatever their abilities, overcoming the challenges before them as part of a digital, diverse, brilliant Civil Service.

         
             

         

         JEREMY HEYWOOD 

October 2016

      

   


   
      
         

            INTRODUCTION: THE ARGUMENT

         

         
            And so while the great ones depart to their dinner,

            The secretary stays, growing thinner and thinner,

            Racking his brains to recall and report

            What he thinks that they’ll think that they ought to have thought

            
                

            

            (ANONYMOUS)

         

         THE CABINET OFFICE, set up in December 1916 with the name the ‘Cabinet Secretariat’, has been at the very heart of the British government and state for the past 100 years. Modern British government can be dated back to its founding. Yet while Britain’s other great Whitehall departments – the Treasury, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, the Ministry of Defence, as well as No. 10 – are well known to all, the operation and even the existence of the Cabinet Office remains shrouded in mystery. This is partly because, unlike other government departments, it has few dealings with the general public. But its importance to the history of the country means its work and leadership of the Civil Service deserves to be much more widely known.

         When it was established in December 1916 in the midst of the First World War, many expected it not to survive after it ended, still less to acquire the central role it did. Almost all government decisions of enduring importance in the last 100 years have been overseen by the Cabinet Office. It has been run since 1916 by just eleven Cabinet Secretaries: these very different men (there have been no women) have all been influential, working alongside the nineteen Prime Ministers who have served during those years, from the thirty-sixth Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, to the fifty-fourth, Theresa May.

         The book advances the following core propositions:

         
            • The country has benefited greatly over the 100 years from a substantially impartial, non-partisan and highly skilled senior Home Civil Service, overseen for much of that time by the Cabinet Secretary. The Cabinet Office has been far from infallible, but for the greatest part has sought to serve governments of all complexions loyally, while providing a crucial check to PMs who sought to ride roughshod over convention and Cabinet at large. In 2010, the word ‘Home’ was dropped, and the position became known as Head of the Civil Service. Because civil servants rarely write memoirs or publish diaries, and rarely talk to the press, the role and significance of the Civil Service has been insufficiently understood and has been marginalised in the public eye, and in the history books written about Britain during the last 100 years. A central argument of my first book, Churchill’s Indian Summer, published in 1981, was that the role of officials, especially those in the Cabinet Office, needed to be taken far more seriously by historians. Little has changed in the thirty-five years since. Civil servants, unlike ministers, have often found it as hard to defend as to assert themselves when attacked. An aim of this book is to elevate public perception of the role of the Cabinet Office, and to widen understanding of the pivotal contribution it has made to facilitating and supporting governments of the day since 1916.

            • Modern British government can be traced back to the creation of the Cabinet Secretariat in 1916. The size and breadth of government expanded greatly in the First World War, and rather than shrinking back to its 1914 size after it was over, it continued to expand, with new departments principally in the economic and social policy spheres, e.g. labour, health and transport. It needed the Cabinet Office to act as the glue binding together these often very diverse Whitehall departments in a massively expanded postwar government.

            • Prime Ministers have been at their most effective when they have worked with the Cabinet Office and with the Cabinet Secretary in particular, and within the conventions of Cabinet government, including collective responsibility, rather than trying to operate their own presidential, top-down systems. Lloyd George and Churchill thus worked closely with the Cabinet Office in both world wars, while two of Britain’s most successful peacetime Prime Ministers, Clement Attlee and Margaret Thatcher (contrary to popular perception), worked very successfully with officials and mostly within the norms of Cabinet government. The Cabinet Office has played a particularly vital role in supporting administrations that have been troubled, principally because of parliamentary arithmetic, including Lloyd George’s coalition (1916–22), Ramsay MacDonald’s Labour government (1929–31), Churchill’s peacetime Conservative government (1951–55), Harold Wilson’s second government (1974–76), Major’s Conservative government (1990–97) and David Cameron’s coalition government (2010–15), which faced a fresh set of challenges. The history in the pages that follow shows again and again that without the Cabinet Office’s steadying and expert hand, Prime Ministers would have found their tasks far harder.

            • The eleven Cabinet Secretaries have all made distinctive and different contributions. Maurice Hankey (1916–38) moulded the Cabinet Secretariat and ensured its survival; Edward Bridges (1938–46) led the Cabinet Office with eminence throughout the Second World War, working in harmony with his military counterpart, Hastings Ismay, without a trace of jealousy or difficulty, creating the modern Cabinet Office and committee system in the process; Norman Brook (1947–62) adapted and developed the system to meet the requirements of recovery after the war, the expansion of the welfare state, the decline of British world power and two floundering Prime Ministers, Churchill in particular and Anthony Eden; Burke Trend (1963–73) maintained the highest ethical standards of the Civil Service at a time of unparalleled questioning of convention from Harold Wilson and some of his Cabinet ministers, and new challenges from trade unions, from Irish terrorism and economic turbulence; John Hunt (1973–79) led the Cabinet Office strongly through three difficult premierships; Robert Armstrong (1979–87) brought back together the roles of Cabinet Secretary and Head of the Home Civil Service (HCS), encouraged Margaret Thatcher to accept and observe the correct norms and procedures of Cabinet government, while also guiding her towards accommodation with the Irish government in Dublin over Northern Ireland; Robin Butler (1988–98) guided a declining Thatcher through her last two years, supported a beleaguered John Major at war with his party, and inducted Tony Blair; Richard Wilson (1998–2002) worked hard to preserve the system of Cabinet government during a difficult period and provided strong leadership to the Civil Service; Andrew Turnbull (2002–05) similarly battled to maintain Cabinet government while helping to modernise the Civil Service; Gus O’Donnell (2005–11) ensured a smooth transition from Blair to Brown, guided the Brown premiership, and oversaw Britain’s first peacetime coalition government since the interwar years; and finally Jeremy Heywood (2012–present) helped steer the coalition government through a series of crises to its conclusion in 2015, oversaw two referendums, and accelerated the modernisation programme of the Civil Service initiated by his predecessors.

            • The job of Cabinet Secretary has an unresolved ambiguity between its responsibilities to the Prime Minister, and to Cabinet as a whole. The job has always been called Cabinet Secretary, and all have been very conscious of their responsibilities to Cabinet ministers as a whole, but this has inevitably led to periodic tensions with the Prime Minister of the day, especially with those who see themselves as presidential rather than primus inter pares.

            • Their advisory role to the PM is another ambiguity: Hankey made great play of retaining the title Cabinet ‘Secretariat’, and asserting, alongside Lloyd George, that its role was merely taking minutes and executing secretarial roles. But when does being asked for advice by the Prime Minister on the conduct of Cabinet business and appointments stray into offering policy advice? When does responding to requests for advice and anticipating problems ahead spill over into volunteering policy advice? To having and promoting their own views? No Cabinet Secretary was more brazen about doing the last than the only one to have his diaries published, Maurice Hankey.

            • Another ambivalence over the 100 years is whether the position of Cabinet Secretary should be combined with the headship of the HCS. For the first thirty years of the creation, the big Whitehall beasts were the Permanent Under-Secretaries at the Treasury, Foreign Office and Home Office, and to a lesser extent those at the Admiralty and War Office. But long before Bridges’s retirement from the Civil Service in 1956, it had become clear that the big Whitehall beast was Norman Brook, who took over the joint title as Head of the HCS when Bridges finally departed aged sixty-three. Split away again in 1963 on Brook’s retirement, the separated arrangement rarely worked satisfactorily, and there was general applause when Robert Armstrong took it back in two bites, in 1981 and 1983. The Cabinet Secretary job remained double-hatted with the headship of the HCS thereafter, with a brief reversion to separation in 2012–14. The benefits of combining both jobs in one person is that the official Head of the HCS is in daily contact with the political head of the executive, i.e. the Prime Minister. The disadvantage is that the job is exceedingly challenging for just one person to manage, while doing justice to both roles, a position eased since 2014 by the creation of a new senior post to help the management job.

            • The functions of the Cabinet Office have come and gone over the 100 years, at the whim principally of the Prime Minister of the day, but also circumstances and changes in thinking about the role of government.1 The core activities that have remained in the Cabinet Office throughout are the secretarial functions to Cabinet and its committees, intelligence, advice on propriety and ethics, the machinery of government, the honours system and the historical section. Areas that have come and gone include science, statistics, civil contingencies, oversight of the Commonwealth, a strategic planning capacity, crisis management (through the Cabinet Office Briefing Room or COBR) and a plethora of agencies and units. The Cabinet Office was heavily involved in Britain’s relations with the European Union from the outset, coordinating the government’s position across all departments; it will now have an important role to play in Britain’s exit from that organisation.

            • The job of the Cabinet Secretary has clear antecedents in the chief advisers to monarchs dating back to the medieval era. Their jobs, which had a variety of titles, were in essence to be the senior adviser to the monarch, to help coordinate their government, keep the realm safe, protect its records and accounts of its history, and ensure that the realm was not undermined internally. Monarchs from 1530 ruled from Whitehall Palace; Cabinet Secretaries operated from offices on the site of Whitehall Palace.

            • During the last 100 years, there have been eighteen Permanent Under-Secretaries of the Treasury, eighteen at the Home Office, twenty-five at the Foreign Office, but only eleven Cabinet Secretaries, who have served twice as long on average. They have become more valuable to the Prime Minister than any other senior official, in part because their field and expertise cross all departments. Cabinet Secretaries have maintained high ethical standards during their period of office, and none has been a source of embarrassment after their retirement.

            • The Cabinet Secretary embodies the wisdom on how to make the machine deliver for the Prime Minister and government who arrive with a set of policies they want to be executed. When the partnership works well, the Cabinet Secretary is like the left-hand side of the brain, i.e. emphasising the logical, analytical and objective dimensions, while the Prime Minister provides the right-hand side strengths of being intuitive, politically aware and subjective. When both the PM and Cabinet Secretary work together in harmony, optimal results flow. The Cabinet Secretary wants the Prime Minister to manage the politics: in return, the Prime Minister wants extreme competence in day-to-day handling of business, and expert anticipation of future problems.

            • The survival of the Cabinet Office was not a foregone conclusion. It had to stake out its territory against the great departments, principally the Foreign Office and Treasury. The latter has constantly tried to tame the Cabinet Office, and to insist on its own appointees as Cabinet Secretaries, as well as the Principal Private Secretaries (PPS) to the Prime Minister, and has been mostly successful in achieving this. The Treasury equally has come under attack from Prime Ministers, notably in the 1960s and 1980s, and the PMs have often allied themselves with the Cabinet Office against it. The Cabinet Office, from its earliest days, established its pre-eminence over the Service Departments, from the 1950s over the Foreign Office, and since the 1980s over the Treasury.

            • Proximity is power. To be physically close to the leader is vital. During the Second World War, and since 1963, the Cabinet Office has been adjacent to the home and workspace of the Prime Minister. Proximity helps explain why the headship of the HCS task often sits better with the Cabinet Secretary than with a more physically remote head, who cannot have regular contact with the Prime Minister.

            • Cabinet Secretaries have been at risk of losing their objectivity because of the acute demands of the Prime Ministers. Maintaining objectivity and appropriate distance from the Prime Minister has been often a challenge, especially when they seek to make the Cabinet Secretary ‘part of the family’. Norman Brook arguably became too close to Churchill, Eden and Macmillan; Burke Trend was arguably too austere and detached from Wilson and Heath. Bridges accomplished the perfect balance.

            • Personal chemistry trumps any job descriptions. The relationship between the Prime Minister and the Cabinet Secretary varies subtly with the personalities of the two people concerned, even when there are no changes in the functional relationship.

            • The precise significance of each Cabinet Secretary has ultimately been a mystery. For all the millions of pages of documents in the archives, and personal testimonies, ultimately it is impossible to discern with exactitude their influence.

            • Cabinet Secretaries have come from a narrow social band: they were all male, all white, all from England, and all middle-class. All but two (Turnbull and O’Donnell) attended British public schools, and all but two (Hankey and O’Donnell) went to university at Oxford or Cambridge as undergraduates.

            • Parliament has been much copied across the world, but so too has the Cabinet Office. It is unusual in retaining, despite many challenges, its objectivity from the political masters that come and go from No. 10 and across Whitehall.

         

         ANTHONY SELDON 

October 2016

         
            
Notes

            1. See Anthony Seldon, ‘Ideas Are Not Enough’, in David Marquand and Anthony Seldon (eds.), The Ideas that Shaped Post-War Britain (London, 1996), pp. 257–89.
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               H. H. ASQUITH, PRIME MINISTER 1908–16, PHOTOGRAPHED C.1913. HE WAS THE LAST PRIME MINISTER TO SERVE BEFORE THE CABINET OFFICE’S FOUNDATION IN 1916.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 1

            CABINET GOVERNMENT BEFORE 1916

         

         THE CABINET OFFICE was established in December 1916. But it would be quite wrong to believe that Cabinet government and even Cabinet Committees had not existed from long before. Before we discuss why the revolution in government came about in 1916, we need to consider thus the Cabinet system that existed before, and its emergence in the early modern period onwards.

         THE EMERGENCE OF CABINET


         The Cabinet emerged in the fourteenth century out of the Privy Council, which for several centuries was the most important body in the country under the monarch.1 The fall of James II (1685–88), ousted by William III (1689–1702) and Mary II (1689–94), began a process which led to the emergence of the First Lord of the Treasury, who would ultimately become known as the Prime Minister.

         The year 1689, the first full year of William III’s reign, is pivotal to our understanding of the emergence of modern government. During it, he introduced a host of innovations that were to profoundly shape the country.2 Parliament was consolidated as a permanent feature of the constitution, meeting annually, and voting on the finances the monarchy would need for government. To avoid the monarchy subverting Parliament, the Triennial Act of 1694 decreed elections had to be held for the House of Commons at least every three years (changed to every seven years in 1716, and every five years in 1911). Debates ensued on the proper balance of power between Parliament and the King’s government, in the form of the Cabinet Council, and whether ministers were primarily answerable to the monarch or to Parliament.

         The word ‘cabinet’ derives from the French word cabinet, which can be defined as a ‘small inner room serving as an accessory to a larger room’.3 By the mid-seventeenth century, the word had acquired a political sense, as the ‘private room where advisers meet’. Even as early as the 1630s, during the reign of Charles I (1625–49), the term ‘Cabinet Council’ had been in common usage. By 1694, the word ‘Cabinet’ could be found in the writings of the Earl of Warrington, when he refers to the King’s advisers as the ‘Cabinet’, using it as a shorthand for the ‘Cabinet Council’: ‘the King does hereby forbid all those but those of the Cabinet either to come near him, or give him any Advice’.4

         The work of government in the late seventeenth century was restricted largely to three activities: security, based on the army and the navy; raising and spending finances; and directing trade. Most of the very limited welfare provision including education was provided by local agencies and the church.

         The Acts of Union in 1707 ended the Scottish government in Edinburgh, merging the Scottish and English Parliaments, and was far more extensive than the Union of Crowns of 1603, when James succeeded Elizabeth I. The Declaratory Act of 1719 meanwhile established the superiority of English legislation over that passed by the Irish Parliament in Dublin. By the early eighteenth century, the territorial mass of Great Britain had thus become largely consolidated. These years also saw the foundation in 1694 of the Bank of England and Parliament’s guarantee of the national debt, allowing the British state to borrow at a lower rate of interest than any European counterpart.

         The pre-eminent figure of the day, Robert Walpole, is rightly seen as Britain’s first Prime Minister, though the term was not common for more than a century. Serving from 1721 to 1742, he remains Britain’s longest-serving Prime Minister, in the post for twenty-one years, a total unlikely to be overtaken. He moved into 10 Downing Street only in 1735, as the First Lord’s official residence, though many of his successors found it uncongenial to their tastes, preferring to live and work from their own grander houses. Walpole, like many of his successors, was no great fan of Cabinet, believing that ‘no good ever came of it’. He only began convening it regularly from 1739, when his powers were waning after the outbreak of war with Spain. Three years later, he was succeeded by second Prime Minister, Lord Wilmington (1742–43), then by Henry Pelham (1743–54). It is significant that all four of the great eighteenth-century Prime Ministers (Walpole, Pelham, North and Pitt the Younger) sat in the House of Commons. All four indicatively were also First Lords of the Treasury, as were most Prime Ministers of the eighteenth century.

         The key figure in the Cabinet Council early on was not the First Lord, but the monarch. It was the King, not the First Lord, who appointed the ministers. Even as late as 1755, Lord Hardwicke, the Lord Chancellor, reminded the House of Lords that the King was not obliged by the constitution to seek consent of Parliament for any treaty he made – unless he required money. What the monarch did need was to get his business through Parliament and to have them vote him money. That entailed working with the Cabinet Council and choosing its members carefully. Working with the two parties of the day, the Whigs and the Tories, weak though they still were in structure, was also necessary if the monarch was to be assured of parliamentary majorities.

         The ascendancy of the Hanoverian dynasty initially under George I (1714–27) began the process of distancing the monarch from the political running of the country. The monarchy had already abandoned the ruined Whitehall Palace, choosing not to rebuild it after the last fire during the 1690s, and had moved to the more distant, but far more luxurious, Kensington Palace. The old Palace at Whitehall, situated along the site of the current road Whitehall, might have been falling down and disease-ridden, given its proximity to the Thames, but it was at least close to Westminster. The move to Kensington Palace put physical distance between the monarch and the government. George I’s uncertain command of English further distanced him from his government. George I and George II (1727–60) liked to spend summers in their beloved Hanover, entailing long periods away from London. George I fell out with his son, and George II with his son, so when they were abroad, they were reluctant to trust them to rule in their absence. This forced the monarchs to rely more on their ministers. With transport so slow and communications so unpredictable, especially sailing from the Hook to Harwich against the prevailing westerly winds, it threw more responsibility on ministers to govern in the monarch’s absence. When not away George II liked to preside over Cabinet Council himself. But his absences lost him much ground.

         George III (1760–1820) was much more sedentary, not holidaying on the Continent, nor travelling further north than Worcester, nor west than Plymouth (as Jeremy Black reminds us). He was much more hands-on than many believed, though, and until his eyesight began to fail in his forty-fifth year in 1805, he wrote voluminously to his ministers. His increasing mental deterioration from 1810 was, however, to play a further part in transferring power from the monarch to the politicians, with the Cabinet Council gradually superseded by the First Lord’s Cabinet. Not without reason did the German Chancellor, Angela Merkel, jest with Prime Minister David Cameron (2010–16) that it was the Germans who were responsible for the emergence of his job.

         The development of the Cabinet was thus a prolonged and messy affair, as was the nascent position of Prime Minister. Eighteenth-century First Ministers were anxious to avoid using the term ‘Prime Minister’ as it could be seen as an insult. Unlike those countries with codified written constitutions, notably the United States, the British political system was characterised by historical accident, opportunism and the always-uncertain impact of personality. So too was the recording of discussions by Cabinet. Accounts of Cabinet meetings in the eighteenth century were sent to the King, though they were of very uneven quality. When George I and George II were in Hanover, they wanted reports of what was being discussed in London, imposing a certain routine and rhythm.

         Some of the more complete eighteenth-century Cabinet minutes in the National Archives’ collection of State Papers relate to the aftermath of the Jacobite uprising of 1745, the last time the position of a British government was seriously threatened by a domestic rebellion. On 17 April 1746, the day after the Jacobite army was crushed by government forces on Culloden Moor, Cabinet met. Eleven ministers were in attendance, including First Lord of the Treasury Henry Pelham (1743–54), and his brother, Secretary of State for the Southern Department the Duke of Newcastle (later First Lord of the Treasury 1754–56, 1757–62). The topic was the punishment of the defeated rebels. The minutes record that ‘[t]he Lords are of the opinion, that a Bill of absolute Attainder should be proposed against the principal persons who are [in] Rebellion against His Majesty’.5 An act of attainder allowed the government to find guilty groups of persons, in this instance the defeated Jacobites, and punish them accordingly.

         In the months after the Jacobite rising, Cabinet met to consider whether captured Jacobites should face the noose or a reprieve. On 24 November 1746, Cabinet met at Whitehall. The minutes recall that ‘Mr Sharpe [the Treasury Solicitor] laid before his Lordships a State of the Evidence that appeared against the Rebel Prisoners, now under sentence of Death in the new Gaol at Southwark: and several petitions … in behalf of the said prisoners were read’. The minutes listed those ‘Persons [who] should be reprieved, in order for their being transported for life’, including seventeen-year-old Charles Gordon and sixteen-year-old James Gordon. Another, Frederick MacCulloch, was ‘a young man who was barbarously wounded by the Rebels in endeavouring to prevent the murder of one of His Majesty’s subjects’. For others, there would be no clemency: ‘the following persons should be left to the law: John Wedderburn, Alexander Leith, James Bradshaw, James Lindsay, Andrew Wood, Thomas Watson’.6

         The following March, Cabinet met to consider the case of the elderly Lord Lovat, who had shifted allegiance many times in his long life and had aided Charles Stuart’s uprising in its dying days. He had already been stripped of his title. Cabinet was uncompromising: ‘The Late Lord Lovat’s petition to the King and his letter to the Duke of Newcastle were laid before the Lords and their Lordships do not see any reason for them to presume to recommend him to his Majesty’s mercy … Mr Sharpe to order the sheriffs to show the Head of a Traitor.’7 Lovat would be the last man executed by beheading in Britain.

         The Duke of Newcastle was more meticulous than many in writing a record of Cabinet meetings, though often ministers made their own notes for their personal use. Shortly after the accession of George III in 1760, the task of sending accounts of meetings to the King was given to a Secretary of State, a job taken at different times by figures including Lord Conway and Lord Stormont. The latter recorded how, in the 1780s, he ‘regularly took to the King a minute of every meeting of Cabinet’. Historians hoping for a meticulous and full report of the proceedings of Cabinet will be disappointed to discover that the records are far more capricious, often reading as responses to requests from George III for the insights of certain ministers.8

         By the late eighteenth century, Cabinet was becoming more established, a process accelerated by conflict. During the Seven Years’ War (1756–63), decisions were taken by a forerunner of the twentieth-century ‘War Cabinet’, a group of ministers, including the Duke of Newcastle, William Pitt the Elder and Lord Hardwicke, referred to as a ‘conciliabulum’.9 Cohesion was helped further by the holding of regular dinners, which can be dated back to Lord Grenville (eighth Prime Minister, 1763–65) during the 1760s, who invited Secretaries of State to his London home in the evening to conduct Cabinet business over dinner and a glass of wine. At one such dinner in 1820, the ‘Cato Street’ conspirators plotted the assassination of the whole Cabinet, foiled because their conversations had been penetrated by the authorities and the planned dinner was a ruse to gather the plotters for their arrest.10

         The American War of Independence (1775–83) saw Cabinet’s position at the head of the King’s government become even more consolidated. A minute of a meeting held at the London home of the Earl of Sandwich on 21 January 1775 recorded the decision that those present

         
            [a]greed that an address be proposed to the two Houses of Parliament to declare that if the Colonies shall make sufficient and permanent provision for the support of the civil government and administration of justice, and for the defence and protection of the said Colonies, and in time of war contribute extraordinary supplies, in a reasonable proportion to what is raised by Great Britain, we will in that case desist from the exercise of the power of taxation … and in the meanwhile to entreat his Majesty to take the most effectual methods to enforce due obedience to the laws and authority of the supreme legislature of Great Britain.11

         

         The British government’s position therefore would be unyielding: the rebellious American colonists would have to accept a settlement, or they would have one imposed on them by military means. The policy would not change until 1781, when military reserves forced the government to accept American independence.

         A War Cabinet was constituted to preside over the war, chaired by the First Lord, with the three Secretaries of State in attendance, as well as the Lord Chancellor, the Lord President of the Council, and, from 1778, the Commander-in-Chief. Normally, six to eight attended, though in times of particular crisis, decisions were taken by a smaller group. Meetings were generally held weekly after Cabinet dinners, with decisions recorded and forwarded to the palace for the King’s approval. The war also accelerated the doctrine of ‘collective responsibility’, with ministers being collectively bound by decisions taken in Cabinet. In a key speech to the House of Lords on 23 April 1779, Lord Sandwich told peers that ‘every expedition in regard to its destination, object, force and number of ships, is planned by the Cabinet, and is the result of the collective wisdom of all His Majesty’s Confidential Ministers’.12
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               Cabinet Minute from 8 December 1781

            

         

         Cabinet minutes from these years survive unevenly in the Royal Archives, with minutes usually recording military discussion, and sometimes appointments. One particularly consequential minute dates from 8 December 1781, recording a meeting of ‘the whole Cabinet except the Privy Seals’: ‘[It was] agreed that it be submitted to His Majesty, that under the present circumstances it would not be expedient to send to North America any more home [forces] than what is necessary to recruit the Regiments there.’13 The British government was conceding the war to the American rebels. Other minutes were less portentous: at Lord Sandwich’s on 30 August 1781, the Cabinet (minus Lord North), ‘agreed that it be submitted to his Majesty to approve of the election of John Staples Esq made by the East India Company’.14

         Since earlier in the eighteenth century, it had become clear that Cabinet needed a chairman to convene meetings and preside, and it equally suited the monarch to have one such figure in charge, not the least to record a regular account for when he was away or ill. Government was also becoming larger and more complex during the century, especially as foreign involvement grew, and its navy, which was far more technically difficult to run than the army, became the world’s biggest. By the 1770s, the principal ministers were: the First Lord of the Treasury (or Prime Minister); the Secretaries of State for the Northern and Southern Departments, who shared domestic affairs but divided foreign policy between the northern and southern areas (the Southern Secretary of State was senior); and a third Secretary of State, the First Lord of the Admiralty, who initially looked after Scotland but from 1768 oversaw the burgeoning colonies. In 1782, the Southern and Northern Departments became the Foreign Office and Home Office. A third secretary reappeared in 1794 to oversee the War Department (i.e. the army), and subsequently a fourth (colonies) and a fifth (India) Secretary of State were established. Government was becoming a complex affair.

         The doctrine of collective responsibility was strengthened further when Pitt the Younger (1783–1801 and 1804–06) was in office, with the practice becoming generally accepted that all ministers were bound to support decisions taken by the Cabinet as a whole. The doctrine was to prove vital in ensuring effective government during the long wars with Revolutionary and then Napoleonic France from 1793 until 1815.

         THE ECLIPSE OF THE MONARCHY: THE NINETEENTH CENTURY


         Britain was at war, bar two short breaks, for twenty-two years from 1793. Simultaneously, the government was faced by the war with America in 1812, the Irish rebellion of 1798, unrest in India, adverse economic factors, and riots at home shortly after the Napoleonic Wars in 1819.

         Accounts of Cabinet were still sent to the Palace at this time. Following the assassination of Prime Minister Spencer Perceval (1809–12) on 11 May, Lord Chancellor Eldon thus wrote to the Prince Regent to inform him about a Cabinet meeting two days later. He wrote that the Cabinet ‘would feel it to be their duty, if called upon by the Prince Regent, to carry on the administration of the Government under any member of the present Cabinet, whom his Royal Highness might think proper to select as the Head of it’.15 The Prince Regent attempted to form an alternative administration before giving up, and eventually appointed Lord Liverpool (1812–27), Secretary for War and the Colonies in the preceding government, to be Prime Minister.

         The future George IV (1820–30) proved an ineffective regent, and much of the burden of leadership fell on Liverpool, who steered Britain well through these dangerous years which were to prove so formative in the development of Cabinet government. Clever use of patronage by Liverpool helped build a loyal coalition around him, and to perpetuate electoral success for the Tories. After a long period of stasis, these years saw the modernising of the country, with income tax, the Ordnance Survey and the introduction of the National Census from 1801.

         The death of George IV in 1830, the 1832 Reform Act, and the subsequent emergence of recognisably modern political parties, all furthered the power of the First Lord at the expense of the monarch. To historian Robert Blake, the 1830s were pivotal: the decade was marked by ‘the change from the concept of government as the King’s government to that of … party government’.16 The continued distancing of the monarch from Cabinet meant that the recording of its deliberations became all the more important if monarchs were to remain in regular touch with their ministers and the nation’s affairs. By the second half of the nineteenth century, Walter Bagehot would argue that ‘real power is not in the Sovereign, it is in the Prime Minister and the Cabinet’.17

         Cabinet minutes sent to the monarch from the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries can be seen in the Royal Archives, but are highly erratic. The minutes appear at moments of crisis, such as when the Marquis Wellesley (Wellington’s brother) and George Canning refused to join Liverpool’s government, when a minute was sent to the Prince Regent: ‘no beneficial result is likely to arise to your Royal Highnesses’ devices … to bring about a union’.18 Minutes seem to have fallen into abeyance for long periods. But then William IV died in 1837. Lord Melbourne (Prime Minister 1834 and 1835–41) was famously besotted with the young Queen Victoria (1837–1901), and saw it as his mission to coach her for the role she would play in national life in the years to come. His handwritten letters would set the precedent for the rest of the century, as Prime Ministers wrote personally to the monarch about procedure in Cabinet, and institutional memory of formal Cabinet minutes disappeared. Subsequent Prime Ministers continued with this practice, and it would be another eighty years before the recording of Cabinet discussions was formalised. Historian R. K. Mosley is one of many historians flabbergasted by what happened: ‘Even [Charles Dickens’s] Pickwick Club kept its records, but not so the British government. This must surely be one of the most remarkable non-happenings since the invention of pen and ink.’19

         Government in Victorian Britain muddled through, with the Crimean War (1854–56) a major period of hostilities, when decisive government action was urgently required and bureaucratic efficiency was at a premium. The mood of these years was set by Gladstone’s seminal Budget of 1853, announcing a phased extension of income tax, introduced by Pitt the Younger, a slashing of import tariffs, and a clear determination to keep the British government as small as possible, compatible with the defence of the realm.20 Government spending as a percentage of GDP remained below 15 per cent from 1830–1900. Seven years after Gladstone’s Budget, it fell to a low of 8.5 per cent.21

         The doctrine of Cabinet ‘collective responsibility’ did, however, become consolidated during the Victorian era. Lord Palmerston (1855–58 and 1859–65) thus defended the colonial policies of his ministry by arguing that, once ministers joined the government, they were collectively responsible for that government’s decisions.22 In 1864, Palmerston would write to future Prime Minister William Gladstone (1868–74, 1880–85, February–July 1886, 1892–94) that a minister ‘divests himself of that perfect Freedom of individual action which belongs to a private and independent Member of Parliament’ upon joining the government.23 Collective responsibility enabled Palmerston to fend off criticism from the Queen because, in the words of historian D. S. Brown, ‘it was useful to be able to point to collective decision making’, albeit ‘Palmerston was not overly fond of ministerial interference, especially once a general course or principle had been agreed upon’.24

         Expansion in the role and ambition of government in the nineteenth century led to attempts to professionalise the government service, notably following the Northcote-Trevelyan Report in 1854, which introduced promotion on the basis of ability throughout the Civil Service. But there was no disguising the lackadaisical, amateurish nature of Britain’s leadership at the top level. Cabinets continued to meet throughout the Victorian era into the twentieth century, with meetings largely unrecorded, and ministers themselves responsible for recording action on decisions reached. The most consistent record during these years remained the Prime Minister’s letters to the monarch, informing them of what had been discussed.

         The letters reveal much about the men who wrote them. Disraeli’s letters to Victoria tended to be excitable, colourful and closely argued, recording one of his greatest triumphs. In November 1875, he wrote to Victoria about the Suez Canal in Egypt. The Khedive’s shares had been placed on the market, and Disraeli knew that if the British government were the buyer, it would give Britain a controlling interest. On 8 November, he wrote to Victoria, telling her that the Khedive was planning to sell, but warning that ‘[t]here is a French Company in negotiation with his Highness…’ Then he wrote: ‘It’s an affair of millions; about four at least’, and went on to justify the decision by writing: ‘It is vital to your Majesty’s authority [and] power at this critical moment that the Canal should belong to England.’ Cabinet, he wrote, ‘was unanimous in their decision’.25 A few days later, an ecstatic Disraeli wrote back to Victoria: ‘It is quite settled: You have it Madam.’26

         By contrast, the letters of the dour Lord Salisbury (1895–1902) to the aged Victoria were far less flamboyant, his manner was austere and business-like. In the run-up to the Boer War in September 1899, he wrote a typical letter:

         
            At Cabinet today the messages from Natal were considered urging that troops should be sent to protect the Natal frontier and colony against attack on the part of the Boers, of which there were many signs and which might suddenly come to pass. It was therefore decided to send a thousand men from India, and four Battalions with some artillery and cavalry from England: orders for the expedition to be given without delay. There was a very long discussion on various military questions – which had to be decided.27

         

         Within a few weeks, he wrote to Victoria ‘…the Boers are obstinate’, and that ‘[i]t was thought necessary that the Reserves should be called out as it appeared probable that a considerable force might be required. But for that purpose it will be necessary under the Statute that Parliament should meet.’28

         As historian Andrew Roberts says, ‘Salisbury took Cabinet seriously. Meeting once a week, in No. 10 or the Foreign Office, there were only five or six ministers present, and he believed his power of argument would prevail. He wrote religiously to Victoria once a week when he informed her about politics more generally and foreign affairs. He believed deeply in Cabinet government and in proper constitutional form.’29 He even made a virtue of the amateurish government. As his niece and biographer Lady Gwendolen Cecil recorded, Cabinet was a legally unrecognised body that sprung from spontaneous gatherings of political friends and colleagues: the values of the public-school gentleman held sway. ‘The first rule of Cabinet conduct’, Salisbury believed, ‘was that no member should ever “Hansardise” another, – ever compare his present contribution to the common fund of counsel with a privately expressed opinion. Any record kept of the discussions must gravely restrict this invaluable liberty.’30 Gentlemen (they were all men), who had often been to the same schools (principally Eton and Harrow), believed they did not need, or want, the intrusion of ‘managerialism’ dictating how to organise their meetings and decision-making.

         Cabinet in 1900 met fairly regularly as my survey of Cabinet from 1900 to 2000 shows, though occasionally missing a week, and it took a long recess between 3 August and 17 November. Papers were provided for Cabinet to make decisions, and in that year, of ninety-two such documents, thirty-one concerned the Boer War, twenty-four defence issues and twenty-four foreign affairs or empire.31 During the Boer War (1899–1902) it was considered important that Cabinet be kept well informed: communications from military commanders telegraphed to the Secretary of War would be presented to Cabinet as soon as possible. It seems clear that the Cabinet was the supreme decision-making body at the beginning of the last century, with frequent discussions and decisions made collectively. Official documents often feature phrases like ‘we ought to’ and ‘we should consider’.

         When the Conservatives returned to power in 1895, Salisbury had established a ‘Defence Committee’, to help coordinate military arrangements, under the Lord President. Such sub-Cabinet Committees had a long history, often being convened over defence matters from early in the eighteenth century. In 1900, the Defence Committee appears to have been the only such Cabinet Committee. It is difficult to say with certainty what its jurisdiction was, because, just like Cabinet, it was an amateurish affair, with no regular agenda nor minutes. It did sometimes, however, make decisions, for example ordering the raising of twelve new army battalions in January.32

         Cracks, however, had begun to appear in the system long before Salisbury’s premiership ended in 1902. A significant issue was the strain it placed on the Prime Minister to oversee the execution of Cabinet decisions, on top of all his other work. Robert Peel (1834–35 and 1841–46) complained back in 1845 that he believed it was impossible for the Prime Minister to do his job properly:

         
            to read all that he ought to read, including the whole foreign correspondence; to keep up the constant communication with the Queen, and the Prince; to see all whom he ought to see; to superintend the grant of honours and the disposal of civil and ecclesiastical patronage; to write with his own hand to every person of note who chooses to write to him; to be prepared for every debate … and also sit in the House of Commons eight hours a day for 118 days.33

         

         Some Prime Ministers coped with the workload better than others. William Gladstone would, in the words of historian H. C. G. Matthew, run an ‘embryonic “Cabinet Office”’ during his first term. He enlisted Private Secretaries to answer his ‘letters about deputations, invitations to speak, begging letters and the like’, thereby freeing him up to answer more important letters. He was also careful to keep thorough records of his time in power, reflecting ‘not only his awareness of the importance of records for the smooth running of business, but also his awareness of his role as an historical phenomenon’.34

         Confusion was inevitably commonplace. In 1882, a Private Secretary wrote to a Cabinet minister to complain ‘about yesterday’s Cabinet proceedings’: ‘They cannot agree about what occurred. There must have been some decision, as Bright’s resignation shows. My chief has told me to ask you what the devil was decided, for he be damned if he knows. Will you ask Mr. G. [Gladstone] in more conventional and less pungent terms?’35

         Twenty years later, social reformer Beatrice Webb complained in her diary about a similar problem:

         
            ‘Impossible to find out after a Cabinet meeting’, Morant tells us, ‘what has actually been the decision. Salisbury does not seem to know or care, and the various Ministers, who do care, give me contradictory versions. So I gather that Cabinet meetings have become more than informal – they are chaotic – breaking up into little groups, talking to each other without any one to formulate or register the collective opinion…’36

         

         In September 1900, Lord George Hamilton wrote to Lord Curzon, substantially confirming Webb’s picture. Cabinet, Hamilton wrote is ‘a most effete organisation. This is mainly the Chief’s fault. He won’t press for a decision, he does not keep people to the point, and all sorts of irrelevant trivialities are discussed ad nauseam to the exclusion of affairs of real importance.’37

         War, as we have seen so often, was to be the catalyst for change, in the form of the South African War of 1899–1902. The difficulty that the mighty British military had in defeating the Boer guerrillas proved a sobering experience. Reappraisals of public health, education, the military and the very processes of British government were inevitable.

         THE COMMITTEE OF IMPERIAL DEFENCE


         Shortly after the end of the South African War, a Committee of Imperial Defence (CID) was established by Prime Minister A. J. Balfour (1902–05). Proposed by an advisory committee to investigate the Boer War under Lord Elgin, the CID was the first investigative commission of its kind, with members travelling to South Africa to take evidence. Its stated objective was to ‘collect and co-ordinate … information bearing on the wide problem of Imperial Defence … [and] to make possible a continuity of method’.38 The CID, with a proper Secretariat from 1904, replaced the preceding Cabinet Committee on Defence. Initially, its work was handicapped by intense rivalry between the army and the navy, but its effectiveness began to improve after the Liberals came to power in December 1905: one of its reports in 1909 led to the establishment of MI5 and MI6. The CID helped the government, in the critical years leading up to the First World War, to focus attention on the threat posed by Germany in the North Sea, and Russia on the North West Frontier of India. In the summer of 1914, before the outbreak of war on 4 August, the CID produced an eleven-chapter ‘War Book’ setting out the administrative steps that would have to be taken in the event of a major war. Responsibility for coordinating the national response in the event of war was indeed to be one of the core functions of the Cabinet Office throughout its first 100 years.

         This is the moment that the pivotal figure in the evolution of the Cabinet Office makes his entrance. Maurice Hankey, who became the first and longest-serving Cabinet Secretary, had attended Rugby School, before entering the Royal Marine Artillery. His early career was successful but not stellar, as he climbed through the ranks. But his prodigious gifts at mastering and marshalling diverse information, and ensuring it was acted upon, began to mark him out. He joined the CID as its Naval Assistant Secretary in 1908, and was appointed Secretary (i.e. the Chief ) in 1912 with a clear vision of his own. Hankey later said: ‘My own idea was that the Committee of Imperial Defence should be reorganised and tuned up to the pitch of actual war and should take over the control.’39

         The CID under Hankey sought to become a coherent military planning agency for government. But, for all its endeavour, when war broke out in 1914, there was still no agreed plan for the expansion of the army or its armaments, or to keep the economy fully running. The CID, moreover, was underpowered in its scraps against the mighty War Office and Admiralty, which showed little enthusiasm for adapting themselves to accommodate the new body.

         THE FIRST WORLD WAR: 1914–16

         It would be the First World War that swept away this system of government. The war was to prove the catalyst that transformed Britain’s inexpert central government into a highly professionalised one.

         Accounts of the Cabinet meetings that took Britain into war can be found in the letters sent to George V (1910–36) by either Prime Minister Asquith (1908–16) or the Leader of the House of Lords, Lord Crewe, during the summer of 1914. Some letters were sent by other ministers: Churchill, for example, sent letters to the King when he was Home Secretary (1910–11).40 Lord Crewe sent this review of a critical Cabinet meeting to George V on 2 August 1914:

         
            Sir Edward Grey gave an account of his conversation with Monsieur Cambon [the French Ambassador] … adding a further statement of the reasons which at the present juncture make it impossible for Your Majesty’s Government to send our military force out of the country, without pledging themselves either way in the future.

            The precise form of the statement to be made in Parliament tomorrow was not fully discussed, as Your Majesty’s Ministers will meet again tomorrow morning. It was argued, however, that the communication in regards intentions on the employment of the German fleet should be made to Germany beforehand … As regards Belgium, it was agreed … that … a substantial violation of the neutrality of that country would place us in a situation contemplated as possible by our government in 1870, when interference with Belgium independence was held to compel us to take action…41

         

         The following day, Crewe wrote to the King to say that ‘Sir E. Grey communicated to his colleagues the telegram from Brussels to the Belgian minister here which summarises the German ultimatum’. He added that ‘Mr Asquith regrets to say that four of his colleagues – Lord Morley, Sir J Simon, Lord Beauchamp and John Burns – have tendered their resignation’.42 Despite these resignations, two of which were later recanted, Britain went to war with Germany the following day.

         The outbreak of the First World War proved a far greater shock to British government than the outbreak of the Second, largely because the latter war could draw on the experience of the First. In 1914, Britain had not been involved in a major war, with the exceptions of the Crimea and Boer Wars, since 1815, and had no inkling of the demands that the first total war in history would make upon it. Nor did it have any idea of how the economy would react to the massive requirements of fighting this kind of war. As government spending as a percentage of GDP more than tripled from just 16 per cent in 1910 to 55 per cent by 1917, the Civil Service swelled to its largest size in history.43 Entirely new government departments were created, including the Ministries of Munitions, Pensions, and National Service, while other departments increased in size by a factor of ten, including the War Office, Admiralty and Foreign Office.44

         The advent of instantaneous communications, with telegraph cables encircling the world, meant that decisions could become centralised, with commanders in the field and diplomats in foreign capitals able to refer much more back to London for instructions rather than being left largely to their own devices, as had been the case for Wellington a century before. The sheer scale, too, of Britain finding itself at war simultaneously with three major powers – Germany, Austria-Hungary and the Ottoman Empire – presented novel challenges.

         Within three months of the outbreak of hostilities, Asquith had established a War Cabinet. Initial planning, such as it was, had not bargained on the war being so prolonged. Hankey was asked to provide a record of Cabinet meetings to help galvanise action, albeit by shorthand, apparently for secrecy.

         As the military and politicians planned a series of offensives to wrest control from the other side along the 450-mile line from Switzerland to the English Channel, it became clear that the apparatus of government in Whitehall was inadequate for the task. The War Council met too infrequently and was not served by any kind of bureaucracy, heightening the opportunities for turf wars between Whitehall departments. For a critical period between March and May 1915, which included the Battle of Neuve Chapelle, the War Council did not meet at all.45

         ‘The root difficulty in the early conduct of the War on our part’, Asquith later wrote, ‘was how to combine rapid and effective executive action in the various theatres with the maintenance of Cabinet responsibility and control.’46 He identified the problem, but his personal credo was partly responsible: he strongly resisted the illiberal measures that total war demanded. His ‘business-as-usual’ approach to the war envisaged a continuation of the structures and mindsets of Edwardian and Victorian Britain. His strategy was indeed similar to the one that had defeated Napoleon a century before: the overwhelming use of naval power, financial support for allies, the crippling of the German economy by blockade and the seizing of German colonies, with the army remaining on a voluntary basis and of moderate size.47 But much had changed in the 100 years separating both wars.

         Asquith’s attention wandered, not least due to his romantic attraction to Venetia Stanley, a friend of his daughter Violet, to whom he wrote heartfelt letters, even during Cabinet meetings. Sometimes he wrote to her three times a day, seeking her advice on military strategy and on dealing with difficult colleagues. As a result, the letters provide one of the best records for historians of what was happening in Cabinet. Two days after the outbreak of war in 1914, he wrote to her, in terms surprising for the ultimate custodian of government secrecy:

         
            We had our usual Cabinet this morning, and decided with much less demur than I had expected to sanction the despatch of an Expeditionary Force of four divisions. We also discussed a number of smaller schemes for taking German ports & wireless stations in E&W Africa & the China Seas were discussed with some gusto: indeed I had to remark that we looked more like a gang of Elizabethan buccaneers than a meek collection of black-coated Liberal Ministers.48

         

         Six months later, he was divulging details of discussions on Gallipoli:

         
            Our War Council lasted nearly two and a half hours. Winston was in some ways at his worst – having quite a presentable case. He was noisy, rhetorical, tactless, & temperless … [Kitchener] I think on the whole rightly, insisted on keeping the 29th Division at home, free to go either to the Dardanelles or to France, until we know … where the necessity is greatest …49

         

         The relationship between Asquith and Stanley had been broken off when she married minister Edwin Montagu in April 1915. Unfortunately for historians, Asquith and Stanley’s epistolary relationship was discontinued at this point, ending the insights into the Cabinet meetings.

         The inadequacy of Asquith’s style of leadership became all the more apparent when, in May 1915, a coalition government formed with the Conservatives: Lord Curzon became Lord Privy Seal and Andrew Bonar Law, the Leader of the Conservative Opposition, became Secretary of State for the Colonies. Now there were many more big beasts wanting to air their views, with a corresponding challenge to effective decision-taking. As Churchill wrote before the coalition:

         
            [A]ll the important matters connected with the war had been dealt with … by four or five ministers … At least a dozen powerful, capable, distinguished personalities who were in a position to assert themselves had now to be consulted … At least five or six different opinions prevailed on every great topic, and every operative decision was obtained only by prolonged, discursive and exhausting discussion … Meanwhile the destroying war strode remorselessly on its course.50

         

         Lord Curzon, who as Viceroy had run India firmly ten years before, was particularly contemptuous:

         
            Meetings of the Cabinet were most irregular; sometimes only once, seldom more than twice, a week. There was no agenda, there was no order of business. Any minister requiring to bring up a matter either of departmental or of public importance had to seek the permission of the Prime Minister to do so … No record whatever was kept of our proceedings … The Cabinet often had the very haziest notion as to what its decisions were.51

         

         The year 1915 saw a number of failed British military offensives, including the Battles of Aubers Ridge in May and Loos in October. Cabinet ministers agitated for far stronger resolve by government, including the creation of a conscript army. On 16 October 1915, Hankey, after a lunch with Asquith, recorded in his diary: ‘It appears that Lloyd George is out to break the government on conscription if he can. Much talk about conscription and PM agreed that a dictatorship was the only legally satisfactory form of government in time of war.’52 Hankey himself was convinced that change had to come, concerned as he was about

         
            the scrambles of Ministers to get their pet subjects discussed at chaotic Cabinet meetings … the endless rambling discussions with no one to give a decision … the exasperating waste of time while the affairs of a department were discussed by people who knew little of the matter and had received no memorandum on the subject … the humiliating and dangerous doubts of what the decision was, or whether there had been a decision at all.53

         

         Events in the east highlighted even more cruelly the clumsiness and inadequacy of the Cabinet structure and approach. Long before Christmas 1914, it was clear in Whitehall that the war would not be over that year, and that a breakthrough on the Western Front would be difficult to achieve – though it did not stop a series of offensives being planned. Hankey, whose writings seldom missed an opportunity for drama, takes up the story of an all-day War Council in January 1915:

         
            The blinds had been drawn to shut out the winter evening. The air was heavy and the table presented that rather dishevelled appearance that results from a long session … At this point events took a dramatic turn, for Churchill suddenly revealed his well-kept secret of a naval attack on the Dardanelles! The idea caught on at once. The whole atmosphere changed. Fatigue was forgotten. The War Council turned eagerly from the dreary prospect of a ‘slogging match’ on the Western Front to brighter prospects, as they seemed, in the Mediterranean.54

         

         Thus was hatched the Gallipoli Campaign of April 1915 to January 1916, a British Commonwealth attack against the Ottoman Empire to capture Constantinople and provide a sea route through to the Russian allies.

         But, as with a number of other British wars, too many to mention, insufficient thought was given to planning after the initial attacks. Was it to be primarily a naval or an army operation? Churchill, with all the vim of an experienced First Sea Lord, favoured the former, while Secretary of State for War, Lord Kitchener, supported the latter. Churchill won this clash of personalities, but his attempt to run the Dardanelles Straits with obsolete naval vessels incurred heavy losses.55 On 19 March, Hankey wrote to Asquith imploring him to appoint a ‘naval and military technical committee to plan our attack on the Dardanelles so as to avoid a repetition of naval fiasco, which is largely due to inadequate staff preparation’.56 Historian Tim Travers says of the major meeting on 6 April between Churchill, Kitchener and Hankey, with no one obviously in charge, that decision-making on ‘the simpler colonial warfare of the past’ was clearly inadequate for ‘the professional needs of modern warfare’.57

         The landings on 25 April, which involved British, Australian, New Zealand and Indian forces, along with a token French contingent, proved to be a disaster. Hankey considered it ‘like an American cinema show’, i.e. heavily advertised beforehand, dooming the operation even before it began.58 In June, a ‘Dardanelles Committee’ was created to try to bring coordination to the campaign, and two months later Hankey travelled to the Dardanelles to see the stalemate for himself. Soon he was advising the operation be terminated. In November 1915, Asquith replaced the Dardanelles Committee with a ‘War Committee’ including Churchill, Arthur Balfour, Lloyd George, Andrew Bonar Law and the Chancellor, Reginald McKenna. But it proved no more efficient or effective than its predecessors. In the view of Hankey, ‘in spite of the brilliancy of its members [it] was a coalition of parties that never really coalesced’.59 Lack of top-level coordination in Whitehall provided a deeper problem. When, on 22 November 1915, the War Committee advised the evacuation of Gallipoli, Cabinet refused to endorse the decision for almost a month, with Asquith insisting Cabinet was the supreme decision-making body. As a result, the Gallipoli peninsula was not evacuated until 9 January 1916.60

         The previous month, December 1915, saw the British and French commanders gather in Chantilly, France, to hammer out Allied strategy for 1916, in the light of the failure at Gallipoli. Major offensives were planned for the Eastern and Western Fronts to regain the initiative. The British and French were to engage in a devastating joint attack where their armies met on the River Somme in Picardy to bring about victory and the collapse of Germany. A week after final plans had been agreed in February 1916, the Germans attacked at Verdun, reducing considerably the French commitment. The Battle of the Somme, which lasted from 1 July to 18 November 1916, was to be the eventual undoing of Asquith and the whole ad hoc system of government at the centre. The planners had failed to anticipate German resilience, and their digging dugouts deep into the chalk, safe from the Allied bombardment designed to flatten all opposition. As a result, German soldiers proved able to ferociously resist the clumsy British advance, inflicting enormous casualties. Hankey himself suffered personal tragedy in the battle. He had already suffered the loss of one brother: Hugh Hankey had been killed at the Battle of Paardeberg during the Boer War. On 16 October 1916, his brother Donald, to whom he was particularly close, died on the Somme. He was dictating in Whitehall when the phone rang. On putting down the receiver, he said: ‘Donald’s gone’, before asking his secretary: ‘Where was I?’ As his biographer Stephen Roskill suggests, this stiff-upper-lip response, which shocked those around him, was perhaps his way of coping.61

         Asquith’s position became increasingly untenable. By mid-July it became clear that the high hopes of the military commanders for the offensive, notably Commander-in-Chief General Douglas Haig, had proved wildly ambitious. Casualties mounted, with no breakthrough taking place. Asquith’s morale had been badly damaged after the death of his beloved and brilliant son Raymond at the Somme Offensive on 15 September. On 17 September, the news was conveyed by telephone to Margot Asquith. She told her husband in No. 10, who ‘put his hands over his face and we walked into an empty room and sat down in silence’. He lamented: ‘Whatever pride I had in the past and whatever hope I had for the future – by much the largest part I had of both was invested in him. Now all that is gone.’ Margot noted that now it was ‘only a question of time when we shall have to leave Downing Street’.62

         Lloyd George, who had worked so closely with Asquith as Chancellor during the pre-war Liberal government, became increasingly exasperated, and in the end triggered the final crisis by threatening to resign if crucial decisions were not delegated to a three-man committee which he chaired. Eventually, divisions in the Liberal Party undermined Asquith’s parliamentary support and on 5 December 1916, he resigned, with Lloyd George his inevitable successor.
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