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Map 1. The war fronts
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Map 2. The Italian front
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Map 3. The Western front, 1918
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Map 4. The Western front, the last three months

























Publisher’s Note





John Grigg worked on this book until a few weeks before his death on 31 December 2001, and very nearly completed it. The publishers are extremely grateful to Mrs Patricia Grigg and Mr Alexander Grigg for their indispensable help in seeing the book through the press.


When he realized that he would not finish the book, John Grigg indicated that he would be happy for Margaret MacMillan to write a postscript from the point at which his own text stopped, half-way through the present Chapter 33. He had reviewed her book Peacemakers: The Paris Conference of 1919 and Its Attempt to End War warmly in The Times on publication; it went on to win the Duff Cooper Prize and the BBC Four Samuel Johnson Prize for Non-Fiction. The publishers are most grateful to her for her contribution. Margaret MacMillan is also, happily, the great-granddaughter of the subject of this book.
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Extreme Danger





The task facing Britain’s new Prime Minister at the end of 1916 was truly enormous, and the dangers besetting the country at the time were as dire as they would be in May 1940, if not more so. It is commonly believed that Lloyd George’s predicament may have been bad, but that Winston Churchill’s in 1940 was far worse. A glance at the facts should help to correct this mistaken view. Both men had to deal with situations of extreme peril, but there are good reasons for regarding Lloyd George’s as the more perilous of the two, in reality if not in appearance.


In December 1916 things seemed less desperate than they would do after Dunkirk. Far from being in retreat from the Continent, the British were firmly established there with an army of nearly 1.5 million men. Beside them on the Western front was a French army of even greater numerical strength, which had withstood the German attempt to destroy it at Verdun. In the southern Alps and on the Isonzo the Italians were engaging part of the forces of Austria-Hungary. In eastern Europe Russia still had masses of men in the field, so obliging the Central Powers to continue to wage war on two main fronts. Superficially, the position on land was a far cry from the catastrophe of 1940.


Yet on closer inspection the contrast does not necessarily favour the time when Lloyd George took over. At that moment the war was not, as would be the case in 1940, in its early stages; it had been going on for over two years, and in varying degrees all the combatants were affected by war-weariness. Least affected, as yet, were the Germans, because they had palpable gains to set against their heavy losses in battle and the domestic sufferings caused by blockade. On both fronts they held the strategic advantage; while their own country remained intact, they were occupying large areas of foreign territory, east and west. The Austro-Hungarians had their misgivings, but they were effectively tied to Germany. Besides, they had the satisfaction that Serbia was overrun, and that Roumania’s intervention in 1916 had been swiftly counteracted, with German help.


Beyond question, war-weariness was more pronounced on the Entente side. In Russia, extreme demoralization in the army, spreading to the civilian population, would soon lead to the downfall of the Tsarist regime and the progressive collapse of Russia as a fighting ally. Before long, also, there would be a crisis of morale in France – less comprehensive than in Russia, but still very serious – which would be reflected in army mutinies and a marked weakening of the French war effort, until Clemenceau came to power in November 1917. For much of the year the burden of fighting the Germans on land would fall largely on the British army, and this would subject British morale, particularly at home, to an unprecedented test.


Britain was not used to fighting wars on foreign soil at a heavy cost in life to its own citizens. Traditionally, its land campaigns had involved a limited number of British volunteers, supplemented (on the Continent) by foreign allies and mercenaries. At Waterloo, for instance, the army under Wellington’s command – to say nothing of Blücher’s Prussians – had consisted of more foreign troops than British. The scale of military casualties to which Britain had been accustomed was, therefore, very low by Continental standards. In each of Britain’s two most substantial wars before the First World War, the Crimean and the South African, about 25,000 British lives had been lost, mostly from disease. These totals were not much larger than the number of British soldiers killed on one day in 1916, the first day of the battle of the Somme. During the Crimean War John Bright had disturbed his compatriots with the words: ‘The angel of death has been abroad throughout the land; you may almost hear the beating of his wings.’ By the end of 1916 the beating of those wings had become a familiar sound in every part of Britain. Though the country’s human toll was still scarcely comparable with that of Russia or France, in relation to previous British experience it was enormous and uniquely traumatic. Moreover, since the voluntary principle of recruitment that had applied in the early phase of the war had given way to compulsion, a growing proportion of the soldiers who were now dying were conscripts.


Despite the circumstances there was, as yet, no appreciable sign of defeatism either in the army or among the people at large. Morale was holding up remarkably well, but Lloyd George knew that it could not be taken for granted. War-weariness was evident and could easily turn to demoralization if losses continued to mount without any prospect of victory. The spirit of the nation was not what it had been in 1914, or would be again in 1940. After Dunkirk, the British people may have been alarmed and apprehensive, but they were not war-weary. After a period of ‘phoney war’ the real thing was beginning. Along with the sense of acute danger there was exhilaration in the air, and even a perverse feeling that the country might be better off on its own, without allies. British insularity was at a premium. Churchill exploited this mood to glorious effect, but it was not available to Lloyd George when he became leader. Both the situation and the national mood were more complex.


The country was, indeed, faced with a mortal threat, but one of which few members of the public were properly aware. This supreme menace came from the sea, the element on which Britain had to prevail in order to survive. Throughout the First World War Germany was an altogether more formidable naval power than it would be in the Second. The German High Seas Fleet which had been built as a deliberate challenge to the Royal Navy remained in existence, as a brooding presence, from start to finish. The only major engagement between the two fleets, at Jutland in mid-1916, was inconclusive. Before returning to base the German ships did more damage than they sustained, and there was every reason to fear that they might one day attempt another such sortie. There had been no Trafalgar, and the big enemy ships might at any time emerge for another trial of strength, in which Britain’s fate could be decided, adversely, in a few hours. By contrast, in the Second World War Hitler’s surface fleet was never remotely a match for the Royal Navy, and less so than ever by the summer of 1940, after its losses in the Norwegian campaign.


In 1916–17 it was not, however, Germany’s surface fleet – dangerous though it was – which posed the deadliest threat. More terrible by far was the submarine menace to the sea-lanes on which Britain depended for survival. Germany was now operating with U-boats of longer range and a heavier armament of torpedoes, which it was planning to use indiscriminately against all ships bringing supplies to Britain. Instead of seeking first to knock France out of the war, the strategic priority to date, at more or less exactly the time Lloyd George became Prime Minister Germany was switching to the elimination of Britain as its first objective. The plan was not only to sink double the tonnage of British merchant shipping within a few months, but also to deter all neutrals from carrying goods to British ports. This was an entirely new departure in warfare, and an unprecedented threat to Britain’s island existence. Already, in November 1916, Board of Trade experts were predicting a complete breakdown in shipping well before the middle of the following year. How much more dire would their prophecies have been had they then known of the impending escalation in the German submarine campaign.


When this began to take effect the Admiralty had no answer to it, and in the spring of 1917 the Germans came near to achieving their aim. Probably at no other time in either war was the country closer to defeat. The extent of the peril was brutally apparent to Lloyd George and his colleagues in government, but hardly suspected by the general population. Before he became Prime Minister figures of shipping losses were not published, because it was felt that they would be bad for morale. Though he soon arranged for the figures to be published, people nevertheless had to be persuaded to accept and implement measures appropriate to a state of siege without at first – or perhaps ever – fully understanding how beleaguered the country was. In 1940 its isolation was obvious. Of course, there was also a grave threat from German U-boats in the Second World War, but it was not then an utterly new threat, to which an effective response had to be improvised from scratch. The experience of the First World War was available to British leaders in the next struggle, and the U-boats were, indeed, defeated again by much the same methods at sea as those evolved under Lloyd George, with the added resource of reconnaissance and attack from the air.


Air power was clearly of much greater significance in the Second World War, but was not – like the U-boats in the First – an absolute novelty. Northcliffe’s famous remark that Britain (actually he said England) was ‘no longer an island’ was made in 1906, after Alberto Sandos-Dumont had flown 722 feet in an aeroplane. By 1914 aviation technology had advanced to the point that the aeroplane was, from the first, a factor in the war; then the war itself acted as a mighty spur to invention and production. At the end of 1916 Britain had nearly 600 military aircraft on the Western front, supporting the army as its ‘eye in the sky’. But there were already those who saw the potential of aircraft in war as far transcending the functions of intelligence-gathering and help for the artillery. Air power was being conceived as an offensive, even war-winning, arm in its own right. Before the end of the war the Royal Flying Corps had been transformed into the Royal Air Force, a separate service, and Hugh Trenchard, so-called ‘Father of the RAF’, was propounding his wildly exaggerated notion of what could be achieved by air-bombing alone. (His disciples in the Second World War, and during the rest of the century, were to cause much futile havoc through their misguided adherence to his doctrine.)


Britain was by no means immune to air raids during the First World War. German bombs were dropped as far west as Birmingham and Shrewsbury, as far north as Yorkshire and even the Scottish Highlands; but most of them naturally fell in the south-east of the country. For two years or so the attacks were delivered mainly by Zeppelin airships, but by the time Lloyd George became Prime Minister the Zeppelins had been so hard hit by gunfire and interceptor planes that their role was being taken over by bomber aircraft, including the Gotha and a few Giants, the largest aeroplanes used against Britain in either war. Damage and casualties were, of course, far less severe than in the later Blitz, but still not negligible; about 1,000 British civilians died in air raids during the First World War, compared with roughly 60,000 in the Second. Above all, the mere fact of being subject to such attacks, and the precautions, such as black-out, that had to be taken against them, made the British people most unpleasantly aware of their new vulnerability.


Despite the development of air power, however, the English Channel remained a tough obstacle for any would-be invader. Even in 1940 the value of Britain’s ‘moat defensive’, though seriously diminished, was still very considerable. Four years later the Allies, with total command of sea and air, and overwhelming superiority in most forms of equipment, had some difficulty in carrying out a successful cross-Channel invasion.


When Churchill became war leader in 1940 he offered only ‘blood, toil, tears and sweat’. They were noble words, evoking a noble response. But he was speaking at a time when little had, as yet, been demanded of the British people in warlike effort or sacrifice. Lloyd George, on the other hand, assumed the premiership when there had already been any amount of toil and sweat, and an all-too-copious effusion of blood and tears. He had to tell the people that the ordeal would continue, and he could predict no early end to it. In a much-quoted interview with an American reporter in August 1915 he had said that there was ‘neither clock nor calendar’ in the British war effort; only the result would count. But he was under no illusion that British soldiers and their families would be content to suffer indefinitely on the scale of the past two years. Stoical and dedicated though they had shown themselves to be, there must be a limit to their endurance. He was expected, he knew, to prosecute the war more energetically and effectively; it was for that reason that he was Prime Minister. But he was also determined that the war should be fought, if possible, in a manner more economical of British life.


Since the first winter of the war he had been looking for a way to escape from the deadlock on the Western front. Like Churchill and a few others, he wanted to find an alternative strategy for defeating the Central Powers. In early 1915 he had argued that the numerical superiority of the Entente could best be used to mount an Allied onslaught on Austria-Hungary through the Balkans. His proposal, as it evolved, was that there should be a massive attack on the Habsburg Empire’s most vulnerable frontier, in which the Serbs and Russians would be joined not only by new Balkan allies, but by more than half a million troops transferred from the West, to operate from the Dalmatian coast or Salonica. On a visit to Paris at the beginning of February he had secured the backing of some leading French politicians and soldiers for his project, though not that of the Frenchman whose word was virtually law, General Joffre. At home, his plea for a diplomatic offensive in the Balkans, to bring at least Roumania and Greece into the war on the Entente side, had prompted a suggestion by the Foreign Secretary, Edward Grey, that such a mission, if conducted by Lloyd George himself, might have a chance of success. But Grey was dissembling; in fact he was dead against the idea and nothing came of it.


As well as his grand scheme for the Balkans, Lloyd George had advocated a secondary eastern move – against the Ottoman Empire, which had been an ally of the Central Powers since late 1914. Turkey’s presence in the enemy ranks in 1914–18 is a factor that needs to be emphasized, when we compare the two world wars. Though to some extent offset by the different allegiance of Italy (an Entente partner from May 1915), on balance the Turkish factor is the more important. The Ottoman Empire counted for more as an enemy than did Italy as an ally – or than Italy counted as an enemy in 1940–43. In the Second World War the Ottoman Empire no longer existed. Large parts of it were under British control, including Iraq (Mesopotamia) with its oilfields. Turkey itself was neutral.


In 1915 Lloyd George had advocated an expedition to the Levant, to cut off the Turkish forces deployed against Egypt. But in the event neither this nor his Balkan project carried the day. Instead, an attempt was made to force the Straits leading to the Sea of Marmara by a naval action which, it was hoped, would result in the fall of Constantinople and the opening of warm-water access to Russia. This plan appealed to ‘Easterners’ and ‘Westerners’ alike – to the former because it was a potentially decisive stroke in the East, to the latter because it seemed to involve no significant deflection of forces from the Western front. But, through a combination of bad luck and bad management, it proved disastrous. The naval action on its own did not succeed, and then a growing number of Allied troops were landed on the Gallipoli peninsula in a vain attempt to secure the heights dominating the Narrows. The Gallipoli campaign thus became a lesser, but still substantial, version of the deadlock on the Western front. At the end of 1915 the decision was taken to abandon the campaign, and by early January 1916 all the troops had been withdrawn.


Meanwhile, an Anglo-French force of two divisions had, at last, been landed at Salonica, but not as part of the comprehensive Balkan strategy earlier advocated by Lloyd George. This had been overtaken by events. In October 1915 the Austrians, with German help, and also with the assistance of Bulgaria which had decided it had more to gain from siding with the Central Powers, had knocked Serbia out of the war (though many Serbs continued to fight outside their country). In the summer of 1916 Roumania belatedly opted for the Entente, only to be crushed by the Austro-Germans, with neither the Russians (by then) nor the Allied force at Salonica able to affect the issue. The Salonica bridgehead remained, indeed, little more than an internment camp for Allied troops until September 1918, by which time the war in the West was nearly over.


Lloyd George’s Balkan dream at the beginning of 1915 was not pure fantasy. Certainly he underrated some of the difficulties, military, logistical and political. Yet it is conceivable that, if he had been sent at that time to undertake a concerted negotiation with the Balkan states, he might have persuaded Serbia and Greece to make the necessary concessions to Bulgaria (which had lost territory to its neighbours in 1913), and so have constructed a solid alliance against the Austro-Germans and the Turks. By the time he was Prime Minister such a prospect had utterly vanished, the Balkan scene having been transformed to the Allies’ disadvantage. Serbia and Roumania were defeated, Bulgaria was an enemy, and Russia was nearly a spent force. Greece was still neutral, though with Allied troops on its soil at Salonica.


The bad turn of events in the Balkans cannot, therefore, be blamed on Lloyd George, though he had to live with the consequences. Nor can he be blamed for the Gallipoli catastrophe. He supported the navy’s attempt to force the Straits on its own, but warned against the danger of committing troops on the peninsula. The Army should not, he argued, be ‘expected to pull the chestnuts out of the fire for the Navy’. He did not share the contempt of some of his colleagues for the fighting qualities of the Turks. Having observed their dogged performance in the recent Balkan wars, he was convinced that they would fight hard at Gallipoli in defence of their homeland; and so it proved. Lloyd George as Prime Minister had to face an Ottoman Empire that seemed quite a menacing enemy, having inflicted a heavy defeat on the British and French at Gallipoli, and another – in April 1916 – on the British alone in Mesopotamia.


Politically, Lloyd George’s position was far less secure than Churchill’s would be in the Second World War. Though both men headed coalition governments, Churchill’s was a ‘grand’ coalition embracing all major parties in the state. Moreover, his own (Conservative) party was the largest component, and, when Neville Chamberlain died at the end of 1940, he took the precaution of becoming leader of it. His Parliamentary base was thus exceptionally strong. Lloyd George’s was, from the first, very much less so. His coalition included neither the Irish National Party (with eighty-odd seats in the House of Commons) nor about half of his own Liberal Party. The Asquithians, like Asquith himself, refused to serve under him. A party that was not his, the Conservatives, provided the bulk of his support. For political ascendancy he had to depend, therefore, very largely on his own adroitness and personal prestige. Though opposition to him in Parliament remained for some time patriotically quiescent, he had to face one Parliamentary challenge, at a critical moment in May 1918, of a kind that Churchill never had to face. Lloyd George’s government could never have survived the humiliations and strategic disasters of 1941 and 1942.


Two other political factors should be noted when Lloyd George’s situation in 1916 is compared with Churchill’s in 1940. They can be summarized in two words: Ireland and America. The country over which Churchill came to preside was united in a sense that Lloyd George’s ostensibly undivided country was not. Ireland had been the scene, in 1916, of a rebellion for which, at the time, there was little popular support, but whose suppression had been so mishandled that it had generated an extreme nationalist myth of disastrous potency. After the failure of Lloyd George’s attempt to negotiate a settlement (or rather, his and Asquith’s failure to push through the settlement that he negotiated) in the immediate aftermath of the Easter Rising, Gaelic Ireland became for the rest of the war more of a headache than the neutral Irish Free State ever was in Churchill’s time. And the growing disaffection of the Gaelic Irish, reflected in the decline of the Irish National Party and the rise of Sinn Fein, was damaging to Britain in other parts of the world where Irish influence was strong, such as Australia and, above all, America.


The policy of the United States as a neutral was, in any case, very much less helpful to Britain under President Woodrow Wilson than it would be under President Franklin D. Roosevelt. Wilson’s outlook was truly neutral. He viewed the struggle in Europe with lordly impartiality, from a supposed moral eminence, and his aim was to broker a compromise peace between the combatants. Until German actions eventually forced him into ‘co-belligerency’, he did not feel that the United States was seriously threatened and took hardly any steps to prepare his country for war. Roosevelt, by contrast, never doubted that an expansionist Germany was a potentially mortal threat to the United States and did all that he could, within the restraints imposed by the Congress and public opinion, both to build up American armed strength and to enable Britain to survive. Though his country remained formally neutral until the end of 1941, Roosevelt himself was not neutral and used all his political ingenuity to bend the rules in Britain’s favour. He did this, not because he was any more pro-British than Wilson, but because he had a more enlightened and realistic grasp of American interests.


Finally, the greatest difference between the two world wars (already mentioned in relation to the U-boat threat) is so obvious that it tends, paradoxically, to be overlooked or taken entirely for granted. The First World War, precisely because it was the first, was a new experience for all concerned in it. Ordinary people had never before witnessed or felt the effects of warfare on such a colossal scale; leaders, both civilian and military, had never before had to adapt themselves to the problems that such warfare created. The leaders, in particular, were like explorers in a strange land full of unimaginable dangers. They made, as was only natural, many grievous mistakes and some were slower than others to adapt themselves to wholly unfamiliar challenges. But it is only fair to remember that they were pioneers making painful, hazardous progress in the unknown. They may not be so worthy of sympathy as the men who fought and died, but they are surely entitled to rather more understanding than they have received from posterity.


Lloyd George himself, writing about the experience some years later, asks us to try to enter into his feelings:




What must be the sensation of a man who took a leading part in the direction of this tremendous war and undertakes to recall these events with their horrors, their perils and their amazing escapes. It is like that of a traveller who revisits dangerous rapids through which once upon a time he helped to pilot a boat without map, without knowledge, and without experience to guide him or any of the crew as to the course of the river, its depths and its shallows, its sharp and unexpected bends, the strength and whirl of its current, or the location of the hidden rocks in its channel.1





The civilian leaders suffered from an additional disadvantage, compared with their successors in the next war. Nearly all of them were totally lacking in first-hand experience of life in the armed forces. Churchill was the one outstanding exception; in 1914 no other member of the Cabinet (apart from Kitchener, who was brought in as a warlord to boost public confidence) had ever heard a shot fired in anger. Consequently there was a psychological gulf between the civilian and service chiefs, which the latter were able to exploit. In the Second World War many of the country’s civilian leaders had seen active service in the previous war, and so could deal with the top brass on level terms. Some, indeed, had served with such distinction that, had they chosen to remain in uniform, they might themselves have been occupying top military positions when the next war came.


Lloyd George’s uneasy relationship with the service chiefs had been apparent during the first two years of the First World War. As Chancellor of the Exchequer, and then as Minister of Munitions, he dealt with them intermittently and at a remove. Even so there were frequent clashes. As Secretary of State for War, from July to December 1916, he was directly involved with the military professionals, especially the Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS), Sir William Robertson, but this period of close involvement did not produce harmony or understanding. As Prime Minister during the last twenty-three months of the war he was in almost day-to-day contact with all the service chiefs, naval and military. The resulting friction (or worse) had some beneficial effects, but also many tragic consequences.




1. WM, p. 1120.
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War Cabinet


Lloyd George and Law – The indispensable Hankey – First Commons speech as premier – French plan and Rome conference





The first month of Lloyd George’s premiership established his style of government, for good or ill. Its most notable features were vitality, urgency, improvisation, ideas ranging from the inspired to the foolhardy, ruthlessness, resourcefulness, and an astonishing disregard for convention. All of these characteristics were soon apparent.


On the face of it, nothing could have been less conventional than the new War Cabinet, which seemed more akin to the Committee of Public Safety established during the French Revolution than to the traditional British Cabinet maintained, even during the war, by Asquith. The War Cabinet was particularly unorthodox in being so small. Of the five original members two were Tory peers, the famous and controversial former proconsuls Milner and Curzon. They, together with the leader of the Conservative Party, Bonar Law, gave majority representation in the War Cabinet to the party which was providing most of the Parliamentary support for Lloyd George’s coalition. The only non-Tory members were the Labour leader, Arthur Henderson, and Lloyd George himself.


In principle the War Cabinet was meant to consist of ministers without departmental responsibilities, free to devote their minds to the war as a whole, and to preside over powerful Cabinet committees. Accordingly, Milner and Henderson were ministers without portfolio. Curzon, as Lord President of the Council and Leader of the House of Lords, had little to distract him from War Cabinet work. Lloyd George was careful to shuffle off the serious burden of leadership of the House of Commons, so that he could exercise national leadership more in the manner of an American president than a British prime minister. Law alone had major tasks outside the War Cabinet; he was both Leader of the House of Commons and, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, head of one of the great departments of state.


A simple but telling measure of Lloyd George’s detachment from Parliament, and of Law’s resulting workload, is to be found in the general index of Hansard for the period February 1917 to February 1918. In this Lloyd George occupies only four columns, Law thirty-seven. It was lucky for the Prime Minister that his deputy was so patient, loyal and diligent. Law had been a widower since 1909, and work was his refuge from solitude; also from the anxiety of having his two elder sons at the front, followed by the grief of losing both of them in 1917. Despite the heavy demands of his work at the Treasury and in the War Cabinet, he would sit late in the House of Commons listening to humdrum debates, though implored by subordinates to go home. His command of the House of Commons has been compared with Walpole’s, though he differed from Walpole in at least one respect: he was a byword for integrity and indifference to material reward. As Chancellor he was highly competent, with a freakish memory for figures which enabled him to deliver a Budget speech from notes written on two small sheets of paper. Altogether he was the government’s indispensable anchor-man.


His qualities perfectly complemented Lloyd George’s, and for the rest of the war and some time afterwards the two men worked as close partners, without a hint of rivalry. Though there had been a transient period of coolness on Law’s side after the formation of Asquith’s coalition, when he felt, with reason, that Lloyd George had blocked his claim to the Exchequer, on the whole their personal relations had been particularly good for many years, notwithstanding the intensity of party warfare before the war. The Scots-Irish Presbyterian and the Welsh Baptist, neither university-educated, had come to the centre of British power from the outside, owing nothing to social or academic privilege. Yet both were well read and shared a vivid sense of history. These were strong bonds.


In temperament they were poles apart, but this was a great asset to the state. Law recognized Lloyd George’s creative genius, while Lloyd George was equally respectful of Law’s critical judgement. From early 1917, every morning, after breakfast, he would walk along the connecting passage from Number 10 to Number 11 Downing Street to spend an hour or so with Law discussing the business of the day and any ideas that might be germinating in his mind. In his war memoirs he describes Law’s way of reacting to such ideas, and how it helped the process of decision-making:




Bonar’s first impulse, when a project or a prospect was placed before him, was to dwell on its difficulties and dangers. I found that idiosyncrasy useful and even exhilarating…. He had an incomparable gift of practical criticism. When he had finished marshalling his objections I knew there was nothing more to be said against my plans. Sometimes I felt the force of his adverse criticisms was so great as to be insuperable, and I abandoned the project altogether; at other times I found it necessary to alter or modify the idea in order to meet some obstacle which I had not foreseen but which he had pointed out. But if I came to the conclusion that his objections were not sufficient to deter the Government from initiating and carrying out the particular scheme, I went away strengthened in my resolve…. He usually acquiesced, as he knew that I never failed to listen to his views and to give full weight to them.1





Of course Lloyd George could not have ignored Law’s opinion even if he had thought it unworthy of respect, because he was dependent on the party that Law led. But in fact he respected Law’s opinion for its own sake. He was also genuinely fond of him, and the sentiment was mutual. As Robert Blake says, their collaboration showed ‘a harmony seldom found in high politics’ and ‘was never marred by a single quarrel’.2 Though mistakes and disasters nevertheless occurred, their partnership served to limit the number, and so contributed largely to the government’s relative success.


Before Lloyd George, only prime ministers who were peers had not also been leaders of the House of Commons. (Most recently, during the second and third premierships of Lord Salisbury, the House had been led by his nephew, Arthur Balfour.) When Law took Lloyd George’s place after the fall of the coalition in 1922, the traditional practice was restored and stayed in force until the Second World War. Churchill then separated the functions again, and they have remained separate ever since. But modern prime ministers have been less remote from Parliament than Lloyd George became. Even as war leader from 1940 Churchill often showed his face there and regularly answered questions, warned by the example of Lloyd George’s self-inflicted isolation. For a remarkably long time, however, this isolation was not unduly damaging to him. His prestige in the country and in the world, reinforced by occasional speeches in Parliament, was enough to maintain his dominance.


A historic innovation associated with the War Cabinet was its secretariat, and another key figure in the new regime – next to Law, perhaps the most influential – was the War Cabinet’s secretary, Sir Maurice Hankey. Lloyd George was supremely good at creating machinery of government, and providing the energy and inspiration to keep it going; but he was not at all good at running it in a methodical way. Smooth, efficient administration was never his forte; indeed his working habits were disorderly, verging on the chaotic. Fortunately, Hankey had all the higher bureaucratic qualities that he lacked; it was for this reason that Lloyd George appointed him. His extraordinary efficiency, already demonstrated as secretary of, in turn, the Committee of Imperial Defence, the War Council, the Dardanelles Committee and the War Committee, found its ultimate fulfilment when Lloyd George attached him to the Cabinet itself, which had previously worked without a secretariat, even in wartime.


The War Cabinet’s procedure was largely evolved by Hankey. It was his idea that the Cabinet should meet at least once every weekday, and if necessary more often. Between its first meeting on 9 December 1916 (a Saturday) and the end of 1917 it held 308 meetings. Hankey made all government departments aware of its overriding authority, stipulating that they should keep it supplied, through him, with all relevant information, while he in return would convey to them information that he and the Cabinet received from various sources. Heads of department, or experts deputed by them, were to attend when items of concern to them were on the agenda, and it was their duty to bring such items forward. The agenda consequently tended to be long, with the result that business often had to be postponed. Arrears would then be made up, at intervals, in marathon sessions of the Cabinet, or by referring some matters to subordinate committees. The Cabinet’s decisions were meant to be implemented as soon as its minutes had been initialled by the Prime Minister. When, as was often the case, he could not be bothered to initial them, Hankey would issue them on his own authority. Either way, the fact that he was known to have the Prime Minister’s confidence enabled him to spur departments to action. Though far from achieving perfect efficiency, the new system was certainly a great improvement on the old.


Hankey was a master of detail who could also take a broad view of affairs. He had never confined himself to the role of a super-secretary, but from early in the war had made a point of expressing views on grand strategy, which carried weight with his political masters. His mind was in many ways unconventional; for instance, he deserves, with Churchill, the chief credit for promoting the idea of the tank. As a Royal Marines officer he had no exclusive service prejudice. Asquith had thought as highly of him as Lloyd George did, though without giving him quite so important a role. Before the first meeting of the new Cabinet Lloyd George asked him for a memorandum on the state of the war and priorities for the future. In the course of one day (8 December) Hankey produced a thirty-page document, with a covering letter summarizing its contents.


His top priority was the maintenance of sea power and victory over the U-boats, though he did not yet mention convoys. He asserted the primacy of the Western front (a concept to which he had been reluctantly converted the previous year) and envisaged the necessity for a major Allied offensive there in 1917, if only to forestall another Verdun. He saw little chance, as yet, of smashing the German army. At Salonica the Allies should, he thought, adopt a defensive stance, but he favoured sending guns to Italy to support offensive operations on that front, and also suggested reinforcing Egypt in preparation for a northward move from there. Production of all kinds should be stimulated at home, to reduce the need for imports, and compulsion should be used to the utmost that Labour would tolerate. Towards Ireland he recommended ‘an entirely conciliatory policy’.3


The War Cabinet itself was small, but its meetings were not held in seclusion. From the first they were occasions involving, as well as the principals, other ministers summoned ad hoc, officials, service chiefs and civilian experts. For the Cabinet’s first meeting on 9 December all its five members were present, and Hankey was in attendance with one of his assistants, Colonel Dally Jones. Also present for the whole meeting were the First Lord of the Admiralty, Sir Edward Carson, the permanent under-secretary at the Foreign Office, Lord Hardinge of Penshurst, and the two Chiefs of Staff, Sir John Jellicoe and Sir William Robertson. There were eleven items on the agenda, of which the first two concerned the Cabinet secretariat. It was decided that Hankey and his enlarged staff should move temporarily into Montagu House (in Whitehall), while two houses on either side of their existing premises in Whitehall Gardens were absorbed and adapted to provide more space. Several items related to the situation in Greece, where a civil war was going on between the King, Constantine I, and his pro-Allied Prime Minister, Venizelos, whom the King had dismissed and who was running a rival government at Salonica. The Foreign Office was authorized to send a telegram demanding that royalist troops be withdrawn from Thessaly, under the threat of war. At the time, however, Allied policy towards Greece, and about operations on the Salonica front, was bedevilled by Anglo-French disagreements. The French wanted to send four more divisions (two French, two British) to Salonica, but Robertson was opposed to this, regarding it as an unwarrantable diversion of strength, and also because he had no confidence in the Allied commander there, the French General Maurice Sarrail. The Cabinet could only instruct him, lamely, to communicate his views to Joffre.


Two items concerned the crisis in financial relations with the United States, and for these the Governor of the Bank of England, Lord Cunliffe, and the joint permanent secretaries to the Treasury, Sir John Bradbury and Sir Robert Chalmers, were present. The Cabinet decided that there should be an early conference of the European allies, and that meanwhile orders in the United States should be curtailed, though without any public announcement. Under another item Lloyd George informed the Cabinet of his appointment of Sir Joseph Maclay as Shipping Controller, and Hankey was asked to request ‘every possible facility and assistance’ for him from the Admiralty and the Board of Trade.


Finally, under item 11 – for which the Secretary of State for India, Austen Chamberlain, attended – the Cabinet considered the expediency of sending a force to Rabegh, on the Arabian coast of the Red Sea, to give support to the Arab revolt against the Turks. This had begun in June 1916, under the leadership of the Sherif of Mecca, Hussein, and had achieved initial success as the rebels, with help from the Royal Navy, overran some of the main Red Sea ports, including Rabegh. But by October the Turks were fighting back strongly and threatening the rebels’ gains, with reinforcements sent along the railway line to Medina.


The Cabinet decided to order the General Officer Commanding (GOC) Egypt (Sir Archibald Murray) to prepare a brigade for possible dispatch to Rabegh, and the Foreign Office to ask if the French would be willing to send a similar force. Robertson argued – and made sure that his opinion was recorded in the minutes – that one brigade would be insufficient, and anyway could not be spared from ‘more important theatres’; while Curzon and Chamberlain insisted that the Allies could not allow the Sherif to be overwhelmed. (The view of T. E. Lawrence, already working with Hussein’s sons, Abdullah and Feisal, happened to coincide with Robertson’s, because he did not regard the intervention of large regular forces as appropriate to the local situation. But his name did not come up at the Cabinet meeting; he had yet to make his mark at that level.)


The agenda on 9 December covered a number of issues that were to bulk large in the months ahead. The meeting also demonstrated how the War Cabinet would function; not as five men sitting in isolation, but as a larger group of people among whom the five alone had the power to decide. The presence of the Chiefs of Staff when operations were being discussed, usually in the early part of each meeting, was to become a matter of course – though there was soon to be one important occasion when Robertson was deliberately not summoned. Others, like the financial experts or departmental ministers at the first meeting, would be called in for particular items in which they had an interest. Not all of the questions raised were resolved with clinical decisiveness; and so it would continue. Despite the smaller executive body and the secretarial infrastructure, both undoubted aids to the processes of decision and action, there would still be a fair amount of shilly-shallying, postponement and fudge. All the same, the routine of Cabinets every weekday – announced in a communiqué to the press after the first meeting – ensured a more urgent and sustained attention to the manifold problems of the war.


Members of the War Cabinet sat at the centre of the Cabinet table, on both sides, while ministers and experts summoned to attend sat towards the ends of the table. The secretary, normally Hankey himself, sat on the Prime Minister’s right, with an assistant to his right. The procedure for taking and circulating the minutes is best described in Hankey’s own words:




I had to insist on permission to bring assistant secretaries, except when matters of special secrecy were under consideration, as it would have been impossible for me to undertake the actual drafting of the whole of the … Minutes. As it was, I had to take single-handed all the more secret meetings both of the War Cabinet, of the Prime Minister’s own conferences, and of international meetings. In order to expedite the business – for in war-time Minutes may make the difference between success and failure – the assistant secretary would be changed several times during the meeting. As each assistant secretary left the room … I would hand him a rough pencil draft of the conclusions reached while he was present. Returning to the office he would at once dictate a draft of the conclusions, and his successor would follow the same procedure. The moment the meeting was over … I would return to the office and rough drafts would be brought for my approval. When approved, they were roneo-ed on a wax sheet and circulated as a draft to the War Cabinet, the Minutes on each item being sent in addition to those who had been present only for that item. A copy was also sent for printing under conditions of great secrecy. The drafts had to be returned within twenty-four hours together with any corrections or suggestions. These were then incorporated in the print, after which final copies were struck off and sent to all concerned. Only the King, the War Cabinet and a small selection of Ministers, Chiefs of Staff, and high officials received the full Minutes, extracts being sent as necessary to others.4





At the outset this procedure required some explanation to Buckingham Palace, since under the old system the Prime Minister used to write to the King in his own hand after Cabinet meetings, and these letters provided, in fact, the only written record of conclusions reached. Lloyd George, who hated writing letters, could never have been induced to conform to this practice. He gave Hankey an argument to put to the King’s private secretary, Lord Stamfordham: that the War Cabinet had taken over the business of the old War Committee and that Asquith had sent no written report of this to the King, since proper minutes of it were kept. Stamfordham affected to assume that Lloyd George would nevertheless report to the King in person on traditional Cabinet business, as distinct from the type of business taken over from the War Committee. But this assumption (or pious hope) was vain. The King had to be content with printed minutes of the new unified body.5


*


During the next ten days Lloyd George was absent from seven meetings of the War Cabinet. At one of these Curzon presided; at all the others, Law. The reason for Lloyd George’s absence was that he had a severe cold, followed by throat trouble of a kind that intermittently afflicted him in times of stress. Never one to make light of physical ailments, he was also prone to occasional bouts of illness whose root cause may well have been nervous. He had a prolonged bout of throat trouble during and after the second general election of 1910, at the end of what had certainly been a testing year for him; and he was similarly afflicted in 1914, when the preparation of his Budget was proving very difficult, and he was also involved in the Ulster crisis. In December 1916 the effects of a cold may well have been aggravated by the strain of getting his government formed, and of taking stock of the many daunting challenges of his new job. He was still complaining of his throat when he addressed the House of Commons for the first time as Prime Minister on 19 December, and even said at one point that he had almost not been able to make the speech at all. Nevertheless he spoke for nearly two hours.


He dealt, first, with the peace offensive that had been launched during the past week by the German government. This took the form of a note presented by the German Chancellor, Bethmann Hollweg, to the American Ambassador in Berlin, for onward transmission to the Allied governments; followed by a speech the same day (12 December) in the Reichstag. The note proclaimed German willingness to negotiate, but without stating terms. The offer was disingenuous, because so long as the balance of military and, still more, of territorial advantage lay with Germany, no terms that Germany would have agreed to could possibly have been acceptable to the Allies. The true purpose of the ‘peace’ move was to wrongfoot the Allies, particularly in regard to American opinion, and so prepare the ground, diplomatically, for the declaration of unrestricted submarine warfare on which the German high command was intent.


When Lloyd George spoke, the French and the Russians had already rejected the German offer, and he gave them the British government’s firm backing. ‘They have the unquestionable right to give the first answer … The enemy is still on their soil; their sacrifices have been greater.’ With an eye to President Wilson and the American people, he quoted tellingly some words of Abraham Lincoln (always a hero of his): ‘We accepted this war for an object, and a worthy object, and the war will end when that object is attained. Under God, I hope it will never end until that time.’ It was difficult enough for the British, ‘with the protection of the broad seas’, to understand what the war had meant to the French and the Russians, so how much more so for ‘those who were fortunate enough to live thousands of miles away’. He repeated the Allies’ unalterable demand for ‘complete restitution, full reparation, effectual guarantees’.


In the next part of his speech he emphasized the size of the task ahead. ‘If there be any who have given their confidence to the new Administration in expectation of a speedy victory they will be doomed to disappointment.’ His picture of the military situation would not be ‘gloomy’, but it had to be ‘stern’. He explained the need for a small War Cabinet, while assuring members that Parliament would retain control. He spoke of the new ministries he was setting up, dwelling at some length on the vital importance of shipping, and of making best use of the country’s labour resources. For the duration of the war shipping would be ‘nationalized in the real sense of the term’, and power would be taken to move workers from inessential to essential tasks. He also had much to say about the food problem. The harvest had been bad, and rough weather was impeding the sowing of winter wheat. Consumption had to be cut by voluntary self-sacrifice. He called for a ‘national Lent’; but there was no word, yet, of rationing. At the same time home production of food had to be boosted; ‘every available square yard’ must be made to produce.


Praising the great contribution that the Dominions were making to the war effort, he announced that an imperial conference would soon be held, at which the ‘whole position’ would be placed before them and their advice sought. Though he spoke at length about the achievements and growing professionalism of the new army, he forgot to pay a similar tribute to the navy and had to be prompted to do so by an Admiral of the Fleet (Sir Hedworth Meux). In response to the Admiral’s interruption he poured unction on the troubled waters: ‘I do not think that anything I can say would be in the least adequate to recognise the enormous and incalculable services that the great Navy of Britain has rendered, not merely to the Empire, but to the whole Allied cause.’


There was more unction as he ended with ‘one personal note’. It was ‘one of the deepest regrets of his life’ that he had had to part from his predecessor, Asquith, under whom he had been proud to serve. He ‘never had a kinder or more indulgent chief’, and if there were any faults of temper they had been entirely on his side. ‘For eight years we differed as men of such different temperaments must necessarily differ, but we never had a personal quarrel.’ (It was true that they had worked together closely and, except when mischief was made between them by others, had got on remarkably well.) His decision, at length, to resign from Asquith’s government had been taken ‘with deep genuine grief’, but there were moments when ‘personal and party considerations must sink into absolute insignificance’.


Asquith, who spoke next, began with gracious congratulations, the hope that Lloyd George would ‘sustain a full measure of physical strength and energy’, and an assurance of ‘whole-hearted sympathy’. And the outgoing Prime Minister would not be outdone in non-partisanship. ‘That is a claim which others may make also.’ If he spoke from the Opposition front bench, it was not because he claimed ‘in any sense to be the leader of what is called an opposition’. He believed that there was no such thing, though in the last few weeks he had received ‘most gratifying testimony’ of the confidence of his ‘old political associates’. Party had ceased to exist until the end of the war, though ‘in good time’ it would revive.


On the German peace offer Asquith was no less firm than Lloyd George. It was ‘wrapped up in the familiar dialect of Prussian arrogance’, and ‘born of military and economic necessity’. The only peace worth having was one that promised to be durable and achieved the purposes for which Britain had entered the war. There was nothing to be said for ‘a patched-up and precarious compromise’.


If there had been no other speech Lloyd George could have felt that his first encounter with Parliament as Prime Minister had passed off reasonably well. But unfortunately Asquith was followed by John Redmond, leader of the Irish National Party, who was indignant that in the ‘general programme of energy, promptness, quick decisions’ the Irish question alone, apparently, was to be ‘allowed to drift’. Lloyd George in his speech had suggested no palliatives, still less a cure. Between 500 and 600 prisoners from the 1916 Easter Rising were still being held, without trial, in English prisons. If Lloyd George really wanted, as he said, to improve the atmosphere in Ireland, at the very least those prisoners should be released at once. But more drastic action was needed to settle the larger Irish question, and Redmond urged Lloyd George to take a bold initiative, at a time when he could count on the maximum support at home and abroad.


Redmond was a man on Lloyd George’s conscience. After the Easter Rising he had negotiated a settlement between the leading Nationalists and Unionists, but had failed to push it through against the opposition of lesser figures. Asquith and Lloyd George were both to blame for this failure, but special blame attaches to Lloyd George for having gone back on a promise to Redmond that he would resign rather than allow the deal to be shipwrecked. It would have been bad for the country if Lloyd George had left the government at the time, but the promise should not have been given unless he was sure that he would, if necessary, be prepared to honour it. The collapse of the deal undermined the position of Redmond and his party in Ireland, already weakened by acceptance of the postponement of Home Rule until after the war, and so contributed to the eventual triumph of Sinn Fein.


Lloyd George interrupted Redmond’s speech in a rather tetchy and defensive tone, pleading that he had had no time, as yet, to discuss Irish matters in depth since becoming Prime Minister, and that he had been further handicapped by illness. But he did not emerge very creditably from the exchange.


*


The Cabinet did not meet on Christmas Eve or Christmas Day, but a meeting was held during the morning of Boxing Day, in preparation for a conference with French ministers who came over from Paris and stayed three days. The visiting party consisted of the veteran Finance Minister, Alexandre Ribot, and the Armaments Minister, Albert Thomas, together with a brilliant Quai d’Orsay official and future Foreign Minister, Philippe Berthelot.


The Prime Minister, Aristide Briand, did not attend, nor did the new War Minister, General Lyautey, who had been appointed when Briand reconstructed his government immediately after Lloyd George formed his. To some extent Briand copied Lloyd George, in reducing the number of ministers in his Cabinet; but he did so by the opposite method, cutting out senior ministers of state and so having a Cabinet that contained only departmental ministers. Another change had occurred, however, which was far more important than any political reshuffle, and incidentally the cause of Briand’s absence from the London talks. This was the removal of General Joffre from the post of Commander-in-Chief, which was tantamount to a change of regime in France.


The victory of the Marne had given Joffre a prestige that no French politician could match, and so long as his faithful spokesman Alexandre Millerand was War Minister his word on all matters of war policy was as good as law. Even when General Galliéni, who had a rival claim to credit for the Marne victory, replaced Millerand in October 1915, Joffre’s position was at first little affected, because Galliéni was a sick man and anyway quite unsuited to a political role. But during 1916 Joffre’s authority was progressively undermined as French opinion, both civilian and among the military rank-and-file, became disenchanted with the strategy of attrition, which seemed to leave the enemy in undisturbed possession of nearly all of the French territory he had occupied, despite the huge losses incurred in the Somme offensive. As for Verdun, Joffre was blamed for its initial vulnerability, while others received the glory for its heroic and successful defence. Meanwhile the politicians, reflecting the public mood, began to assert a measure of control through parliamentary commissions, and General Roques, who took over from Galliéni in March 1916, administered a further blow to Joffre when he backed Sarrail, the commander at Salonica, in a dispute with the Commander-in-Chief.


Joffre’s eventual fall occurred in two stages. First, Briand persuaded him, in the early part of December, to agree to the appointment of a new operational chief of the French armies, while retaining his existing title and nominal supremacy. But General Lyautey, simultaneously appointed War Minister, was not consulted about the arrangement and, on his arrival in Paris from Morocco (where he was already a much-admired proconsul), refused to go along with it. Joffre then had no choice but to resign, and he did so on 26 December, accepting as a consolation prize the rank of marshal of France which, because of its Napoleonic overtones, had not been conferred on any soldier since the foundation of the Third Republic. (The last holder, Marshal Canrobert, who died in 1895, had received it under the Second Empire.) The man appointed to the chief operational command, with Joffre’s approval, then inherited the supreme position in name as well as in fact, though without the lustre of national saviour that had made Joffre, for a time, so uniquely dominant in the French state.6


The new Commander-in-Chief was General Robert Nivelle, whose relatively brief tenure of the post was to have fateful consequences. Though only four years younger than Joffre, he had been a mere colonel at the outbreak of war, when Joffre was already an army group commander. But since then his rise had been extremely rapid – too rapid for his own good. A cavalryman turned gunner, he had shown initiative and dash in the early battles of the war, and by the end of 1915 was a corps commander. In this capacity he so distinguished himself at Verdun that in August 1916 he was given command of the Second Army, the army of Verdun, when Pétain was promoted commander of the central group of armies. In October and November his troops recaptured the symbolic forts of Douaumont and Vaux, so completing the triumphant saga of Verdun.


At the moment when Joffre’s ascendancy was coming to an end, Nivelle stood out as his apparently providential successor. He was a new man, associated with victory but as yet unburdened with any responsibility for costly large-scale battles. He also had a way with politicians, which was a crucial asset at the time. Pétain conspicuously lacked it, so he was passed over. Foch, whose offensive spirit Nivelle fully shared, but who bore considerable public odium for losses on the Somme and earlier, was sidelined to prepare for a possible German attack through Switzerland. Joffre himself proposed Nivelle for the operational high command when Briand suggested the division of functions – imagining that a man so quickly promoted would defer to his own experience and seniority. This was a naïve idea and was anyway never put to the test, because by the end of the year Joffre had been forced out, as we have seen, and Nivelle remained as military overlord without even a nominal superior. Briand judged that his appointment would be politically popular, and so at first it was. Nivelle moved the general headquarters from Chantilly to Beauvais, and was soon, far more significantly, preparing to change the strategy for 1917.


The visit of French ministers to London during the Christmas holidays gave Lloyd George a better excuse than usual for not going to Criccieth. It was always a time of year he particularly disliked being there. If he had to stay in Wales at all, he preferred to do so in the summer. From early in his career he had tried, whenever possible, to spend Christmas in a warmer climate abroad, the Mediterranean having a special attraction for him. But he would write to his relatives at Criccieth saying how much he was missing the spiritual warmth of home. It was so at the end of 1916. He wrote to his brother William: 




I am so disappointed not be able to join you all Xmas day. It would have been such happiness to spend my holidays in the midst of the family. But I am not the only one deprived of the joy by this sad War. I could not dream of leaving things until the Asquith muddle has been straightened out. That will take some time.


Love and happiness to you all.





In a postscript he added:




Do you know I can get to Paris in less time than I can get to Cric. It shows how far you are.7





He spent Christmas at Walton Heath with Frances Stevenson.


His meetings with the French on Boxing Day and the two following days were important but inconclusive. Much time was devoted to Salonica, but the visitors also revealed that General Nivelle was planning a new offensive on the Western front and gave some indication of its proposed character.


How would this differ from what had gone before? Joffre’s plan for the coming year had envisaged a continuation of pressure all round – on the Eastern front, in the Balkans, and above all in the West. The Western offensive was to be, in effect, a renewal of the battle of the Somme at the earliest opportunity. Judging correctly that the Germans had been very hard hit by the operations of 1916, Joffre was determined that they should be allowed no respite. From the beginning of February the British were to move against the German salient between Arras and the Somme, while the French were to tackle the larger one between the Somme and the Aisne. If these attacks went well, a French reserve group would strike northwards from the Rheims area a fortnight later, with a view at least to capturing large numbers of Germans trapped in the salients, and possibly bringing about a total collapse of the German front.


It is one of the many cruel ironies of the First World War that this strategy might conceivably have worked. The enemy would have been hit while he was still punch-drunk from the previous year’s fighting, and while much of his line was still dangerously exposed. From the French point of view, the plan had the merit of avoiding any frontal assaults on positions naturally favouring defence, such as the escarpment of the Chemin-des-Dames, which was to be turned rather than attacked head-on. Joffre had at last learnt some important tactical lessons from the bloody experiences of 1914–16. But this was not how it appeared to the politicians who brought him down. To them he was the same man promising to pursue the same discredited type of warfare, with as little chance as ever of achieving a decisive result.


Nivelle, by contrast, was a new man, offering what seemed to be a new and more promising formula for success. He believed that he could win the war outright, and swiftly, by applying on a larger scale the formula that had worked so well for his recapture of the Verdun forts.


Under a creeping artillery barrage his main thrust would be against the Chemin-des-Dames, which he intended to capture within forty-eight hours. Through the hole thus opened he would then pour reserves in overwhelming force to roll up the entire enemy line. Operations further north were to be more or less as projected in Joffre’s plan, though with the sole purpose of deceiving the enemy and deflecting his strength from the vital sector. But one notable difference was that Nivelle wanted the British to take over part of the French line, so as to release French units for what he meant to be an essentially French victory.


The change of command and plan necessarily involved delay, which was itself to prove calamitous. In retrospect there can be little doubt that any chance of decisive success in France in 1917 depended upon the resumption of attacks as early in the year as Joffre desired. His removal, and the timing of it, had dire consequences.


At the London meetings after Christmas the French, having outlined Nivelle’s plan, sought full co-operation from the British in carrying it out. The War Cabinet expressed general sympathy, but reserved its position on the length of French line to be taken over and insisted that there must be time to ‘go into the matter’ with Haig.8 At this stage the plan did not at all appeal to Lloyd George. He was still opposed to any further massive onslaughts in the West and was hoping, if possible, to find a way round. Regarding the Habsburg Empire as the enemy’s most vulnerable flank, he wanted to concentrate upon attacking it, not least as a means of helping Russia and forcing the Germans to divert strength from the Western front. Since a major move against Austria-Hungary from the Balkans was not, in the circumstances, practicable – despite the current interest of the French in the Salonica bridgehead – his thoughts turned to the idea of an offensive on the Italian front, for which powerful artillery support would be provided by Britain and France.


He did not mention this project to the French during the London talks. Instead, he proposed that an Allied conference should very soon be held at some Mediterranean venue, at which Salonica (definitely) and the general course of operations in 1917 would be discussed. The second, broader topic would (he privately hoped) give him the opportunity to raise his Italian scheme with the advantage of enthusiastic Italian backing. After their return to Paris the French agreed to the suggested conference, though with considerable reluctance, and it was eventually settled that it should be held in Rome in early January.9 Those attending would be the leaders of the Western Allies, together with Russian representatives at the official level.


Lloyd George went to the conference with a free hand from the War Cabinet to clinch any arrangement that might be negotiated. He took with him Milner, whom he had already asked to go to Russia early in the New Year as the chief British representative on an Allied mission to that country. He was also accompanied by Robertson and Hankey, and a number of other professionals. But the Foreign Secretary, Arthur Balfour, was not in the party.


Before Lloyd George’s premiership the form of political activity that has come to be known as summitry – international meetings involving heads of government – was almost unknown. Disraeli attended the Congress of Berlin in 1878, with his Foreign Secretary, Lord Salisbury. But Salisbury himself, during three terms as Prime Minister, never attended any conference abroad.10 The same was true of Balfour and Campbell-Bannerman during their relatively brief premierships, and of Asquith before 1914. As leader of the country in wartime, Asquith travelled to Calais in November 1915, to Paris and Rome in March–April 1916, and in November of the same year to Paris again for an Allied conference. But Lloyd George’s addiction to summitry was apparent throughout his premiership in war and peace. He was to become the most compulsive exponent of the practice before the air age.


Opinions will always differ as to the value of summit conferences. Cynics tend to dismiss them as little more than an opportunity for leaders to indulge their vanity, while briefly escaping from the less glamorous demands of domestic politics. Others maintain that there are some questions that only leaders can decide, and that their decisions are likely to be prompter and better if they meet face to face and get to know each other. On one point, however, there is general agreement: to have any serious value a summit conference must be carefully prepared. Before the principals meet much work needs to be done through the normal processes of diplomacy and this rule applies in war as well as in peace, save only in sudden grave emergencies.


It is hard to agree with Dr Thomas Jones that Lloyd George prepared for the Rome conference in early January 1917 ‘with his usual thoroughness’.11  Neither the French nor the Italians had any prior warning of his chief motive for proposing it. Though he talked to Briand and Lyautey in Paris on his way to Rome, and travelled with them on the same train, he seems to have made no attempt, before the conference, to convert them to the idea of an Italian offensive. As for the Italian government, the first of its members to be apprised of his thinking on the subject was the Socialist leader, Leonido Bissolati, who was known to favour a forward strategy on the Italian front. Lloyd George talked to him at the British embassy on the evening of his arrival in Rome, but the Italian Prime Minister, Paolo Boselli, received no direct advance notice of the plan. A last-minute attempt was made to nobble the Italian Commander-in-Chief, General Luigi Cadorna. Lloyd George sent Hankey to talk to the General while he talked to Bissolati, but Robertson moved more swiftly, reaching Cadorna first and clearly planting in his mind thoughts adverse to Lloyd George’s project. Hankey found him ‘not nearly as enthusiastic [about it] as he should have been’ and concluded that ‘he had been got at by Robertson’.12 He would, in fact, have been likely to oppose the plan anyway.


Lloyd George and Hankey had indeed prepared a long memorandum on options facing the Allies in 1917, including a strong statement of the case for offensive action on the Isonzo front, with the support of British and French heavy artillery. This (it was argued) would not only ensure the safety of Italy, pre-empting a possible offensive by the Central Powers; it would also give Italy the chance to inflict a decisive defeat and then ‘to press forward to Trieste and to get astride the Istrian Peninsula’. It might also enable the Allies to attack the naval base at Pola, threatening the Austrian fleet with destruction and hampering enemy submarine activity in the Mediterranean.


Contrary to what Lloyd George states in his memoirs, copies of his memorandum were not ‘distributed amongst the civilian, military and naval members of the various delegations before the Conference met’, giving them the chance to study it with due care. Far from being made available to other participants beforehand, it was circulated only during the afternoon of the first day of the conference, 5 January. If Lloyd George believed he could best advance his main proposal by such shock tactics, he could hardly have made a worse miscalculation. To gain support for it he needed, above all, to persuade the French to think again about the Nivelle offensive on which they had set their hearts. Such persuasion would have been hard enough to achieve even if he had devoted himself to the task from the moment he heard about Nivelle’s plan, and their espousal of it, at the London talks. To delay the presentation of his own plan until after the Rome conference had begun was to ensure that it would be rejected, as in effect it was. (It was referred to the Chiefs of Staff for further consideration, which was tantamount to killing it.)


With a view, no doubt, to humouring the French, he did not present his plan as an alternative to theirs, but suggested that the Italian offensive might be launched earlier ‘to take advantage of a period when the weather on the Western Front [was] unfavourable for the development of a great offensive’ there. It would, however, be ‘absolutely necessary’ for the heavy guns lent by the British and French in support of the Italian attack to be withdrawn in good time ‘to enable the British and French Armies to pursue their offensive on the Western Front’. In saying this, Lloyd George was not only concealing, or attempting to conceal, his true motive for proposing an Italian offensive; he was also fatally weakening any attraction his plan might have had for the Italian high command. Cadorna naturally questioned the value of guns lent for such a limited period, and Lloyd George then said, off the top of his head, that although he could not answer for the French the guns lent by Britain might, if necessary, be kept for longer. Thus he flatly contradicted the statement in his memorandum that British guns, no less than French, would ‘absolutely’ have to be returned in time for the Western front offensive. His argument had no consistency or logical coherence.13


The French were determined that nothing should detract from the Nivelle offensive, and after the London talks Lloyd George had little excuse for failing to understand how committed they were to it. Did he really fail to understand? The fact that he felt obliged to write his memorandum on the assumption, so damaging to his Italian proposal, that the Western offensive would go ahead, suggests that he understood the French commitment all too well. In retrospect, he affected surprise and disappointment at the line taken in Rome by Briand, and by his old comrade Albert Thomas (his opposite number when he was Minister of Munitions). He complains in his memoirs that Briand and Thomas turned out to be just two more French politicians enslaved to the Joffre strategy of massive assaults in the West, though he had believed them to be as eager as he was to escape from it. He ignores the crucial point that they regarded Nivelle’s strategy as radically different from Joffre’s; they were looking to Nivelle to deliver a quick victory at relatively low cost. The French had outlined Nivelle’s plan to Lloyd George and his colleagues in London (though Briand himself was not there) whereas he had kept them in the dark about his Italian scheme. In fairness one must say that they had more reason to complain of his behaviour in Rome, than he of theirs.


Despite the collapse of the project which he had secretly intended to be the Allied leaders’ principal business there, in other respects the conference was not entirely useless. Most of its time was devoted, as the French wished, to the military future at Salonica and the political problem of relations with Greece. The Allied army at Salonica had a total strength of 300,000, in which the British component was 90,000. Briand pleaded eloquently for two further British divisions to be sent, but Lloyd George refused, giving – significantly – shortage of shipping as his reason. (He did his best to impress upon the conference the gravity of the threat to Britain’s shipping resources, upon which France and Italy were heavily dependent for the transport of essential supplies. It was agreed that an Allied naval and shipping conference should be held in the near future.)


On the political side, there were grounds for uneasiness about Greece, in whose territory Salonica was situated, since it had been annexed at the end of the Balkan War of 1912–13. Greece was formally neutral, but its King, Constantine I, had dismissed his pro-Allied Prime Minister, Venizelos, and his intentions were understandably suspect. The French commander at Salonica, General Sarrail, came to Rome seeking authority to overthrow the Greek King. Sarrail was a strong republican (unusually for a French general); his military judgement was therefore tinged with ideology. Lloyd George held no brief for Constantine and took quite a liking to Sarrail, but he was sure that it would be wrong to move directly against the King and his army – which would mean shedding Greek blood and so risking a conflict with the Greek people, as well as exposing the Allied army at Salonica to war on two fronts. He would not assent to such action at the time, but suggested combining the pressure of blockade with insistence that the Greek army be moved, within a stated period, to the Peloponnese. The Italians supported him on this issue, while the Russian representative sided with the French. In the end Lloyd George’s policy was adopted.


By 10 January he was back in London, after an unpleasant Channel crossing in a destroyer, and that morning he reported to the War Cabinet. Though he made the most of what had been achieved in Rome, he knew that the cause for which, above all, he had promoted the conference had failed. The implications of his failure were to be far-reaching.
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Conference at Calais


Lloyd George and Robertson – Nivelle in London – Last meeting with Uncle Lloyd – Calais on his heart





During his first month or so as Prime Minister Lloyd George had shown all the vigour and freshness of mind that were expected of him. He had formed a government that not only looked different, but in many ways was different. He had delivered a speech in Parliament in which his attitude to the war and his sense of priorities were clearly signalled. He had emphasized the vital importance of two related problems, shipping and food. He had ruled out any compromise peace that would, in reality, be no more than an armed truce heavily favouring the enemy. Vividly aware that the British war effort was an effort involving the whole Empire, and most conspicuously the self-governing Dominions, he had declared his intention of bringing the Dominion leaders into the process of central decision-making at an early date. He had remained at work in London through the Christmas holidays, and his Italian trip, whatever its true value, had served to enhance in the public mind an impression of feverish activity. People everywhere could feel that a change of direction and momentum had indeed occurred in Britain.


Yet in one respect, as he knew too well, things had not changed at all. The military establishment had lost none of its power. In securing full Conservative participation in his government Lloyd George had more or less guaranteed Haig’s position as Commander-in-Chief, while Sir William Robertson retained, as CIGS, the unique prerogatives that had been given him in January 1916, when he was brought in as an answer to the Kitchener problem.1 These entitled him to deal direct with the Cabinet, and to be the sole channel through which military command was exercised.


In an ideal world Lloyd George and Robertson would have formed an ideal partnership, like Lloyd George and Bonar Law. Of all senior army officers of the period none should have appealed more to Lloyd George, in at least one way, than Robertson; and in the same way no politician should have appealed more to Robertson than Lloyd George. Both were self-made men, who had reached the top in their different spheres through their own talents and force of character. At a time when the political world was still dominated by men of hereditary position and wealth, and when membership of the officer corps of the British army was still largely determined by social privilege, Lloyd George and Robertson had risen to the top from obscure origins. Lloyd George was, indeed, born into a localized cultural élite (that of Welsh Nonconformity), which helped him to win a seat in Parliament at an early age; but thereafter he had to compete with men whose material advantages he did not remotely share. Robertson was born into no kind of élite. His father was a village tailor and postmaster in Lincolnshire, and after leaving school at thirteen he went into domestic service as a footman. In his autobiography he tells us nothing about his life before, at eighteen, he joined the army as a ranker. But the book’s dedication points to an otherwise unsung heroine: ‘To the memory of my mother to whose affectionate and inspiring teachings in early life is attributable such merit, if any, as may attach to my career.’2


In 1888, after eleven years in the ranks, Robertson was commissioned and posted to a regiment in India, where an officer without private resources could have some hope of being able to live on his meagre pay. Even so, Robertson had to supplement it by learning Indian languages, for which financial reward was offered. After a time his marriage to the daughter of an Indian Army general made it easier for him to mix with his ‘social superiors’.3 By 1905 – when Lloyd George became a Cabinet minister – he was a full Colonel, having distinguished himself as a staff officer in the South African War, and having afterwards been appointed to a key post in War Office intelligence. From the outbreak of war until his appointment as CIGS he was first Quartermaster General, then Chief of Staff, to the British army in France. He had hardly any experience as a fighting soldier, and none at all of command in the field.


As a staff officer he was, however, supremely competent, and he was just the man to advise on the feasibility of bright ideas that might spring from a mind more imaginative than his own. He was also well qualified to administer the great army that had been built up since 1914. As a foil to Lloyd George’s mercurial genius he could have acted, on the military side, much as Bonar Law acted on the civilian. In practical hard-headedness and negative wisdom he was analogous to Law. Unfortunately there was a crucial difference. As fellow-politicians Lloyd George and Law belonged, as it were, to the same trade union. Robertson belonged to the military trade union, which regarded all politicians with suspicion and felt that they had no right to intrude into its mysteries. Moreover, Robertson’s loyalty to the military caste was intensified by a factor peculiar to himself. Having broken down so many internal barriers to reach the summit of his profession, he was all the more adamant in his determination to defend it against what he saw as ignorant and improper interference by outsiders.


In the Great War there was (as has already been noted) a psychological gulf between civilian and service leaders that did not exist, to anything like the same degree, in the next war. Between Lloyd George and Robertson the gulf was made even wider by personal incompatibility. Lloyd George and Law could hardly have been less alike in temperament, yet they were not at all incompatible. On the contrary, their solidarity as politicians and coalition partners was reinforced by a personal friendship that began long before the war and survived the extreme rancour of pre-war party politics, in which, of course, they were on opposite sides. No such friendship, transcending disagreements and quarrels, ever developed between Lloyd George and Robertson. Far from being friends, they never really got on at all.


One reason, no doubt, was that Robertson was at heart a very conventional man. He was also a bit of a prig, who brought to his dealings with Lloyd George strong moral disapproval of his character as a public man. As well as condemning his methods, Robertson was very apt to impugn his motives. In the Dictionary of National Biography entry on Robertson, Lloyd George is said to have been ‘essentially an opportunist’, whereas Robertson was ‘a firm believer in principles’. Since the entry was written by Robertson’s faithful acolyte, Sir Frederick Maurice, we may be sure that it reflected his own view, both of himself and of the Prime Minister.4 At any rate the contrast is absurd. Lloyd George may have been opportunistic in his methods, but his aims were strikingly constant throughout his career. They were patriotic and, to a large degree, idealistic, though combined with strong personal ambition. Much the same was true of Robertson, and it was also true that Robertson could resort, in promoting his aims, to the very methods that he condemned in Lloyd George, such as intrigue and use of the press.


With all his faults, Lloyd George was less of a humbug than most successful public figures. He was humorous and unpompous, and although a high moral tone occasionally crept into his speeches (in particular when he was addressing Welsh audiences) it did not come naturally to him. He liked to do business informally, face to face, whereas Robertson much preferred exchanges on paper. Lloyd George’s style was cheerfully uninhibited, Robertson’s stiff and unyielding. Even Louis Spears, who admired Robertson, is compelled to say that ‘a little mansuetude and affability would have helped him mightily’.5


Another flaw in Robertson, admitted by Spears, was his blind loyalty to Haig. ‘For the sake of standing by Haig he probably put aside and overrode many ideas of his own.’6 The pros and cons of Haig will be considered later; here it is enough to say that, while he was War Secretary in 1916, Lloyd George came to regard the cons as substantially outweighing the pros. He looked to Robertson, as CIGS, to help him in the search for a possible replacement for Haig. But Robertson refused to co-operate. As Robertson records:




More than once during 1917, when affairs on the Western Front were being discussed, [Lloyd George] said to me that his chief complaint was that I would persist in always supporting what Haig did, and there is no doubt in my mind that a recommendation from me … to appoint a new Commander-in-Chief would have met with his instant approval. Without such a recommendation, which could if necessary be publicly quoted in support of the appointment, [he] was not prepared to act and therefore no change was made.7





Whatever his private opinion of Haig, Robertson was on principle (‘firm believer in principles’ that he was) loyal to the Commander-in-Chief rather than to the Secretary of State who became Prime Minister. In defending Haig he felt that he was defending the army against a meddlesome civilian, who had no qualifications to form a judgement on strategy or military leadership. Perhaps also, despite his own origins – or because of them – there lingered in him a residue of deference towards the traditional officer class that Haig epitomized.


Lloyd George, faced with a CIGS who would not help him in his search for an alternative to Haig, should have done more on his own initiative to make direct contact with the army while he was at the War Office. But he largely wasted the opportunity. He was ill at ease with soldiers, not only because he had never been one himself (apart from brief service in the Volunteer Force during his youth in Wales), but still more because he had reason to feel that he would have been unable to endure what the soldiers in the trenches were enduring. Though he showed, as a rule, exceptional moral courage, his physical courage was seriously deficient. He was always squeamish about illness and death, and he had a special fear of high explosives. He did not therefore pay many visits to the army in the field, and – unlike Clemenceau, when he became Prime Minister of France – seldom visited the front. Had Lloyd George got to know the army better, he would certainly have overcome some of the prejudice against him as a politician, and might have discovered for himself a potential alternative to Haig.


The deadlock between Lloyd George and Robertson, neither trusting the other and each working to frustrate the other’s intentions, constituted a grave weakness at the heart of government. Lloyd George did not feel free to get rid of the over-mighty CIGS at the outset of his premiership, and was further obliged to appoint, as War Secretary, the 17th Earl of Derby, who was as much the mouthpiece of the generals as Millerand had been of Joffre. In attempting to circumvent the War Office, and to conduct war policy with Hankey as, in effect, his only Chief of Staff, Lloyd George went to Rome without the full professional back-up he needed. He did not consult Robertson about his Italian scheme, because he knew that the CIGS would be against it a priori. Yet some hints of it must have reached Robertson because, as we have seen, he acted swiftly to prejudice General Cadorna against it (not that Cadorna would have been likely to agree to it, in any case). Knowing that he lacked Lloyd George’s confidence, Robertson should have offered his resignation. Instead, he chose to stay where he could best obstruct the threat that Lloyd George posed, in his view, to the army’s and the country’s interest.


*


Lloyd George’s failure to promote a campaign on the Italian front left him under the urgent necessity to reach a decision on the Nivelle plan, to which the French had shown that they were inflexibly committed. As he travelled back from Rome he could reflect that this would at least have the merit of cramping Haig’s style. The French intended their army to have the lion’s share of the fighting, because they were counting on Nivelle to strike a war-winning blow. Lloyd George was still sceptical of any attempt to win the war by a massive attack on the Western front; but if there had to be such an attack he would prefer it to be undertaken mainly by the French, since he was determined to avoid British casualties in 1917 on anything like the scale of 1916. Besides, he tended to have more confidence in French generals than their British counterparts, having formed the view – for which there was some justification – that French troops had been more effectively and economically led in the Somme fighting.8 To that extent he was predisposed in favour of Nivelle.


It is, however, a myth that he experienced a sudden, dramatic conversion to Nivelle’s plan, and to the man himself, when they met at a station during Lloyd George’s return journey from Rome. According to Robertson, the talk on that occasion was ‘desultory’.9 But it was agreed with the French ministers that Nivelle should come to London the following week to expound his strategy to the War Cabinet, with Haig also present. The two commanders-in-chief had already been discussing its implications both in correspondence and face to face. Nivelle from the first took account of Haig’s intention to clear the Belgian coast by the end of the summer, but argued that a German withdrawal there would follow automatically from the success of his own plan. Haig agreed to play his part in this, but only on the strict understanding that, if its objectives were not achieved within the time stated, he would be free to launch his own attack in Flanders, with the necessary degree of French co-operation.10


Nivelle attended two meetings of the War Cabinet, on 15 and 16 January. He was accompanied by the French Ambassador, Paul Cambon, and several staff officers. Every member of the War Cabinet was present, as were Balfour, Robertson and Haig. Before the first meeting, which was held during the afternoon of the 15th, the two British soldiers had an unpleasant encounter with Lloyd George. The Prime Minister was still, clearly, not at all enamoured of the prospect of any large-scale attack on the Western front, having deduced from the experience of previous campaigns that conditions there would always favour the defending army. Yet he showed that, if there had to be an attack, he would much prefer the French to take the leading role in planning and execution. According to Haig’s contemporary record, Lloyd George said that to win the war it was necessary to ‘attack a soft front, and we could not find that on the Western Front’. Nevertheless, he regarded the French army as ‘better all round’, and ‘able to gain success at less cost of life’. The country would not stand for any more squandering of British lives, as on the Somme.11


In his appearance before the War Cabinet Nivelle presented his case with such force and charm that the politicians were won over. He converted not only Lloyd George but all of his colleagues. Hankey also was persuaded, noting in his diary that Nivelle ‘made a very favourable impression on the War Cabinet and on me’.12 The General had the unusual advantage of being a fluent English speaker, since his mother was English. (One must emphasize that the language barrier was a far bigger problem in the First World War than in the Second, when the two principal Western Allies spoke the same language.) In addition, his looks and manner inspired instant confidence:




He was good-looking, smart, plausible and cool. Typically French in appearance, he showed no [visual] sign of his mother’s English blood. He was a man of medium height … with regular well-drawn features, thoughtful brown eyes, a slightly greying well-brushed moustache, dark hair showing white at the temples, and a mouche or tuft of hair, also turned grey, under the lower lip. He gave an impression of vigour, strength and energy.13





Robertson and Haig did not share the politicians’ – and Hankey’s – buoyant confidence in Nivelle or his plan. Yet they deferred to the emphatic collective judgement of the War Cabinet and signed an agreement with the French General. As a warning against any inclination to drag their feet, the War Cabinet formally instructed them to honour the agreement ‘both in the letter and in the spirit’.14


*


Lloyd George came back from Rome with presents for Frances Stevenson (‘an exquisite little marble model of the child taking a thorn out of his foot [and] a beautiful necklace of corals’).15 But he spent the following weekend at Walton Heath with his wife, Margaret. It would not, he explained to Frances, have been fair to send for her, his mistress, during the weekend, because Margaret knew all about their relationship and was ‘very tolerant’.16  In fact, she was deeply resentful, but in certain indestructible ways she and Lloyd George remained close, and he managed somehow to maintain the balance of his quasi-bigamous life.


At the end of January it was reported that the Lloyd Georges had taken possession of 10 Downing Street. The Asquiths having moved out on 16 December, why were the new tenants so slow to occupy the house? Lloyd George was too busy to attend to the matter on his own, and Margaret was at Criccieth over Christmas and the New Year. Besides, it is easy to understand why they were in no hurry to move. They already had a base in Downing Street, since Lloyd George had stayed on at Number 11 when he left the Treasury in May 1915. As the undisputed second man in the government, he did not relinquish the Chancellor’s official residence while serving as, in turn, Minister of Munitions and War Secretary. For a month or so before the change of government he had, in fact, been living in a flat provided for him by his friend David Davies, having closed down Number 11 for economy reasons. But he moved back after becoming Prime Minister, and since there was a connecting door was able to use Number 10 for business purposes, in particular Cabinet meetings, before making it his personal home. He was, in any case, largely indifferent to the trappings of office. When the family eventually moved, they ‘walked in from next door, by the garden gate’.17  Bonar Law was then able to establish himself at Number 11, so becoming Lloyd George’s closest neighbour as well as his closest colleague.


At the beginning of February Lloyd George visited his homeland for the first time as head of the government, travelling by train to Bangor, and on by car to Criccieth, on Friday the 2nd. At Criccieth he saw his ailing uncle, Richard Lloyd, who had given him so much encouragement throughout his life. He may have guessed that they would never meet again.


On the Saturday evening he spoke at the Pavilion, Caernarvon, scene of many earlier oratorical triumphs. On the platform he was supported by his wife and daughter Olwen, many Welsh MPs, an array of local mayors, the Anglican bishops of St Asaph, Bangor and St David’s, and the Roman Catholic archbishop of Cardiff. He hardly needed to emphasize (though he did) the non-party character of the occasion, and it was most piquantly illustrated at the end when Sir Hugh Ellis Nanney, the Tory squire whom he had defeated in his first Parliamentary election, seconded the vote of thanks to him.


The speech was made against the background of Germany’s recent proclamation of unrestricted submarine warfare, and Lloyd George laid heavy stress on the maritime threat:




I want the nation to realise what this most recent move of Germany really portends … it is an advance along the road to complete barbarism. [The Germans know they cannot win on land, but] if they destroy our transports at sea our armies will languish for lack of support and sustenance and our people will die of hunger…. I have never been a believer in concealing the realities of the situation from my fellow-countrymen. You cannot get the best out of them until they face the facts.





One of the facts was that, apart from the men in the trenches, Britain had so far not suffered on anything like the scale of other belligerents. The civilian population must therefore brace itself for greater sacrifices.


He ended on a high note, with typical imagery:




There are rare epochs in the history of the world when in a few raging years the character, the destiny, of the whole race is determined for unknown ages. This is one. The winter wheat is being sown. It is better, it is surer, it is more bountiful in its harvest than when it is sown in the soft spring time. There are many storms to pass through, there are many frosts to endure, before the land brings forth its green promise. But let us not be weary in well-doing, for in due season we shall reap if we faint not.





Before sitting down he repeated his peroration in Welsh.18


The speech was, of course, widely reported, but shortly beforehand news had broken of an alleged plot to assassinate him. Four people, members of the same family – two living in Derby, two in Southampton – had been charged and remanded in custody. At the time Lloyd George appears to have been unperturbed by the news itself, but concerned that it might distract attention from his speech, remarking to an old friend that people seemed to be ‘very much more interested in preparations for my death than in my speech, which was what I wanted them to read’.19


After the London conference at which Nivelle had taken the War Cabinet by storm, and Haig had been instructed to co-operate with him to the full in the implementation of his plan, relations between the two commanders did not develop well. Haig was irritated by Nivelle’s increasingly high-handed attitude, while Nivelle tended to regard even the genuine practical difficulties raised by Haig as mere obstructionism. At the same time Haig damaged himself at home by giving a tactless interview to French journalists, in which his worst mistake was to suggest that the British army was suffering from a shortage of guns. This could only be taken as a reflection on the Munitions Ministry that Lloyd George had created, and so inevitably aggravated the Prime Minister’s ill-will towards him. Haig complained that the journalists had, in general, misrepresented him, but on the subject of guns there can be little doubt that his words were roughly as reported, because even Derby, his slavish mouthpiece, was forced to make a defensive and rather absurd explanation of them to Lloyd George. The statement that the army was short of big guns was, Derby wrote, ‘only an expression of opinion that has found vent in many other ways, viz., that nobody can have too many big guns. The ideal of enough big guns can probably never be reached.’ He admitted that the interview was an ‘indiscretion’, though not one for which the country would expect Haig to be driven to resign.20


An Anglo-French conference involving political and military leaders was arranged for the end of the month at Calais, and Lloyd George approached it with a determination to subordinate Haig to Nivelle. On 15 February – significantly, the day that reports of Haig’s interview appeared in the press – he made a proposal to this effect to Commandant Berthier de Sauvigny, the assistant French military attaché in London, whom he met, apparently by chance, in Hankey’s office. De Sauvigny naturally passed the Prime Minister’s thoughts on to Nivelle. Lloyd George’s policy had the support of his War Cabinet colleagues, who at the time shared his enthusiasm for Nivelle and his doubts about Haig (though he probably mentioned to none of them his conversation with de Sauvigny). At a meeting of the War Cabinet on the 24th, which Robertson was told he need not attend, the Prime Minister was authorized to seek at Calais ‘such measures as might appear best calculated … to ensure unity of command both in the preparatory stages of and during the operations’. Later, explaining the War Cabinet’s view to the King’s private secretary, Stamfordham, Curzon gave the following arguments in favour of Nivelle:




	The French had practically twice the number of troops in the field that we had.


	We were fighting on French soil to drive the enemy off French soil.


	Independent opinion shows that without question French Generals and Staffs are immeasurably superior to British Generals and Staffs, not from the point of view of fighting but from that of generalship …


	The War Cabinet did not consider Haig a clever man. Nivelle made a much greater impression on the members of the War Cabinet – of the two in existing circumstances Nivelle was the right man to have supreme command.21






The King, however, like Robertson (and Derby), was kept in the dark about the War Cabinet’s policy during the days preceding the Calais conference.


Lloyd George would have been wise to go to Calais accompanied by at least one Conservative colleague, preferably Bonar Law, and to make sure that his tactics there were fully understood and agreed in advance. As it was, he went on his own, politically speaking, and compounded the ill effects of a dubious policy by the inept methods he used to promote it. There was no secret about the purposes of the conference. The idea that it was called only to settle the problems of transport behind the lines is false; it was also the clear intention that general operational matters should be reviewed. But the proposal to put Haig under Nivelle was kept a secret, so far as the British military were concerned, until the conference assembled during the afternoon of the 26th at the Hotel of the Gare Maritime.


There was first a brief discussion of railway matters (which were then referred to a sub-committee), but in the early evening Haig and Nivelle spoke about the forthcoming offensive. The two prime ministers, who had talked privately before the opening session, were hoping that Nivelle would broach the issue of overall command, arguing the case for its exercise by himself. But to their annoyance he failed to do so, even when prompted with leading questions from Lloyd George. The confidence and mastery that he had shown in London seemed to have deserted him.


When the conference adjourned for dinner, Lloyd George asked the French for a statement in writing of what they – and he – wanted. A typed document was then produced (earlier drafted at Nivelle’s headquarters) in which it was proposed that Haig’s army should be put under Nivelle’s command in all essential respects. Haig was to be left responsible for little more than administration and discipline. Hankey claims to have been dumbfounded when he saw the document (‘It fairly took my breath away’), and Robertson’s reaction was almost apoplectic. He immediately contacted Haig, and they went together to see Lloyd George, who had dined alone in his room.


A furious row ensued, during which Lloyd George was ‘extremely brutal to Haig’. When the Field-Marshal said the ‘Tommies’ would not stand being under a Frenchman, the Prime Minister replied that he knew the British private soldier and there were people he criticized ‘a good deal more strongly’ than General Nivelle. Without any lowering of the temperature the combatants separated for the night, but Hankey, who felt that his position was acutely invidious, did not go to bed before drafting a formula which, he hoped, might serve to resolve the dispute.22


To a very limited degree his hope was fulfilled, though in reality the outcome was profoundly unsatisfactory all round. Next day – after Lloyd George had slept badly, and Robertson not at all – an agreement of sorts was reached, and it was based on Hankey’s formula. This followed the precedents of Gallipoli and Salonica, where the commander of the larger element in an Allied force (British in the first case, French in the second) was accorded the leading role, though the other commander had a right of appeal to his own government if he felt unhappy about any decision affecting his troops. The precedents were scarcely relevant to a theatre as vast as the Western front, or to a situation in which the supposed subordinate was higher in rank and more experienced at the top level of command than his nominal superior. Under the Calais agreement Haig not only had the right of appeal to London; he also retained control of operations in his own sector. Faces were saved, but the prize of an effective joint command eluded Lloyd George, Briand and others who sought it.


Lloyd George’s pursuit of this prize (since 1915) was laudable, but his attempt to grasp it by giving overall command to Nivelle was doubly flawed. Granted the scale of operations, not to mention the political sensitivities involved, it was a practical absurdity for the commander of one of the component national forces also to be the supreme Allied commander. When, the following year, an Allied supremo in the West was eventually appointed, he was, indeed, a Frenchman, but not Commander-in-Chief of the French armies, responsible to the French government; he was formally an Allied officer responsible to an Allied war council. The Nivelle set-up in 1917 was, therefore, institutionally misconceived.


Still more was it a mistake in personal terms. Nivelle was simply not equal to the task assigned to him. His poor performance at Calais should have made all who witnessed it aware that he was out of his depth. It was not the performance of a man with clear vision or the moral authority to impose his will on others. During the weeks that had elapsed since his appearance before the War Cabinet, the difficulties of his position had started to overwhelm him, and his limitations were becoming increasingly apparent to those not blinded by wishful thinking.


Despite the evidence of Calais, Lloyd George remained in the latter category. He had been slow to come round to the idea of Nivelle’s offensive, but had been forced to accept it as, he thought, the only way – the Italian option having failed – of avoiding a costly Haig offensive in Flanders. At first reluctant to acquiesce in the plan, he had then been converted, like his War Cabinet colleagues, by the plan’s author. Now he was determined to see the project through. It was one of his outstanding qualities that, once committed to a course of action, he threw himself into it with the utmost energy and enthusiasm. This quality could, however, become a defect and a liability, if the course of action was ill-judged and the individual upon whom it depended unworthy of his ardent support. It was so with Nivelle and his plan.


On his return to London Lloyd George admitted to Frances Stevenson that Nivelle had ‘floundered about most hopelessly’, but made the excuse for him that he was ‘in a very awkward position as the new proposals concerned himself’. He expressed no doubt at all about putting Nivelle in overall command, claiming to have forced Haig and Robertson to accept this proposal, and suggesting that at one point it looked very much as though either he (Lloyd George) or Haig would have to resign. He seems to have given her no indication that the proposal had been considerably modified, on lines worked out by Hankey in the small hours, before Haig and Robertson would accept it.23


At Calais Lloyd George reached the nadir of his relations with the British high command. He had repeated, in an aggravated form, the mistake he made the previous September, when he discussed with Foch the relative British and French performances in the battle of the Somme, by implication criticizing Haig’s generalship. Foch at once reported what had been said to Haig, who then briefed the Conservative press against Lloyd George. The coup attempted at Calais was a far worse blunder. Based on unsound reasoning in any case, it was maladroit in execution, and all the more so for being attempted by Lloyd George on his own. Though he could argue that the War Cabinet had given him a more-or-less free hand, in fact he badly needed the presence and support of a leading Tory colleague at the conference. Without it, he alone was bound to be vulnerable if the outcome proved disastrous. For the time being he was dependent on Nivelle. If Nivelle failed, he would be at a fatal disadvantage in his dealings with Haig. Queen Mary I is well known for the statement that when she died ‘Calais’ would be written on her heart. In retrospect, Lloyd George could have echoed the sentiment.
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Crisis at Sea and Revolution in Russia


Crisis at sea – Russian Revolution – Imperial War Cabinet





However unsatisfactory Lloyd George’s efforts on the military side during his first months as Prime Minister, it was not there that the war was in imminent danger of being lost. In 1917 the Germans were seeking victory, not on the Western front in France and Flanders, but on the western approaches to Britain. In all of his utterances Lloyd George rightly dwelt upon the supreme importance of the maritime threat, and in tackling it he had a freer hand, and made fewer mistakes, than in his dealings with the military. The men he appointed, and the measures that he and they together took, can fairly be said to have saved the country. But it was a close-run thing.


His key decision was to set up a Ministry of Shipping to control Britain’s merchant marine, hitherto controlled (to the extent that it was controlled at all) by the Admiralty and the Board of Trade. To run the new department he chose the Glaswegian shipowner Sir Joseph Maclay, whose name was suggested to him by Bonar Law. The appointment was providential. Maclay was to prove one of the great successes of Lloyd George’s government, in a sphere where failure would have been catastrophic. His ministry strikingly exemplified Lloyd George’s flair for improvisation and disregard for convention. Though Maclay’s personal politics were Liberal, he was allowed to be almost uniquely apolitical while serving as a member of the government. No seat was found for him in the House of Commons, and he accepted a peerage only after he had left office, his vital work done. He insisted on being unpaid for his services.


Another mark of the new department’s originality was the physical environment created for it. A makeshift wooden building was constructed on the bed of the lake in St James’s Park, which was drained for the purpose, becoming what Lloyd George called a ‘desiccated duckpond’. Maclay’s Ministry was thus situated within a few minutes’ walk of the Admiralty, from which, however, its distance in character could hardly have been greater.


Maclay himself has been well depicted by Arthur Salter, one of his principal aides at the Ministry:




A spare form, above medium height; a head of light red hair; blue eyes with a glint of steel; a straight slit of a mouth; a slightly jutting chin – constituted an unmistakable Scottish figure which would have been a good subject for Raeburn, and at once suggested self-discipline, a strong will, and an inner life. A certain hesitancy in speech and a natural courtesy sometimes veiled, but did not long disguise, a confident judgement of men and things which did not easily yield to either pressure or persuasion.





His ‘inner life’ was essentially religious. He was a devout and austere Presbyterian, whose only publication (in 1918) was not an account of his remarkable achievements as self-made businessman and major contributor to national survival, but a book of prayers for family worship.1


Salter came to the Shipping Ministry soon after its creation. He was one of an exceptionally talented group of young officials who served under Maclay, some of them destined for very high positions later. At their head was John Anderson, already regarded as the most promising civil servant of his generation, who would go on to be (among other things) permanent under-secretary at the Home Office, Governor of Bengal, and Chancellor of the Exchequer in Churchill’s wartime coalition, before completing his career as the panjandrum Lord Waverley. He was only thirty-four when he was appointed official head of the new Ministry. Though Scottish to the core like his ministerial chief, he was a product of Edinburgh, whose citizens do not always harmonize perfectly with Glaswegians. Nevertheless, he and Maclay established an excellent working relationship, and the whole official team was notable for its freedom from personal friction and its high collective morale.2


Less easily assimilated was Lloyd George’s choice as junior minister and spokesman in the House of Commons, Sir Leo Chiozza Money, who started life in Genoa as Leo Chiozza. His father was Anglo-Italian, his mother


English, and he assumed the additional name of Money (for eponymous reasons) soon after he came of age. He was educated privately, and began his career as a journalist. Moving into politics, he became a Liberal MP in 1906, and Lloyd George’s PPS at the Ministry of Munitions in 1915–16. Lloyd George valued his ability to come up with new ideas, and was amused rather than irritated by his self-advertising tendency. His Who’s Who entry, prepared by himself, was full of items such as ‘member of the Restriction of Enemy’s Supplies Committee … in which he suggested the Rationing Blockade Policy which was adopted by the Government’. In the Lloyd George coalition he was, at first, junior minister for pensions as well as shipping, and although he held the former post for only a fortnight this was long enough for him to claim that he ‘drafted the new Pensions Scheme of 1917’.


Such a character was hardly made to appeal to Maclay, and for some months the Minister (or Controller, as he was more often called) tried hard to get rid of the bumptious colleague who had been foisted on him. In a typical letter to the Prime Minister he wrote:




After our conversation about Sir Leo G. Chiozza Money I had serious talk with him … and determined to make an effort to work with him. After further experience I am forced to the conclusion that we cannot go on – as not only with myself but with all those here associated I am convinced there will be constant friction difficulty and worry doing away with all pleasure in work…. He is clever – very clever – but impossible. He seems to live in an atmosphere of suspicion and distrust of everyone – satisfied only with himself and his own views.3





But Lloyd George had confidence in his appointment, feeling no doubt that Maclay and Chiozza Money had complementary qualities. His judgement was vindicated, and by slow degrees the two men came to appreciate each other.


When the Ministry came into being less than half of the country’s merchant shipping was under public control. Requisitioning of ships for war purposes was carried out by the transport department of the Admiralty (in which Salter served), but most of the available tonnage was still unrequisitioned. An immediate decision was taken to transfer that department to the new Ministry, and soon nearly 90 per cent of Britain’s mercantile marine was subject to public control, while remaining privately owned. Lloyd George had given a pledge to the House of Commons that shipping would be ‘nationalised in the real sense of the term’, but the term was open to more than one definition, and he made it clear that he did not have the socialist definition in mind when he said that the nation’s shipping would be put on the same footing as its railways (still in private hands) for the duration of the war.4 As a shipowner Maclay was naturally opposed to public ownership, and argued convincingly against it. He also persuaded the War Cabinet that the taxation of owners’ profits should not be so severe as to reduce their efficiency. While accepting the case for taxing excess profits, he maintained that it was ‘a mistake not to leave an incentive to men to exert themselves to the utmost’.5 But above all he was determined to make the fullest and most economical use of the ships he controlled, and to use his influence with colleagues in other ministries to find answers to the U-boat threat.


In the short run the most telling measures taken were the concentration of shipping on the North Atlantic route and the drastic restriction of imports. The first was a direct consequence of the Shipping Ministry’s assumption of control over the greater part of Britain’s merchant fleet. Hitherto, many ships had been bringing freights from the ends of the earth, involving a waste of time and precious cargo space that was quite unacceptable as the U-boats took an ever-increasing toll. The Ministry quickly decided that nearly all of the country’s essential imports could be brought from the North American continent, and the resulting economy in the use of ships, combined with stricter criteria for essential imports, helped to avert total disaster in the early part of 1917.6


For a time Maclay was also made responsible for merchant shipbuilding, in which he took strong initiatives, approving designs for four standard types of ship and placing orders for well over a million tons. But he was handicapped at home by shortages of labour and steel, and when America entered the war in April ships under construction for him in American yards were appropriated by the United States government. Consequently the bare statistics of his shipbuilding effort do him less than justice; but he made a valuable start.7


In May 1917 Lloyd George put one of his favourite technocrats, Sir Eric Geddes, in charge of all shipbuilding, naval and mercantile. This arrangement was bound to produce occasional friction, because Geddes worked from the Admiralty (where he was soon to succeed Carson as First Lord). But on the whole the two men made the new system work, and Maclay continued to play an influential part on the side of shipbuilding that concerned him. His achievement during the five months when it was his direct responsibility is acknowledged in Lloyd George’s memoirs: ‘[He] greatly speeded up the completion of vessels already under construction, and devised a programme that would eventually yield upwards of 3,000,000 tons of merchant shipping a year.’8


Maclay drew on the services of other shipping magnates, such as Sir Thomas Royden and Sir Percy Bates (both of Cunard). Like Maclay himself they worked unpaid for his ministry, just as many leading industrialists had responded to Lloyd George’s call to work for the Ministry of Munitions. Each of these improvised organizations, taking over functions formerly controlled by a service department, had the supreme advantage of being infused with a civilian ethos, encouraging discussion and the propagation of new ideas. In the Admiralty junior officers tended to accept what the top brass said, whatever their private reservations.9 Through contact with the Shipping Ministry such officers had a chance to make their views known, and this process had a crucial bearing on the all-important issue of convoys.


As Lloyd George later pointed out, there was nothing new in the idea of merchantmen being escorted by ships of the Royal Navy; after Trafalgar, ‘the main function of our ships-of-war was to convoy our merchant vessels through seas infested with French privateers’.10 Faced, however, with the unprecedented factor of submarine warfare, most senior naval officers took the view that convoy was no answer to the menace. When Lloyd George and Bonar Law raised the subject at a War Committee meeting in November 1916, before the change of government, they were told by the admirals in attendance – one of whom was Sir John Jellicoe – that ships in convoy presented too large a target for U-boats, and that in any case the masters of merchant ships lacked the skill to maintain an orderly formation (in the technical lingo, to ‘keep station’).11


When Maclay became Shipping Controller he gave short shrift to the second argument, which he knew from personal experience to be false; and he was always strongly in favour of convoys. But Admiralty resistance to the change remained obdurate, and Lloyd George’s efforts to promote it were less consistently pressing than he (and others on his behalf12) later claimed. Until the indiscriminate U-boat campaign began in early February, he seems to have hoped that the steps he had already taken would be enough to counter the maritime threat. He had established the Shipping Ministry; he had met most of Maclay’s initial demands; and he had put men who might be expected to co-operate with Maclay in charge of other civilian departments most relevant to national survival – the Board of Trade, Munitions, Agriculture and Food.13


There was also a new regime at the relevant service department, the Admiralty. But the First Lord, Carson, proved a weak administrator, and became as much a mouthpiece for the top sailors as Derby at the war office was for the top military. There was also a new First Sea Lord, who had been appointed just before Lloyd George took over, and he was Jellicoe – the very Jellicoe whose sceptical attitude to convoys was already apparent. He brought with him as anti-submarine chief an officer who shared his scepticism, Admiral Alexander Duff. In January it was still the collective opinion of the Board of Admiralty that convoys would make merchant ships more, rather than less, vulnerable to U-boats, quite apart from other objections.14


Fortunately, a junior officer engaged in anti-submarine work, Commander R. G. H. Henderson, took a quite different view, and even more fortunately he was brought into close contact with officials at the Ministry of Shipping, particularly Salter and Norman Leslie, a shipbroker seconded to the Ministry. Together they were able to develop an overwhelming case for convoys. One argument used, in good faith, by the opponents of convoy was that, even if it could be justified on other grounds, the number of merchant ships needing to be escorted was far too large for the resources of the Royal Navy. Henderson and his civilian colleagues were able to demonstrate that this argument was based upon a gross fallacy. The figure quoted of 2,500 ships completing voyages every week was shown to consist mainly of coastwise vessels, whereas the number of ocean-going ships arriving weekly was between 120 and 140, which was certainly quite manageable for purposes of escort.


Within days of the German escalation of U-boat warfare at the beginning of February, Hankey wrote a memorandum for Lloyd George arguing the case for ‘scientifically organised convoys’. There had been no reference to the subject in the memorandum on war policy that he prepared the weekend after Lloyd George took office, and it is virtually certain that his conversion was brought about by Henderson and the Shipping Ministry officials with whom he (Henderson) was in close touch.15 Lloyd George, already sympa thetic to the idea, was in turn convinced by Hankey, and immediately summoned Carson, Jellicoe and Duff to discuss it with him at breakfast on 13 February. At this meeting the Admiralty group maintained its opposition in principle, but at least agreed to conduct experiments. Hankey, who attended the breakfast, felt that the ‘discussion did good’.16


Yet two and a half months were still to pass before the Admiralty chiefs were induced to change their minds, and then only tentatively. Why so long a delay? The statistics of sinkings gave a clear enough message. With the onset of unrestricted U-boat action the monthly rate of British tonnage lost more than doubled, from just over 150,000 tons in January to well over 300,000 tons in February, while Allied and neutral losses increased in proportion. Week by week the rate of destruction became more alarming. In the first nine days of April the figure far exceeded the total for January. In April about 850,000 tons of British, Allied and neutral shipping went down (525,000 tons of British alone). How could Lloyd George have been so slow to enforce a measure of whose necessity he seemed to be convinced in mid-February?


In his memoirs he makes much of the time needed for the experiments to be conducted, and of the fact that one of them (between Britain and Norway) was not a success – because, he says, it was badly organized by the Admiralty. He also blames Jellicoe for obtaining statements from some merchant captains to the effect that they would, indeed, have difficulty keeping station in convoy. According to Lloyd George, the captains were quite unrepresentative, and their views were solicited behind Maclay’s back. These arguments, or excuses, are not without substance. But they are not the whole story.


The truth is that Lloyd George was less urgent and single-minded about convoy, even after Hankey’s conversion, than he may have come to believe by the time he wrote his memoirs, or than posterity has been taught to accept.17 He was also understandably reluctant to have a direct showdown with the Admiralty. Carson was still a redoubtable politician, whatever his limitations as a minister. Together with Law and Lloyd George himself he had been a member of the triumvirate that engineered the change of government, and his appeal to the Tory rank-and-file could not be ignored. He stood unquestioningly behind the admirals, and might resign if Lloyd George attempted to overrule them. Moreover a prime minister whose relations with the top soldiers were already so bad had good reason to hesitate before taking on the top sailors as well. Lack of absolute certainty on the issue, and a sense of political vulnerability, are enough to explain Lloyd George’s cautious approach.


During April circumstances moved in favour of convoy. The figures of shipping losses, growing at such a monstrous rate, served to concentrate minds. The United States entered the war, and American naval resources became available for escort duty; while the US Admiral William S. Sims made his pro-convoy views known. In the higher ranks of the Royal Navy, too, Lloyd George found a powerful advocate of convoy in Admiral Sir David Beatty, who had succeeded Jellicoe in command of the Grand Fleet. On 15 April the Prime Minister visited him at Invergordon, and Beatty afterwards wrote to his wife: ‘There is no doubt he is a wonderful man with a mass of energy … Our conversation was interesting and varied and, I hope, will have far-reaching results.’18 On 25 April the War Cabinet authorized Lloyd George to take a hard look at the anti-submarine campaign, in order to make sure that it was being properly co-ordinated. He then announced that he would pay a personal visit to the Admiralty on the 30th. By the time he arrived, the Admiralty had decided to run an experimental convoy from Gibraltar, and Admiral Duff had submitted a minute to Jellicoe recommending the general adoption of convoy.


We shall probably never know quite how far this was an instance of cause and effect, but we may be sure that the imminence of Lloyd George’s visit at the very least accelerated a process that was already in motion. Besides, the process itself owed much to him indirectly, since without the Ministry of Shipping – his creation – fresh thinking about convoy would not have been encouraged, and Admiralty resistance to it might not have been overcome in time. The idea that he went to the Admiralty, sat in the First Lord’s chair, and imposed the convoy system upon a still implacably hostile board is in the strict sense mythical; and it is also a myth that his visit was the culmination of a sustained and unrelenting struggle on his part. But myth is often an exaggeration or oversimplification of the truth, and it was something of both in this case.


The Gibraltar experiment was successful, but even so it was not until mid-August that the convoy system was accepted and in general use. By then the rate of sinking by U-boats was already in decline compared with the April peak, though the figure for July had shown a blip in the downward trend. In October the loss of British merchant ships fell to about 270,000 tons, and in December it was only a little over 170,000 tons. Convoy was by no means the only factor in the defeat of the U-boats; it was one of many, though rightly regarded as the most important. In sum, the credit for a victory analogous to that of the Battle of Britain a generation later has to be widely shared, but on the whole Lloyd George seems to deserve the largest share.


*


While the war at sea was reaching its climax in the West, in the East an event was occurring whose significance for the land war – and for world politics during the rest of the century – was incalculable. On 16 March British newspapers reported revolution in Russia; three days later it was confirmed that Tsar Nicholas II had abdicated and that the rule of the Romanovs was at an end.19


The causes of Russia’s revolution were profound and various, but only a brief summary of them is appropriate in a life of Lloyd George. One major factor was the process of industrialization, which the war accelerated. Between 1914 and 1916 the industrial proletariat rose by at least a million, and in January 1917 state factories alone were employing 400,000 workers, one-third of them in the then capital, Petrograd. Though the vast majority of Russia’s 175 million inhabitants were still peasants living on the land (emancipated since 1861), the shift in population from country to town, combined with the army’s demands, had drastically and adversely affected the rural economy. One leading scholar even suggests that ‘the countryside lost more men of working age to industry than to the army’.20


Another cause of unrest was inflation far worse than that experienced by any other belligerent. By January 1917 prices had increased fourfold since the beginning of the war. Government attempts to control prices led to widespread black marketeering and frequent shortage of necessities in the shops. Even food, which should have been plentiful, often ran short in the cities, partly on account of defects in Russian farming, aggravated by war conditions, but mainly because of the gross inefficiency of the country’s transport system.21 Shortage of bread in Petrograd helped to precipitate the revolution.


There was deep disaffection among Russia’s fighting men and their families. Millions had died from enemy action or disease, with nothing to show for the sacrifice but a lamentable record of military failure, or at best advances followed by retreats. Despite many heroic episodes, the Russian army suffered on the whole from low morale. For every hundred Russians who fell in battle during the First World War, three hundred surrendered (compared with only twenty-six Germans, twenty-four French and twenty British).22 Desire to get out of the army, and reluctance to be drafted into it, contributed strongly to the revolutionary mood.


Above all, the regime was vulnerable because it had failed to evolve politically. While in many ways Russia had been undergoing dynamic change, at the summit the autocracy of the Tsar remained intact. Nicholas II embodied the authority of the state, and was also supreme commander of the army (since September 1915, when he replaced his uncle, the relatively competent Grand Duke Nicholas). Such a concentration of power was anyway undesirable and out-of-date, but what made it catastrophic was that the Tsar was not an intelligent man and a hopelessly weak ruler. He had a mystical belief in his right and duty to rule, but none of the qualities needed to give effect to it. Far from being able to dominate a situation which would have tested the most formidable of his ancestors, he was himself largely dominated by his wife, Alexandra Fedorovna (a German princess by origin, though in her way loyal to Russia), and she in turn was for several years dominated by the ‘mad monk’ Grigori Rasputin, who thus became – until his murder at the end of 1916 – the most powerful man in the country. Rasputin owed his ascendancy over the Imperial couple to his supposed ability to cure the haemophilia of their only son, the Tsarevich Alexis. This poor child’s illness both symbolized and compounded the weakness of the dynasty during its last, doomed phase.


If the Tsar had been prepared to take even a modest step towards constitutionalism, it is just possible that disaster might have been averted; but he would not budge. When Milner lunched with him and the Tsarina in early February it was made clear that discussion of internal politics would not be tolerated. Milner was leading the British part of a fifty-strong mission from the Western Allies, which stayed in the country for over a month.23 Its purpose was to co-ordinate strategy and supply, but in the circumstances it was wasting its time. On his return Milner reported to the War Cabinet that there was plenty of discontent in Russia, but that administrative chaos was a more imminent threat than revolution. A fortnight later revolution occurred.


In his memoirs Lloyd George makes fun of Milner’s failure to perceive what was happening, but it is notoriously difficult to predict the exact moment when a potential revolution will become actual.24 The February revolution took nearly everyone by surprise. Like many others Lloyd George was aware of the revolutionary potential, having remarked in January: ‘The position is similar to that in France before the French Revolution. You have a kindly, patriotic well-meaning monarch, dominated by a masterful wife with … narrow reactionary ideals.’25 But even he, with political antennae incomparably more sensitive than Milner’s, might not have been able to make an accurate assessment had he visited the country in February. Most Russians, even those with a vested interest in revolution (such as Lenin), were taken by surprise. So were the Germans. Admiral Tirpitz later confessed: ‘Had we been able to foresee … the Russian Revolution, we should perhaps not have needed to regard the submarine of 1917 as the last resource.’26


In early February (Russian dating) there was a shortage of bread in Petrograd, aggravated by weather so severe that it brought transport to a standstill, preventing the delivery of flour and fuel to the bakeries. A spell of milder weather began on 23 February, which favoured open-air demonstrations. Workers started to go on strike and parade in the streets. Within two days the strike was general and – more ominously – troops of the city’s large garrison were showing reluctance to act against the crowds. By 27 February the garrison as a whole was in a state of mutiny. From then onwards the city swiftly passed into the hands of the people. Prisons were opened and police stations set on fire. The arsenal was seized and weapons from it distributed. Looting and violence followed; about 1,500 were killed and 6,000 wounded in Petrograd during the ‘February days’.


When the Tsar realized how grave the situation was, he tried to return from his headquarters to the summer palace at Tsarskoe Selo, but his train was halted at Pskov, about a hundred miles south of the capital. There he heard that popular feeling in Petrograd was overwhelmingly against the monarchy. He also heard that the acting Commander-in-Chief, General Alexeyev, regarded any attempt at counter-revolution as futile. Finally he heard from the court physician that his son’s illness was incurable. He therefore decided to abdicate in favour of his brother, the Archduke Michael, and on 2 March, in a mood of quiet and almost relieved fatalism, he signed his throne away. (The form that his abdication took was legally invalid, since he had no right to alter the law of succession. But at such a time legal niceties were of no importance, and in any case the Grand Duke almost immediately waived the dubious right conferred on him, so ending the 300-year rule of the Romanov dynasty.)


There was now a formal power vacuum, to match the anarchy which was beginning to spread from the capital to all parts of the empire. In the Tauride Palace in Petrograd the Duma remained in session, despite the Tsar’s recent attempt to prorogue it. This body was based on an extremely restricted franchise, but could nevertheless claim to be the nearest approach to a parliament representing the Russian people. With the collapse of the autocracy its chance seemed to have come. Unfortunately, events in the capital had brought into being another body, occupying another part of the same building, and purporting to represent the workers and soldiers whose joint action was making the revolution. The Petrograd Soviet was, in fact, by no means perfectly representative of those it was supposed to represent; most of its moving spirits were not proletarians, uniformed or civilian, but bourgeois intellectuals. All the same, the Soviet was the assembly created by the revolution, and it became the model for similar revolutionary assemblies throughout the country. Two parliamentary institutions therefore coexisted in the capital; indeed, within the same building. Which was to inherit the authority of the tsardom?


Before long it was apparent that the answer would be neither. But in the short term a clumsy form of diarchy was established. The Soviet had the power, but did not wish its members to govern. So the Duma was invited to form a provisional government, pending the introduction of a new political system to be devised by a constituent assembly. The Soviet thus acquired ‘power without responsibility’, while the provisional government had ‘responsibility without power’.27 Such an arrangement could hardly be expected to last.


The first head of the provisional government was Prince Georgi Lvov. He was a widely respected figure, with a good record of local administration and paternalistic reform. Though he belonged to the Constitutional Democratic (Cadet) Party, he was not really much of a party man and so was acceptable to other groups. The founder and leader of the Cadets, Pavel Milyukov – scholarly and impressive, but more controversial – became Foreign Minister. One member of the Soviet took office in the government, despite the former’s self-denying ordinance. This was the nominally socialist Alexander Ker ensky, whose fervid eloquence enabled him to win the Soviet’s subsequent assent to the step he had taken.


When news of the revolution reached London in mid-March (in the western calendar) Lloyd George at first reacted to it as Fox did to the French Revolution, writing to his brother: ‘Russia is triumphant. Worth the whole war and its terrible sacrifices.’28 Soon afterwards he was reported as saying ‘he was confident that the Russian people would find that liberty [was] compatible with order, even in revolutionary times’.29


On 23 March prominence was given to a message from him to Prince Lvov, which read:




It is with sentiments of the most profound satisfaction that the people of Great Britain and the British Dominions across the seas have learned that their great ally Russia now stands with the nations which base their institutions upon responsible government. Much as we appreciate the loyal and steadfast cooperation which we have received from the late [sic] Emperor and the armies of Russia during the past two and a half years, yet I believe that the revolution whereby the Russian people have based their destinies on the foundation of freedom is the greatest service which they have yet made to the cause for which the Allied peoples have been fighting since August 1914.


It reveals the fundamental truth that this war is at bottom a struggle for popular government as well as for liberty. It shows that, through the war, the principle of liberty, which is the only sure safeguard of peace in the world, has already won one resounding victory. It is the sure promise that the Prussian military autocracy which began the war, and which is still the only barrier to peace, will itself, before long, be overthrown.


Freedom is the condition of peace, and I do not doubt that as a result of the establishment of a stable constitutional government within their borders the Russian people will be strengthened in their resolve to prosecute this war until the last stronghold of tyranny on the Continent of Europe is destroyed and the free peoples of all lands can unite to secure for themselves and their children the blessings of fraternity and peace.30





In reality, the new regime in Russia was anything but ‘stable’. The Duma–Soviet diarchy was inherently weak and unworkable. One instance alone is enough to show how hopeless the arrangement was. At the very first meeting of the provisional government a delegation from the Soviet demanded approval of an order which, in effect, released troops from the authority of their officers. Neither the government nor the Duma ever approved the order, but word of it spread to the army and in many units discipline was undermined. Despite the provisional government’s intention to continue the war, the revolution immediately reduced Russia’s value as a combatant, and the course of events during the rest of the year would result in the country’s elimination from the war.


Yet it was only natural for the Western Allies to react hopefully to the news from Petrograd. Russian absolutism had been an embarrassment to them, and the prospect of a fully democratic alliance had to be welcomed in public, whatever misgivings might be felt by some in private. Lloyd George, even at the outset, was not wholly euphoric. Several days before sending his high-flown message to Lvov, he expressed doubts and fears to Riddell: ‘L.G. says he fears that Russia is not sufficiently advanced for a republic. The position is an anxious one; the elements involved are so various and antagonistic.’31


Anxiety was justified. There was no proper government in Russia, and the power vacuum remained. But someone all too capable of filling it was waiting in the wings. Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov, known to history as Lenin, had been living in Switzerland since 1906. Most of his adult life had been spent as an exile, in Siberia or abroad. He knew little of Russia, but he knew what he wanted. He was single-minded in pursuing power for himself as the agent of Marxist revolution. He had no time for liberalism or democracy. He was determined to end Russia’s participation in the war, at any price. On 3 April 1917 he returned to the city which, for most of the rest of the century, would bear his name. His return had been facilitated by the Germans, and with good reason. Injecting him into the turmoil of Petrograd was, from their point of view, a strategic master-stroke. Before the end of the year he was in power, and Russia was at their mercy. An abject peace with Germany, followed by civil war in Russia, were needed to secure his power, but in the end he succeeded in imposing a tyranny more efficient and comprehensive than that of the Tsars.


Meanwhile the outgoing Tsar and his family were kept, until August, under house arrest at Tsarskoe Selo. On 19 March Milyukov sent a request through the British Ambassador that the family be given asylum in England. Lloyd George and Law considered the request within a few days and felt that it could not be turned down, provided the Russian government would ensure that the Romanovs came with funds adequate to maintain themselves in reasonable dignity. But Stamfordham on behalf of the King made difficulties from the first, and was soon putting the government under relentless pressure to deny asylum to the Imperial family. The King was afraid that his own dynasty might be threatened by association with the Tsar, and still more with the Tsarina, to whom Labour opinion in Britain was strongly opposed. Both were cousins of the King and the personal tie between him and Nicholas had been close; but for that very reason he shrank from helping them in the existing climate.


There were problems, too, on the Russian side. Milyukov’s sympathy for the Romanovs, and desire to put them out of harm’s way, were not shared by most of his colleagues, to say nothing of militants in the Soviet who wanted the Tsar to be imprisoned and tried. When Milyukov received the British government’s qualified assent to his proposal, he did not immediately respond, perhaps because he doubted his ability to act on it. There was the further complication that the Tsar’s daughters were unfit to travel because they had measles. The brief period of opportunity was therefore lost. In April the British government shifted its ground in deference to the King’s wishes, and in May Milyukov resigned. Little hope then remained of getting the Imperial family out of the country. In August they were moved to Tobolsk, beyond the Urals, and in the spring of 1918 – after the Bolshevik revolution – they were brought to Ekaterinburg where, in July, they were murdered.


Lloyd George had not been enthusiastic about having them in England. He would have preferred them to go to some neutral country, such as Denmark or Switzerland. But rather than abandon them to an uncertain fate he would have been willing to admit them. The same was not true of George V, whose attitude in the matter was uncharacteristically craven and cold-blooded. In his memoirs Lloyd George blames the Russians for their ‘divided counsels’, but makes no reference to George V’s part in the affair – thus going some way towards atoning for his often cavalier treatment of the King while he was Prime Minister.32


*


Lloyd George’s message to Lvov was sent on behalf of ‘the British Dominions across the seas’ as well as Great Britain, and this was no idle flourish. Four days earlier an Imperial War Cabinet had begun its first series of meetings in London.


The creation of such a body was foreshadowed in Lloyd George’s first speech to Parliament as Prime Minister, and it gave effect to a concept of empire that he had held from the beginning of his career. Though his opposition to the Boer War had misled many into regarding him as a Little Englander, in fact he had always been, and was to remain, a liberal imperialist. His journey across Canada in 1899 had greatly impressed him, and he proclaimed his imperial vision in a speech delivered before the end of the Boer War. A great empire, he said, must be ‘fearlessly just’, and must be free from ‘racial arrogance’. It could be held together only on the basis of national freedom. ‘We ought to give freedom everywhere – freedom in Canada, freedom in the Antipodes, in Africa, in Ireland, in Wales, and in India. We will never govern India as it ought to be governed until we have given it freedom.’33 There was a paradox in Lloyd George’s vision, and in the long run the paradox could not be resolved. But he meant what he said, and the liberal imperial experiment that he promoted was, while it lasted, of vital importance to the world.


By the time he became Prime Minister the validity of his concept of empire already seemed to be proving itself. The white Dominions, including the recently formed Union of South Africa – run by the supposedly defeated Boers – were freely engaged in the war at Britain’s side, and were making a contribution out of all proportion to their numbers. By the end of the war they had raised, from a total white population of 15.5 million, a total of 1.3 million troops, of whom nearly a million served overseas with exceptional credit. In addition, the Indian Empire’s volunteer army was expanded from 160,000 to a million, more than half of whom served overseas, also most creditably. The Indian war effort was strongly supported by representative Indians, not least by M. K. Gandhi, who was confident that his country’s loyalty to the common cause would be rewarded by Dominion status at the end of the war.


As early as 1897 the Canadian leader, Sir Wilfrid Laurier, had offered a challenge to the mother-country: ‘if you want our aid, call us to your councils.’34 To a limited degree the challenge was taken up during the years before the war. Imperial conferences were held in London in 1902, 1907 and 1911. But these were occasions for talk rather than action. After the outbreak of war there was no gathering of Dominion prime ministers until Lloyd George became Prime Minister, though one of them, the Australian W. M. (Billy) Hughes, was invited by Asquith to attend meetings of the Cabinet and War Committee while on a visit to Britain in the spring of 1916. (During this visit his admiration of his fellow North Welshman, then Minister of Munitions, was confirmed, though later relations between them were not destined to be always smooth.)


Lloyd George’s idea of imperial consultation was far more ambitious than anything that had gone before. Invitations were sent to the Prime Ministers of Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa and Newfoundland (then separate from Canada). Moreover, it was decided that India, though not a self-governing Dominion, should – in view of its outstanding contribution to the war – for the first time be represented at an imperial conference. The Indian delegation was to consist of the Secretary of State for India (Austen Chamberlain) and three assessors, one British and two Indian. The latter were not representative in the sense of being elected, but could certainly not be dismissed as men of straw. The Maharaja of Bikaner was a majestic figure representing the princely states, and Sir S. P. Sinha was an eminent Bengali lawyer who had been the first Indian to serve as a member of the Viceroy’s council, and who until very recently had been president of the Indian National Congress.


At the end of January Lloyd George gave an interview to the influential Australian journalist Keith Murdoch, in which he discussed the forthcoming council and its significance. ‘The great reformer’, Murdoch reported, ‘allowed his imagination to kindle.’ Lloyd George explained to Murdoch the sort of imperialist he was and was not. ‘The people of the Dominions know that I am not a Jingo … Yet I regard this council as marking a new epoch in the history of the empire.’ He asserted India’s claim to be represented, and emphasized the unifying effect of the common struggle. ‘Of this I am certain, the peoples of the empire will have found a unity in the war such as never existed before it – a unity not only in history, but of purpose. What practical change in imperial organisation that will mean I will not venture to predict.’ Asked if he was sanguine about the empire’s future, he replied: ‘If we see the war through I certainly am.’35


The practicalities developed strikingly before the first series of meetings in March-May 1917. Two different forms of meeting were to occur on alternate days. There was to be a conference, at which matters of long-term interest, though not of pressing urgency, were to be discussed. And there was also to be an Imperial War Cabinet, in which the Dominion leaders would sit as equals with members of the British War Cabinet, dealing with the problems of war direction as they arose from day to day. Membership of both bodies would be the same, so far as the Dominions were concerned, but at meetings of the conference the Colonial Secretary (Walter Long) would preside, whereas at meetings of the Imperial War Cabinet Lloyd George would take the chair.


At the 1917 meetings Australia was not politically represented, since Hughes had been in London the year before and was now faced with serious difficulties at home. New Zealand, having a coalition government, sent two representatives – W. F. Massey and Sir Joseph Ward – and Canada therefore insisted on having two as well – the Prime Minister, Sir Robert Borden, and a colleague. Borden (like Lloyd George, a lawyer) had defeated Laurier in 1911. Always describing himself as a Liberal Conservative, he dominated Canadian politics until 1920.


South Africa sent only one representative in 1917, but he was talented enough to count as two. The Afrikaner General J. C. Smuts was one of the very few people to play a key role in both world wars. Soldier, scholar, lawyer, philosopher and notably sharp politician, he acquired a reputation for judgement and wisdom which came to be rather exaggerated. But his versatility and industry are beyond question. After the Imperial War Cabinet sessions in 1917 Lloyd George asked him to stay on as a member of the British War Cabinet, and he did so until January 1919, often giving his attention to British domestic issues as well as the broader issues of war policy and strategy.36 There was powerful symbolism in the fact that in the War Cabinet he was a colleague of Milner, who had been the Boers’ principal antagonist twenty years earlier.


The Imperial War Cabinet was not formally a responsible executive, though it acted as such. It was to meet again during two extremely important periods in 1918, but the groundwork was laid in the first series, and it was obviously of enormous value that most of the leaders of the self-governing empire, together with representatives of India, were in joint session during a period which included the climax of the war at sea, the Russian Revolution and America’s decision to enter the war.
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America Comes In


Family matters – America comes in – A letter from Mr Guggenheim





The day Lloyd George returned from the ill-fated Calais conference (28 February), his uncle and guardian died at Criccieth. The two had seen each other for the last time when Lloyd George was in North Wales at the beginning of the month. In his eighty-third year, and mortally ill with bowel cancer, Uncle Lloyd had lived long enough to see his cherished nephew at the summit of national and imperial power. Now he was ready to go, cared for to the end by his younger nephew, William – in whose house he lived and whose wife, Anita, was a trained nurse – while Lloyd George fussed about him from afar.


On 11 February he officiated and preached for the last time at the Berea chapel in Criccieth, after nearly sixty years as an unpaid minister in the Baptist sect, the Disciples of Christ. He clearly knew that the sermon would be his last, because he chose as his text the fourth verse of the 23rd Psalm, ‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.’ The congregation was deeply affected. After the service he took to his bed at William’s house, Garthcelyn, and never got up again. Indeed, the words of his sermon were almost his last words.1


As he lay dying, the press began to take notice. On 17 February his name appeared as a distinguished invalid on the Court page of The Times: ‘Mr. Richard Lloyd, the Prime Minister’s uncle, is seriously ill, and Mrs. Lloyd George left London yesterday for Wales.’ Further bulletins recorded his weakening state until, on 1 March, it was announced that he had died, with Margaret present. Two days later Lloyd George attended the funeral, travelling overnight from London.


At Uncle Lloyd’s request the funeral was simple – a ceremony at the house, to which only members of the family, officers of the chapel and a few old friends were invited, followed by burial beside his sister (Lloyd George’s mother) in the Criccieth cemetery. Nevertheless the importance of the chief mourner was reflected in the proceedings. As well as a Welsh oration (by a nephew of Lloyd’s former co-pastor) there was a tribute in English by the chairman of the Disciples of Christ for Great Britain, and a telegram was read from the Italian Prime Minister.
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