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Churchill in April 1916, when Lieutenant-Colonel, commanding the 6th Battalion, Royal Scots Fusiliers. Part of a battalion group photograph, taken near Ploegsteert, Belgium.
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Preface


This volume spans two and a half years of Winston Churchill’s life, from July 1914 to December 1916. As First Lord of the Admiralty during the first nine months of the war he was responsible for one of the two fighting services of the Government. As a member of the War Council from its inception in November 1914, he was at the centre of British war policy. During those nine months he had greater responsibilities than at any time until he became Prime Minister in 1940. The Royal Navy depended upon him for its orders and its morale. He was in charge of the air defence of Britain, and launched a series of air attacks on Germany. He established the Royal Naval Division, a military force under direct Admiralty control, which fought at the siege of Antwerp in October 1914. At Antwerp he himself supervised the British military effort, and for three days took command of the city’s defences. In January 1915 he embarked upon the plans which were to lead to the naval attack on Turkey at the Dardanelles. His authority was wide, extending over every aspect of naval planning and action. These responsibilities exhilarated him. He was only thirty-nine at the outbreak of war; his youth, energy and zeal made possible continuous exertions, plans and stratagems, not all limited to naval affairs.


When Asquith formed his Coalition Government in May 1915 Churchill was excluded from the centre of power and given the sinecure of Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster. Six months later he resigned from the Cabinet and served on the western front as a Lieutenant-Colonel in command of an infantry Battalion. In May 1916 he returned to the House of Commons, where he found himself a lonely opposition figure in a hostile parliament.


Between May and November 1915 a succession of humiliating setbacks shattered Churchill’s career and deeply affected his character. His enthusiasm, first for the naval, and then for the military, attacks at the Dardanelles and on the Gallipoli Peninsula, convinced many of his contemporaries that he was a man of blood, lacking sound judgement, and unfit for high office. The ebullient politician of August 1914, confident of his powers, exuberant in manner, certain of a distinguished future, optimistic in his assessment of men and events, was gone by the summer of 1916; men saw instead a broken figure, unsure of his career, pessimistic about the outcome of the war, lacking faith in the country’s leaders, consumed by brooding and bitterness.


When Churchill was forced to leave the Admiralty in May 1915, with his work incomplete, the Dardanelles remained the subject to which he returned again and again, both in Cabinet and in his speeches. ‘What about the Dardanelles?’ became the cry which he was insistently called upon to answer. He devoted much energy and time to preparing his defence for the Dardanelles Commission of Inquiry during the summer of 1916. In 1923 he published his defence in the first two volumes of his book, The World Crisis. The story he told was based upon the documents which he had kept in his private archive, and upon his own recollections. But his collection of documents was incomplete and his memory imperfect. In writing about the Dardanelles, Churchill could not make use of the full official records of the Cabinet Office, the Admiralty, the War Office and the Foreign Office. Yet without these records the daily workings of Government and the complex evolution of policy cannot be traced. Nor could Churchill know what his colleagues in the Cabinet, his critics in political circles, and his subordinates at the Admiralty were writing about him in their private correspondence and diaries. Without a combination of these official and private materials a balanced account is impossible.


By using these materials to reconstruct, where necessary day by day, or even hour by hour, the sequence of the events with which Churchill was involved, it has become possible to understand the pressures that affected his actions, and the diplomatic, military and political considerations beyond his control which shaped Government policy. Churchill was not the first to push for an attack on Turkey at the Dardanelles; initially he preferred, and pressed continually for, an assault upon the north German coast. Nor did he choose as the ideal operation at the Dardanelles a purely naval attack, as was launched with his ultimate approval in March 1915; he argued repeatedly at the War Council that troops must assist the navy, and protested when they were not made available. Nor did Churchill either plan or supervise the military landings on the Gallipoli Peninsula of April and August 1915; but once those landings had been made, he pressed Kitchener to reinforce them, and wanted a military victory even if the cost were high. As 1915 progressed he became convinced that the defeat of Turkey would shorten the war in Europe and lead to an Allied victory over Germany and Austria-Hungary; by the end of 1915 his mind was dominated by this conviction.


While serving on the western front during the early months of 1916 Churchill was tormented by news of the evacuation of the Gallipoli Peninsula, and brooded upon the series of naval and military failures which had made the evacuation inevitable. On his return to Parliament later that year he sought to justify the expedition, and to castigate those who had abandoned it. Because he was widely accused of having been responsible for the deaths at Gallipoli, he began to defend even those aspects of the attack which he had neither planned nor supported. His colleagues saw this obsession. They saw him bind the whole disaster to his back. For them, this complete identification with failure marred his credibility. Many, while recognizing his outstanding abilities, believed that these possessed some tragic flaw which would always keep him from his goal, and that whatever he touched would come to grief, as the Dardanelles had done. During the summer of 1916, Churchill believed that his knowledge of war policy and his experience of trench warfare could enable him to contribute to shortening the war and reducing the scale of the slaughter which he abhorred. But his advice was ignored and he was cut off from all influence on war policy. When Lloyd George became Prime Minister in December 1916, Churchill was not asked to serve.


While he was at the Admiralty, in charge of the naval policies which were to shatter his career, Churchill did not and could not act alone. Asquith, as Prime Minister, was the final arbiter of all war policy. When he gave Churchill’s plans his support, Churchill could usually go ahead with them; when he opposed these plans, Churchill could not continue with them. On occasions Kitchener and Grey both persuaded Asquith to accept policies which Churchill strenuously opposed. These three ministers were not the only people to whom Churchill had at times to defer; his professional advisers in the Admiralty could also turn decisively against the policies he proposed, and did so in March 1915 to prevent a second naval attack at the Dardanelles. Churchill could not overrule the collective opinion either of the War Council or of the supreme naval authority, the Admiralty War Group. However impressive his reasoning, however strong his arguments, however intense his convictions, however dominating his personality, he had no independent power to control war policy. It was this very lack of power that frustrated and depressed him most during the two and a half years covered by this volume.


MARTIN GILBERT


Merton College
Oxford
20 May 1971





Sources


I have tried wherever possible to find the original text of every document quoted in this volume, because in many instances I have discovered large discrepancies between the original document and later published versions. This is particularly true of official documents and telegrams printed for the Cabinet or published subsequently in Government collections of documents; in these, sentences thought to be damaging to security or embarrassing to the Government were often omitted or altered. Many published diaries and private letters also differ considerably from their original versions, authors and editors at times omitting material without any indication being given that they have done so, and on occasions contemporary judgements being deliberately altered to accord with hindsight.


Many of the official documents used by Churchill in The World Crisis were the altered or paraphrased versions, for he himself did not have access to all the originals: there are therefore frequent textual differences between important documents which have already been published, either by Churchill or others, and the original versions quoted here.


In transcribing documents and letters, I have thought it important to keep to the style of the originals, retaining the contemporary spellings, grammatical peculiarities, and all abbreviations. As it has proved technically impossible to use underlinings, I have followed the convention whereby single-underlined words are printed in ordinary italics, double-underlined words in small capitals, and triple-underlined words in large italicized capitals. I have also followed the convention of italicizing the names of ships, newspapers and books in the text; but where these names appear in documents I have retained the style of the original.


In the Index of Documents Quoted, I have set out a source list which gives, in chronological order, the date of every document quoted in the narrative, the names of the sender and recipient, and the archive from which it comes. The source list also indicates whenever I have used a copy of a document rather than the document actually sent; often it has been impossible to find the originals, which in several cases are known to have been destroyed.


I have consulted all the principal published works covering this period. I have only quoted from these where they provide one of either of two kinds of evidence: first, extracts from contemporary letters, diaries and official documents (if I have been unable to find the original versions); second, recollections of conversations, moods and events written later (where I have been unable to find a contemporary record). All Parliamentary quotations are taken from Hansard. Speeches made by Churchill elsewhere are quoted from contemporary press reports.


On the first occasion when a person is mentioned in this volume, I have included a short footnote giving brief biographical details.


In order to establish the historical narrative and to begin the exploration of Churchill’s character, I have consulted seventy-three collections of papers. If a collection is publicly available, I have indicated its location. If no indication is given, it was at the time of writing in private possession. The principal collection on which I have drawn is the Churchill papers. These contain many official documents as well as private material. Churchill kept most of the political, departmental and personal letters which he received between July 1914 and December 1916, and copies of up to a half of the letters which he wrote, or which his Private Secretaries, Edward Marsh and James Masterton-Smith, took down at his dictation or drafted for him. These papers contain, for the nine wartime months during which Churchill was First Lord of the Admiralty, several thousand official letters, telegrams, memoranda and notes, both to and from Churchill himself, and also covering aspects of Government, Admiralty and War Council transactions. There are copies of many Foreign Office telegrams and War Office despatches; copies of memoranda circulated inside the Admiralty; and printed sets of selected secret telegrams circulated during the war to senior Ministers. The papers also contain many of Churchill’s unpublished notes, some intended for his memoirs, others for newspaper and magazine articles which he wrote during and immediately after the war. There are also many drafts of speeches, some never used, some incorporated in other speeches. Churchill also kept a large number of letters to colleagues which, on reflection, he had decided not to send; I have always indicated when a letter quoted was not sent. There is much personal material in these papers. During his lifetime Churchill acquired his mother’s collection of letters, including many of his own letters to her of which he had kept no copy. Also acquired were his brother Jack’s diary written while he was at the Dardanelles, and some papers belonging to his insurance broker, W. H. Bernau, which include material relating to the Dardanelles. The largest personal section of the Churchill papers contains fifty-nine letters from Clementine Churchill to her husband while he was on the western front, written between December 1915 and April 1916.


The letters which Clementine Churchill wrote to her husband between July and December 1914, and a further fourteen letters which she wrote to him in November and December 1915, form part of a separate collection, the Baroness Spencer-Churchill papers. These also include, for the period covered by this volume, all Churchill’s letters to his wife, the letters which Clementine Churchill received from her husband’s colleagues, and several letters sent to Churchill while he was on the western front, which his wife kept for him.


An important source for Churchill’s personal feelings are the letters which he wrote throughout this period to his brother, which form part of the John Churchill papers. His letters to his friend Jack Seely, later Lord Mottistone, who was serving in Flanders, are in the Mottistone papers at Nuffield College, Oxford. His letters to F. E. Smith, later Earl of Birkenhead, to whom he often turned for guidance, are in the Birkenhead papers, but not all of these letters appear to have survived. Churchill’s letter to his son from the western front is in the Randolph Churchill papers; his letter to his aunt Leonie Leslie on the death of her son Norman is in the Leslie papers, which also contain Churchill’s letter to his mother of 29 January 1916 which Lady Randolph had presumably shown to her sister.


The letters, both personal and political, which Churchill wrote to David Lloyd George, are in the Lloyd George papers, the bulk of which are at the Beaverbrook Library, London. These papers contain much political material for this period. There are further letters from Churchill to Lloyd George in the Lloyd George papers still in private possession. The diary of Frances Stevenson, which gives several indications of Lloyd George’s sometimes extremely critical attitude towards Churchill, is part of the Countess Lloyd-George of Dwyfor papers, also at the Beaverbrook Library.


H. H. Asquith expressed his opinions of Churchill in many of his numerous letters to the Hon Venetia Stanley, later the Hon Mrs Edwin Montagu. These letters are in that part of the Montagu papers which remains in private possession. These letters contain frequent, and at times daily, accounts of political developments from July 1914 to May 1915, and describe proceedings at Cabinet, in the War Council, and at the centre of Government policy-making. A few of these letters were quoted by Asquith himself in his memoirs as ‘contemporary notes’; but even the extracts which he had used in this disguised form were not always accurately transcribed. Further comments by Asquith, made to his wife Margot, as well as her own opinions, and reports of her conversations with Churchill, Lloyd George and Lord Fisher, are in her diary, part of the Countess Oxford and Asquith papers: I have seen this diary for the period October 1914 to May 1915. I have used a letter from Margot Asquith which is in the Balfour papers at the British Museum.


Some of the letters which Asquith received from his colleagues, and several letters from Churchill of which Churchill kept no copies, are in the Asquith papers at the Bodleian Library, Oxford. Asquith’s letters to King George V describing Cabinet proceedings are in the George V papers, in the Royal Archives at Windsor. From these papers I have also quoted references to Churchill in George V’s diary, and in a letter he wrote to Queen Mary. The Stamfordham papers, also in the Royal Archives, contain detailed accounts of the replacement of Prince Louis of Battenberg as First Sea Lord by Lord Fisher, of the political crisis of May 1915, and several letters about Churchill from the Civil Lord of Admiralty, Sir Francis Hopwood, later Lord Southborough, whose own correspondence, including a letter from Stamfordham at the time of the siege of Antwerp, is in the Southborough papers. Another source of royal and court opinion is the Esher papers at Churchill College, Cambridge, which contain Lord Esher’s original diary; this is much fuller than, and differs markedly at several points from, the published version. These papers also contain the letters to Esher quoted in this volume from Lord Stamfordham, J. A. Spender, his sons Maurice and Oliver Brett, and from the Secretary to the War Council, Lieutenant-Colonel M. P. A. Hankey. Hankey’s original diary, and much correspondence, are in the Hankey papers, also at Churchill College, which contain many references to Churchill, as well as the letters from Lord Fisher, Lord Esher and Margot Asquith quoted in this volume.


Government policy can be followed in part through the official papers which Churchill, Lloyd George, Asquith and Hankey kept in their private archives, as well as through the official material in the Harcourt papers, which contain several memoranda by Churchill and other Cabinet Ministers of which no copies survive among their own papers. But the most comprehensive sets of official papers are those in the Public Record Office. These have several gaps, but no single private archive can approach them in comprehensiveness. There are five sets of official papers used here. The Cabinet papers contain the minutes of the meetings of the War Council and its successor the Dardanelles Committee, as well as a file of papers kept by James Masterton-Smith, Churchill’s Naval Secretary at the Admiralty. The Masterton-Smith file includes Asquith’s letter to Lord Fisher ordering him to return to his post in May 1915. The Air Ministry papers contain material relating to early aerial policy, defensive and offensive, for which Churchill was responsible while First Lord. The War Office papers contain correspondence between the Admiralty and the War Office, and between Churchill and Earl Kitchener of Khartoum, as well as Sir Ian Hamilton’s despatches from Gallipoli, and the war diaries of the 2nd Battalion of the Grenadier Guards, and the 6th Battalion of the Royal Scots Fusiliers for the period when Churchill was serving with them on the western front. Churchill’s attempts to influence foreign policy can be followed in the Foreign Office papers, which have a special section, FO 800/35–113, containing the correspondence of Sir Edward Grey, including many letters from Churchill of which he kept no copy. Another section, the private correspondence of Grey’s Private Secretary, William Tyrrell, FO 800/220, contains a letter from Lord Fisher. The principal official set of documents used in this volume is the Admiralty papers, from which it is possible to reconstruct, on a daily basis, the development of naval policy. These papers are much fuller than Churchill’s own papers, on which he drew for his published account of his work as First Lord. They can nevertheless be supplemented by further archival material neither in the official collections, nor in the Churchill papers: Churchill’s letters to Lord Fisher, Fisher’s other correspondence, and several naval memoranda not available elsewhere, are in the Fisher papers; Fisher’s letters to Sir John Jellicoe are in the Jellicoe papers at the British Museum, his letters to Pamela and Reginald McKenna in the McKenna papers at Churchill College; Sir David Beatty’s letters to his wife are in the Beatty papers; Commodore Keyes’ letters to his wife are in the Keyes papers at Churchill College. Sir Berkeley Milne’s material on the escape of the two German cruisers to Turkey, and the Admiralty telegrams which he received on the outbreak of war, are in the Milne papers at the National Maritime Museum, Greenwich. Admiral Oliver’s material on Antwerp and the Dardanelles, together with several pages of recollections, are in the Oliver papers at the National Maritime Museum, Greenwich. There is material on the Dardanelles in the de Robeck papers at Churchill College; the memorandum by Sir Francis Hopwood on the crisis of May 1915 and on Churchill’s speech demanding Fisher’s return is in the Milford Haven papers, which also contain material relating to the resignation of Prince Louis of Battenberg, later Marquess of Milford Haven; the Hall papers contain the draft memoirs of the Director of Naval Intelligence, whose recollections in March and May 1915 are quoted in this volume; the Richmond papers at the National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, include the diary and correspondence of the Assistant Director of Naval Operations, Captain Richmond, one of Churchill’s severest critics at the Admiralty. Churchill’s instructions to Admiral Hood for the bombardment of the Belgian coast are in the Hood papers at Churchill College, Cambridge. There is material on Fisher’s resignation collected by his naval assistant, Captain Crease, in the Crease papers. Churchill’s letters to Kitchener, of many of which he kept no copy, are in the Kitchener papers at the Public Record Office.


There is material on military aspects of Gallipoli in the Dawnay papers at the Imperial War Museum, London, and in the Hamilton papers at King’s College, London. Hamilton kept no diary while at Gallipoli. In June 1916, more than seven months after his recall, and over a year after he had gone to Gallipoli, he began to dictate the ‘Private Diary of General Sir Ian Hamilton’ to his secretary. He was aided in reconstructing past events by a brief factual account kept by his personal clerk, Sergeant-Major H. G. Stuart, and by official telegrams and letters in his possession. Hamilton dictated quickly, in order that his recollections could be ready for Churchill, who was then preparing his evidence for the Dardanelles Commission. Hamilton later elaborated on the details and in places altered the content of these recollections, which were published in 1920 with the title ‘Gallipoli Diary’, a title which has misled several commentators into believing that it was a document written during the campaign. I have quoted throughout from the original dictated typescript of June 1916.


There are letters from Churchill of which he kept no copy in the papers of several of his colleagues. Those used in this volume are from the Crewe papers at the Cambridge University Library, the Haldane papers at the National Library of Scotland, the Runciman papers at the University of Newcastle upon Tyne Library, and the Steel-Maitland papers at the Scottish Record Office. Two Liberal Ministers, Lord Emmott and J. A. Pease, later Lord Gainford, kept diaries which contain references to Cabinet discussions otherwise unrecorded; I have quoted these from the Emmott papers and the Gainford papers, both at Nuffield College, Oxford.


Churchill’s relations with the Press can be followed both in the C. P. Scott papers in the British Museum, which contain notes of conversations with Churchill, Lloyd George and other political figures, and in the Garvin papers at the Texas University Library. There are some Churchill letters in the Northcliffe papers. There is much material in the H. A. Gwynne papers, including several letters from Major-General Callwell, the Director of Operations and Intelligence at the War Office. There are criticisms of Churchill by Liberal politicians in the Buxton papers and the Burns papers at the British Museum. Conservative hostility to Churchill can be studied in the Bonar Law papers at the Beaverbrook Library, in the Austen Chamberlain papers at Birmingham University Library, and in the Milner papers at the Bodleian Library. These three sets of papers contain substantial material on the political background.


There is material for Churchill’s period on the western front in the Altrincham papers, which contain the correspondence of Edward Grigg, later Lord Altrincham, who was serving with the 2nd Battalion of the Grenadier Guards in November 1915; and in the Spears papers, which contain many diary references to Churchill at St Omer in December 1915. The Hakewill Smith papers contain letters from a subaltern serving with the 6th Royal Scots Fusiliers from January to June 1916. The Tudor papers contain the diary of the 9th Division’s Royal Artillery Commander, Hugh Tudor, with several references to Churchill. There are two letters from Churchill to Curzon in early 1916, of which Churchill kept no copy, in the Curzon papers at the India Office Library, and a letter from Churchill to Lansdowne in the Lansdowne papers. While he was in Flanders Churchill wrote several times to Edward Marsh; these letters are in the Marsh papers. The Henry Wilson papers contain General Wilson’s diary, with references to Churchill both during his service on the western front, and at other periods covered by this volume. The Bentham papers contain an able-seaman’s letter to his father from Antwerp, and several press cuttings about the siege. Churchill’s annotations to Lord Beaverbrook’s historical writings, made in 1928 and 1931, and bearing on 1914 to 1916, are in the Beaverbrook papers at the Beaverbrook Library. The Beaverbrook papers also contain Churchill’s telegram to Asquith from Antwerp of 5 October 1914, offering to give up his Cabinet office and take command in the field, and Churchill’s letter to Bonar Law of 21 May 1915, seeking the Conservative leader’s support during the political crisis. Beaverbrook obtained the telegram from Venetia Stanley, to whom Asquith had sent it; and the letter direct from Bonar Law.


I have also obtained documentary material used in this volume from the Conan Doyle papers, the Dawson papers at Printing House Square, the Haig papers at the National Library of Scotland, the National Liberal Club papers at the National Liberal Club, London, the Rawlinson papers at Churchill College, Cambridge, and the Robertson papers at King’s College, London. For further background material on the Dardanelles, I have consulted the Roch papers at Ampleforth Abbey, York, and the Williamson papers at Churchill College, Cambridge.


I have been unable to use several sets of papers which might have contained material of importance. The papers of Baroness Asquith of Yarnbury and of 1st Viscount Wimborne were both closed. The papers of 1st Viscount Thurso and 1st Viscount Rothermere are both believed to have been destroyed. The papers of the 9th Duke of Marlborough could not be found. Almost none of Venetia Stanley’s letters to Asquith survive.


I have supplemented the archival material as much as possible by conversation and correspondence with those who knew Churchill during this period, or who were associated in some way in the enterprises with which he was involved. By this means I have been able to include reminiscences of Churchill’s moods, and of the atmosphere of events not always obvious from the documents, and have been able to describe several incidents not recorded in any contemporary source.


Lady Spencer-Churchill answered many queries and gave me a most valuable insight into her husband’s life and into his relationships with his colleagues. I have shown her each section of the book, and I have been greatly encouraged by her interest and enthusiasm.


For an understanding of Churchill’s character between 1914 and 1916 I have benefited from the personal reminiscences of the late Baroness Asquith of Yarnbury, whose father was Prime Minister throughout the period covered by this volume; the late Lord Beaverbrook, whose close friendship with Churchill began in 1916 when Churchill was in the trenches; Sir Herbert Creedy, Kitchener’s Military Secretary, 1914–16; Sir Ralph Hawtrey, one of Lloyd George’s Private Secretaries at the Treasury; the Hon Sylvia Henley, Clementine Churchill’s cousin; Sir Shane Leslie, Bt, Churchill’s cousin; Frances, Countess Lloyd-George of Dwyfor, Lloyd George’s Private Secretary during these years; and the 10th Duke of Marlborough, Churchill’s cousin. The late Field-Marshal Earl Alexander of Tunis recalled a conversation with Churchill about military command in the First World War; Mr John Colville described Churchill’s reflections on 1916.


My knowledge of what happened during the siege of Antwerp in October 1914 was increased by discussion and correspondence with members of the Royal Naval Division: Mr Jack Bentham, Major-General A. R. Chater, Mr Robert Hall, Mr C. J. F. Mitchell, Mr Stewart Owler, Mr William Rice and Mr Henry M. Stevens, all of whom were present during the siege. Air Vice-Marshal Sir John Cordingley gave me a young officer’s impressions of the formation of the Royal Naval Division. The late Vice-Admiral Richard Bell Davies, one of Churchill’s flying instructors, who subsequently fought at Antwerp and the Dardanelles, gave me information about Churchill’s interest in the development of aerial warfare.


In November 1915 Churchill was introduced to trench warfare by the 2nd Battalion of the Grenadier Guards. Mr Ralph Bingham, then a machine-gun officer, and Viscount Chandos, then, as Oliver Lyttelton, Adjutant of another Grenadier Battalion, gave me their reminiscences of this period.


In December 1915, while waiting at Sir John French’s headquarters uncertain of both his military and political future, Churchill befriended a young cavalry captain in whom he confided. I received much important information from that captain, now Major-General Sir Edward Louis Spears, Bt, who talked to me about those weeks, allowed me to see his diary, and answered my detailed queries.


From January to May 1916 Churchill commanded the 6th Battalion of the Royal Scots Fusiliers in the trenches of Flanders. I have obtained much information about this period from several of those who served under his command. Major-General Sir Edmund Hakewill Smith, and Mr Jock McDavid, both subalterns at the time, gave me detailed accounts of life at Churchill’s headquarters, and added to my account of Moolenacker and Ploegsteert. The late Major F. D. Napier-Clavering, a sapper who lived for some weeks at Churchill’s headquarters, gave me many recollections of Churchill’s interest in trench engineering and fortifications. Mr Ralph Fox, a Lewis gunner in the 6th Royal Scots Fusiliers, Mr Reginald Hurt, then serving as a private in the Battalion, and the late M. André Maurois, then liaison officer with the 9th Division, answered my queries in correspondence and gave me information about Churchill in the trenches. I have talked with profit to Lord Casey, then a captain attached to the 6th Royal Scots Fusiliers, and to the painter Paul Maze, then serving with the British Army, both of whom saw something of Churchill during his period in the trenches. I have benefited from the reminiscences of General Sir Ivo Vesey and Major Sir Desmond Morton, then both serving on the staff of Sir Douglas Haig at St Omer.


During the course of my researches into Churchill’s three months as a battalion commander I visited the areas of the western front where he served. Mme Planche of Meteren gave me a vivid account of life in 1916 in Churchill’s reserve area, Moolenacker, where she helped in her mother’s estaminet, favourite café of the 6th Royal Scots Fusiliers. I benefited from a visit to the two Belgian parishes of Warneton, through which his trenches ran, and Ploegsteert, in which he had his various headquarters, receiving help from M. Jean Petillon, M. Robert Ryckaert and M. Joël Wgeuw, the present occupants of ‘Soyer Farm’, the ‘Hospice’ and ‘Burnt Out Farm’ respectively. M. Omer Parmentier, Mlle Antoinette Chaignon and Mme Elise Devroedt gave me their reminiscences of Ploegsteert both before and at the beginning of the First World War.


In Ankara I gained much from talking to Ismet Inönü, former President of Turkey, who served on the Gallipoli Peninsula, and gave me an insight into the effect of the attack on Turkish morale. At the Maritime Museum in Istanbul I was able to examine Mustafa Kemal’s campaign maps. The following soldiers who served at Gallipoli gave me reminiscences of great interest: Mr S. E. Carter, Mr F. W. Crompton, the late Mr T. Macmillan, Sir Clifford Norton, Sir Geoffrey Shakespeare, Bt, Mr Harry Skinner. I am grateful to those who gave me their recollections of particular events between 1914 and 1916: Mr A. J. P. Andrews, former motor-cycle despatch rider with the 9th Division, the late Mr H. E. Ardiss, formerly of RN Transport, Dover, Mr Frank Ashton-Gwatkin, formerly in the British Embassy, Tokyo, Mr W. J. Baldwin, formerly a sapper with the 64th Field Company, Royal Engineers, Mr T. E. Cresswell, formerly of the RND, Mr Thomas Hope Floyd, Mr Robert Fulton, former bandsman, 9th Division, Mr T. B. Johnson, formerly lieutenant in the RNAS Armoured Cars, Mr Hermon Marsden, a former infantry captain, Mr Andy O’Brien, formerly a corporal in the Highland Light Infantry, who fought at Loos, and served in the trenches near Ploegsteert, Mr F. C. Shuter, formerly of the 10th Royal Fusiliers, and Mr J. G. Tomlin, also of the 10th Royal Fusiliers.


I have been doing research into this period of Churchill’s life for nearly nine years. But no research can be exhaustive. The location of historical material is arbitrary and its discovery often accidental. I learned of the existence of several archives cited in this source list purely by chance, and a number of documents quoted in this book might easily have remained unknown. There may well be several collections of papers, some containing letters relevant to this volume, of which I know nothing. I have made strong efforts to seek out the principal evidence; but there is no moment in the writing of biography—any more than in the writing of political, diplomatic or military history—at which it can be said that no more research need be done.





Acknowledgements
to the New Edition



The following foundations and individuals gave generous support for the publication of this volume and volumes 6 and 7 of The Churchill Documents: the Lynde and Harry Bradley Foundation, Milwaukee, Wisconsin; the Earhart Foundation, Ann Arbor, Michigan; the late George B. Ferguson, Peoria, Arizona; Mr. and Mrs. Thomas N. Jordan, Jr., Healdsburg, California; Mr. and Mrs. Tim M. Roudebush, Lenexa, Kansas; Mr. and Mrs. Emil A. Voelz, Jr., Akron, Ohio; and the Saul N. Silbert Charitable Trust, Sun City, Arizona.





Acknowledgements


I am grateful to Her Majesty the Queen, who graciously gave permission for me to have access to the Royal Archives; for help in selection of this material, I should like to thank Mr Robin Mackworth Young, Librarian, Miss Jane Langton, Registrar, and Miss Frances Dimond, Assistant Registrar. I wish to thank Bodley’s Librarian, Dr Robert Shackleton, and the Curators of the Bodleian Library, Oxford, who greatly facilitated the research by their generous offer to house the Churchill papers in the Bodleian for the duration of my work on them. I am grateful to members of the Churchill family who helped me obtain material for this volume: Mr Winston S. Churchill put his grandfather’s press cutting books and photograph albums at my disposal; the Hon Mrs Christopher Soames gave me access to those of her father’s and mother’s letters in her possession; Mr Peregrine S. Churchill gave me access to the letters which his father John Churchill, who served first on the western front, and then on Sir Ian Hamilton’s staff at the Dardanelles, received from Churchill throughout this period.


While doing the research for the Dardanelles chapters I made two journeys to Turkey, visiting the Gallipoli Peninsula, Istanbul and Ankara. These visits would not have been possible without the encouragement of His Excellency U. Haluk Bayülken, formerly Turkish Ambassador in London, and the help which I received from the Turkish Government, and from His Excellency Zeki Kuneralp, Secretary-General of the Turkish Foreign Office and subsequently Turkish Ambassador to London. At the Gallipoli Peninsula I was helped by the Kaymakam of Eceabat, Mr Vedat Okay, who provided me with transport and accompanied me to the remoter areas. On both visits I was made welcome by Mr Norman Pemberton, representative of the Commonwealth War Graves Commission at Chanak, who did everything possible to make my work go smoothly.


Many people have helped me in the search for material, and given me access to material in their possession. I should like to thank: Mr Guy Acloque, the Grosvenor Estates, London; Captain G. R. G. Allen, RN; Mr G. E. V. Awdry, Librarian of the National Liberal Club; Mr John Barnes; the 6th Marquess of Bath; Kapitän zur See Bildingmaier, Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt, Freiburg im Briesgau; the 2nd Earl Beatty; Lieutenant-Commander G. P. Berengan, Assistant Naval Attaché, Italian Embassy, London; Mr Coss Billson, Secretary of the National Liberal Club; the 2nd Earl of Birkenhead; the University of Birmingham Library; the Hon Mark Bonham Carter; the Curators of the British Museum; Miss Rosemary Brooks, the Beaverbrook Library, London; Mr H. A. Cahn; Mr I. K. Comacho, the German Institute, London; the Cambridge University Library; Lord Coleraine; Mr Charles Clore; Mr David Coombs; Miss D. Cummins, Office services, Ministry of Defence; Mr A. G. Davey, Army Records Centre; Signor Filippo Donini, Director of the Italian Institute, London; Lieutenant-General Baron M. Donnet, Military, Naval and Air Attaché, Belgian Embassy, London; Dr Christopher Dowling, Imperial War Museum, London; M. Albert Duchesne, Conservateur, Musée Royal de l’Armée et D’Histoire Militaire, Brussels; Sir John Elliot; Mrs Sheila Elton, former Secretary to the Beaverbrook Foundation; the 3rd Viscount Esher; the 3rd Baron Fisher; Colonel Peter Fleming; Capitaine de Frégate de la Forcade, Assistant Naval Attaché, French Embassy, London; Dr Noble Frankland, Director of the Imperial War Museum, London; the late Lieutenant-Colonel the Hon Gerald French; Mrs Milton Gendel; Mr John Gordon, Editor in Chief, Sunday Express; Lieutenant-Colonel R. J. Griffith of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, London; Mr John Grigg; Dr J. Grützner, Cultural Attaché, German Embassy, London; Mr Kamil Günel, Cultural Attaché, Turkish Embassy, London; Commander Richard Hall, RN; Miss Grace Hamblin, Administrator of Chartwell; the 14th Duke of Hamilton; the 2nd Baron Hankey; the 2nd Viscount Harcourt; Mr S. Hayashida, Director of the Japan Information Centre, London; Mrs Mary M. Hirth, Librarian of the Academic Center, University of Texas; Miss Ann Hoffman; Vice-Admiral Sir Ian Hogg; the 6th Viscount Hood; Mr G. Ronald Howe, National Council of YMCAs; Lieutenant-Colonel H. N. Ingles, acting Librarian, Longleat; Mr Stephen Inwood; Mr T. W. M. Jaine, Assistant Registrar, National Register of Archives, London; Mr R. L. James, former Head Master of Harrow School; Mr Robert Rhodes James; the 2nd Earl Jellicoe, former First Lord of the Admiralty; Dr J. T. Killen, former Librarian of Churchill College, Cambridge; Miss T. Kozutsumi, Japan Information Centre, London; the 8th Marquess of Lansdowne; M. Jean Lequiller, Conseiller Culturel, French Embassy, London; the 3rd Earl Lloyd-George of Dwyfor; the late Mr Donald McLachlan; Mr Angus I. Macnaghten; Sir Philip Magnus, Bt; Professor Arthur J. Marder; Sir Charles Markham, Bt; Admiral of the Fleet Earl Mountbatten of Burma; Mr I. Mumford, The Survey Production Centre, R.E., Sussex; The National Maritime Museum, Greenwich; Major John North; Vice-Admiral R. D. Oliver; Lady Paynter; J. Gordon Phillips, Archivist, The Times; the 6th Earl of Rosebery; Sir Leslie Rowan; Dr H. Pogge von Strandman; The Public Record Office, London; Brigadier B. B. Rackham, President of the Royal Naval Division Association; Miss Felicity Ranger, the Historical Manuscripts Commission, London; Mr David Robinson; Mr Kenneth Rose; Captain Stephen Roskill; Mr David Satinoff; Herr Karsten Schröder; the Scottish Record Office; the 10th Earl of Selkirk; Mrs George Shield, General Sir Ian Hamilton’s Literary Executor; Mr and Mrs Arthur Simon; the 3rd Baron Southborough; Mr A.J.P. Taylor; Mr George Thomson, former Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster; Contrammiraglio Vittorio E. Tognelli, Ministry of Marine, Rome; Mrs M. Travis, Archivist, Broadlands; Dr J. Van Roey, Antwerp City Archivist; Dr Edwin Welch, Archivist of Churchill College, Cambridge; Le Colonel Wemaire, Musée de l’Armée, Paris; Major Cyril Wilson; Mr Frederick Woods; Mr S. S. Wilson, former Keeper of the Public Records.


The following have given me permission to quote from documents and letters for which they hold the copyright: Her Majesty the Queen (the papers of King George V and of Lord Stamfordham), Sir Derrick Bailey, Bt (Sir Abe Bailey, Bt), the 4th Earl of Balfour (1st Earl of Balfour), the 2nd Earl Beatty (1st Earl Beatty), the First Beaverbrook Foundation (Baron Beaverbrook; Andrew Bonar Law; 1st Earl Lloyd-George of Dwyfor; Frances, Countess Lloyd-George of Dwyfor), the 2nd Earl of Birkenhead (1st Earl of Birkenhead), the Birmingham University Library (Austen Chamberlain), the Hon Mark Bonham Carter (1st Earl of Oxford and Asquith; Countess of Oxford and Asquith; Baroness Asquith of Yarnbury), Mr Peregrine S. Churchill (Lady Gwendeline Churchill; John Churchill), Churchill College, Cambridge, Library (Reginald McKenna), C & T Publications Ltd (Lady Randolph Churchill; Sir Winston Churchill), Mrs C. Dawnay and the Imperial War Museum (General Guy Dawnay), the 18th Earl of Derby (17th Earl of Derby), the 7th Baron de Robeck (Admiral Sir John de Robeck), the 4th Viscount Esher (2nd Viscount Esher; the Hon Maurice Brett), Colonel Peter Fleming (Valentine Fleming), Mrs Milton Gendel (Edwin Montagu), Mr Nigel M. Dewar Gibb (Andrew Dewar Gibb), the 2nd Baron Gretton (1st Baron Gretton), Mr John Grigg (Baron Altrincham), the Hon Raymond R. Guest (Frederick Guest), the 2nd Earl Haig (1st Earl Haig), Dr A. R. B. Haldane (1st Viscount Haldane), Commander Richard Hall (Admiral Sir Reginald Hall), the 14th Duke of Hamilton and Brandon (1st Baron Fisher), the 2nd Baron Hankey (1st Baron Hankey), the 2nd Viscount Harcourt (1st Viscount Harcourt), Her Majesty’s Stationery Office (State papers; Hansard), Vice-Admiral Sir Ian Hogg (H. A. Gwynne), the 2nd Earl Jellicoe (1st Earl Jellicoe), the 2nd Baron Keyes (1st Baron Keyes), Lady Patricia Kingsbury (1st Earl of Ypres), the Hon Margaret Lambert (1st Viscount Lambert), Mrs Allen Leeper and Mrs Mary Shield (General Sir Ian Hamilton), 4th Viscount Long (1st Viscount Long), Mr John H. MacCallum Scott (Alexander MacCallum Scott), Sir Charles Markham, Bt (Sir Henry Markham, Bt), the 10th Duke of Marlborough (9th Duke of Marlborough), the 4th Baron Mottistone (1st Baron Mottistone), Admiral of the Fleet Earl Mountbatten of Burma (1st Marquess of Milford Haven), Mrs Avis Napier-Clavering (Major F. N. Napier-Clavering), the Trustees of the National Maritime Museum (Admiral Sir Herbert Richmond), Mr Philip Noel-Baker (Viscount Cecil of Chelwood), the 2nd Baron Noel-Buxton (1st Baron Noel-Buxton), the Hon Joseph Pease (1st Baron Gainford), the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland (Sir Edward Carson), Stella, Marchioness of Reading (1st Marquis of Reading), the 2nd Viscount Rothermere (1st Viscount Rothermere), the 5th Marquess of Salisbury (Viscount Quickswood), the 2nd Viscount Scarsdale (Marquess of Curzon), Mr Laurence P. Scott (C. P. Scott), the 4th Baron Shuttleworth (1st Baron Shuttleworth), Mrs Brian Simon (Baron Emmott), the Hon Mrs Christopher Soames (Lady Spencer-Churchill; William Hozier), the 3rd Baron Southborough (1st Baron Southborough), Mr Christopher Sykes (Sir Mark Sykes), Marigold, Viscountess Thurso (1st Viscount Thurso), Brigadier Dame Mary Tyrwhitt (Admiral of the Fleet Sir Reginald Tyrwhitt, Bt), the 3rd Baron Wedgwood (1st Baron Wedgwood), Major Cyril Wilson (Field-Marshal Sir Henry Wilson), and the 3rd Viscount Wimborne (1st Viscount Wimborne).


The following have given me permission to quote from their own letters and recollections: Mr J. H. Bentham, Lieutenant-Colonel Ralph Bingham, Mr J. R. Colville, Air Vice-Marshal Sir John W. Cordingley, Mr Robert Fox, Mr Robert Fulton, Major-General Sir Edmund Hakewill Smith, Sir Ralph Hawtrey, Mr Reginald Hurt, Mr Jock McDavid, Mr C. J. F. Mitchell, Major-General Sir Edward Louis Spears, Mr Henry Stevens and General Sir Ivo Vesey.


I hope that those copyright holders whom I have been unable to trace will accept my apologies. I am grateful to the publishers or other copyright holders of all printed books for permission to quote extracts from them. I have received photographs for inclusion in this volume from both private and public sources. I should like to thank Argus Press Ltd, Bassano & Vandyk Ltd, the First Beaverbrook Foundation, Mlle Antoinette Chaignon, Mr Winston S. Churchill MP, Mr James Dawson, Lord James Douglas-Hamilton, Elliott and Fry Ltd, European Picture Service, Major-General Sir Edmund Hakewill Smith, Hutchinson & Co, the Imperial War Museum, Lady Patricia Kingsbury, the Dowager Countess Lloyd-George of Dwyfor, Mr Jock McDavid, the London News Agency Ltd, Mirrorpic, Admiral of the Fleet Earl Mountbatten of Burma, the late Major F. D. Napier-Clavering, the Press Association Ltd, the Radio Times Hulton Picture Library, M. Robert Ryckaert, Mr Harry Skinner, the Tatler, The Times, Mr E. S. Turner, Art Editor of the Daily Telegraph, and the YMCA, for letting me use photographs in their possession, or of which they hold the copyright.


The following newspapers have given me permission to reprint extracts from their leading articles: Advertiser (Dundee), Daily Express, Daily Mail, Daily Telegraph (also for Morning Post), Observer, Star, and The Times.


While compiling the footnotes for this volume, I received information which I had not been able to find elsewhere from the following individuals and institutions: Mr J. Ardley, Privy Council Office, London; Dr Arenz, Militärgeschtliches Forschungsamt, Freiburg; Associazione della Stampa Romana; Mr F. Birrer, Cultural Attaché, Swiss Embassy, London; Captain Eric Bush RN; Mr B. Cheeseman, Library and Records Department, Foreign and Commonwealth Office, London; Mr E. H. Cornelius, Librarian, Royal College of Surgeons of England, London; Mr Norman Craig; Cox and Kings, London; Mrs Winifred Fernée; Dr Fleischer, Bundesarchiv Militärarchiv, Freiburg; Vice-Admiral C. R. Fliche, Chef du Service Historique de la Marine, Ministère d’Etat Chargé de la Défense National, Paris; Mr A. J. Francis, Ministry of Defence (Office Services); Mr Harry Franks, Deal and Walmer Local History Society, Deal; Mr R. Gordon, Clerk to the Trustees, Loretto School Trustees, Edinburgh; Mr G. A. Grahame, General Manager, Ritz Hotel, London; Mr Thomas Greig, William Kemp & Co, Glasgow; Mrs Alice Gwynn; Mrs I. Medora Harrison; Sir Rupert Hart-Davis; Miss Hawkins, Army Records Centre, Ministry of Defence; The Librarian, Institut Français du Royaume-Uni, London; Lloyds Bank Ltd, London; Lloyd’s Register of Shipping, London; Mr Ruddock Mackay; Macmillan & Co, Publishers; Monsieur le Maire, Ville de Calais; Miss Cynthia Metcalfe; Lady Audrey Morris; Mr N. A. Nagler, the Treasury; Mr William Park, Keeper of Manuscripts, National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh; Dr Pette, Bundesarchiv Zentralnachweisstelle, Koblenz; Mr J. Innes Pritchard, MacKay, Mackintosh & Co, Glasgow; Miss Minna Ray, Ministry of Defence (Naval Secretary), London; Mrs Eva Reichmann; M. René Robinet, Conservateur en Chef, Directeur des Services d’Archives du Nord, Lille; the RSPCA; le Comte Benoit Le Gouz de Saint Seine; the Savile Club, London; Mr Robert Montgomery Scott, Embassy of the United States of America, London; Dr Harry Shukman; Vice-Admiral Giovanni Sleiter, Ministero della Difessa, Rome; Mr Patrick Strong, Keeper of College Library and Collections, Eton College, Windsor; Dr D. M. Torbet, City Librarian, Dundee; Mr T. P. Tracey, Ministry of Defence (RAF); and Mr R. M. Ward.


***


I should like to express my thanks to the Directors of C & T Publications Limited, Lord Hartwell, Mr Christopher Clarke and Mr John McCracken, who asked me to continue with this biography after Randolph Churchill’s death, and who have given me every assistance in my work and been most considerate of my needs. I am also grateful to the Warden and Fellows of Merton College, Oxford, for extending my Fellowship in order that I could remain at Merton while writing the biography, and to the Master and Fellows of Churchill College, Cambridge, for granting me membership of their Senior Common Room.


While working on this volume I have drawn personal encouragement from the interest and enthusiasm of Mrs R. A. Bevan, Mr Paul Brooks, the late Dr Philip Conwell-Evans, the late Mr Joseph Robinson, Lord Salter, Mr Nigel Viney, Sir John Wheeler-Bennett and the late Mr Guy Wint. I am extremely grateful to those who have read the book in typescript or proof, and whose suggestions have been of great value; Mr Mark Cousins, Mr John Darling, Mr Richard Gott, Mr Robert Rhodes James, Mr Andrew Kerr, Mr Ivor Samuels and Mrs George Shield.


I have been greatly helped in my work by Dr Cameron Hazlehurst, who has discussed with me the many historical problems raised in this volume, has given me the advantage of his own wide researches, and has read all my chapters both in draft and proof.


I should like to thank Mrs Elizabeth Hennessy, who worked at the British Museum Library at Colindale, inspecting national and local press comment on Churchill’s activities; Miss Diana Colvin, who examined the photographic archives of several newspapers and agencies; and the Oxford cartographer, Mr Peter Atwell, who drew the maps with patience and care. Mr Jerry Moeran of Studio Edmark, Oxford, prepared prints of the photographs and facsimiles used in this volume; many of these were copied from faded or damaged originals, and owe their excellence to his skill. My thanks are also due to his assistant, Jean Hunt.


I have been particularly helped by Dr Sidney Aster, who undertook the task of scrutinizing the Admiralty, Foreign Office, and War Office papers, and gave up his teaching post at Glasgow University in order to help with this important aspect of the research—his patience and thoroughness led to the successful conclusion of many difficult searches. Jane K. Cousins assisted me with many of the interviews, helped me with the research both at Ploegsteert and on the Gallipoli Peninsula, examined a number of archives, and subjected the typescript to a thorough scrutiny. Sarah Graham joined me when I began writing in November 1968, typed the first draft of over half a million words and then retyped it. By her perseverance she ensured that the book was legible when it went to the printers. Kate Fleming helped me to trace many obscure footnotes, to check the narrative, and to complete the list of documents. Susie Sacher assisted me in the compilation of the index: her help in the final stages of the work was invaluable.





1
‘A Really Happy Man’


Churchill’s instinct was not for war with Germany. During the Agadir crisis in 1911, when Germany had seemed to be willing to hustle France into war for the sake of a small port on the Atlantic coast of Morocco, Churchill had been attracted, not to war but to the idea of an alliance which might deter the Germans from aggression. In search of a deterrent, he had, while Home Secretary, proposed a triple alliance between Britain, France and Russia, hoping thereby to safeguard the independence of Belgium, Holland and Denmark without hostilities. From the moment of the Agadir crisis, he focused his mind increasingly upon world affairs. He believed that international chaos could come as easily to Europe as to Africa or Asia. This new concern of Churchill’s had influenced the Prime Minister, H. H. Asquith,1 in sending him to the Admiralty in October 1911. The principal task with which Asquith entrusted him was to ensure that the Royal Navy did not find itself in a position where Germany could gain sudden advantage over it.


While Churchill was at the Admiralty he pressed for agreement with Germany, and hoped for a relaxation of the naval arms race. On 20 May 1914 he wrote to Asquith and to the Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey,2 asking whether they would agree to his meeting Admiral Tirpitz,3 in order to discuss four specific proposals for improved Anglo-German naval relations. Churchill wanted to reduce what he described to them as ‘the unwholesome concentration of fleets in home waters’, proposing that Britain and Germany agree to send their ships to African and Far Eastern stations. He advised ‘the abandonment of secrecy’ over a wide spectrum of naval information about all British and German ships, whether already launched or still under construction. He suggested that British and German Naval Attachés should be given ‘equal and reciprocal facilities to visit the dockyards and see what was going on’. Such an exchange, he wrote, ‘would go a long way to stopping the espionage on both sides which is a continued cause of suspicion and ill feeling’. Churchill wanted these discussions to take place in the last week of June 1914. But Grey deprecated the plan, writing to both Churchill and Asquith on May 25 that a meeting with Tirpitz would make ‘a terrible splash in the European press’, and that as a result of it ‘the wildest reports will be circulated and we shall be involved in constant explanations to Ambassadors at the Foreign Office and denials in the press of the things that will be attributed to us’. Grey argued from a position of seniority and long experience of European affairs; the plan to meet Tirpitz was abandoned. Still hoping to ease Anglo-German naval tensions, in the middle of June Churchill sent a British naval squadron to the Kiel regatta. ‘Officers and men,’ he later wrote in The World Crisis, ‘strolled arm in arm through the hospitable town, or dined with all goodwill in mess and wardroom. Together they stood bareheaded at the funeral of a German officer killed in flying an English seaplane.’


On June 28, while the Kiel regatta was still in progress, the Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand4 was assassinated at Sarajevo. Churchill did not see this as the prelude to any conflict involving Britain. He had confidence in the power of diplomacy to resolve a crisis, should one develop. He did not believe that Germany would dare to challenge British naval power which he had so augmented since becoming First Lord. Underlying his Admiralty policies was his calculation, made in 1912, that by 1920 the balance of naval forces would be such that no European state would risk a war which might bring in Britain as an enemy.


During the three weeks following Franz Ferdinand’s assassination, Austria and Russia became increasingly belligerent. Germany pressed Austria in its quarrel with Serbia. It seemed inevitable that France would join its ally Russia in any Russo-German war. Britain stood aside, little perturbed by the sight of Europe in disarray. The Cabinet’s concern was over the mounting violence in Ireland, where daily increasing turmoil seemed about to pitch the Catholic Irish and the Ulster Protestants into civil war. On July 22 Churchill wrote to Grey about a possible solution to the Irish question. By way of analogy, he referred to the European crisis; if the problem were to uphold British interests in Europe, he explained to the Foreign Secretary, ‘you wd proceed by two stages. First you wd labour to stop Austria & Russia going to war: second, if that failed, you wd try to prevent England, France, Germany & Italy being drawn in.’ Churchill took for granted the need for conciliation in Europe as in Ireland. The Chancellor of the Exchequer, David Lloyd George5 took a similar view, assuring the House of Commons on the following day that ‘civilization’ would have no difficulty in regulating disputes which arose between nations, by means ‘of some sane and well-ordered arbitrament’.


During July Churchill had ordered a test mobilization of the Third Fleet to take place in the English Channel. This mobilization had been decided upon earlier in the year as part of the naval economy insisted upon by the Cabinet; manoeuvres, with whole Fleets deployed over vast areas of ocean, had been considered too expensive. The mobilization had nothing to do with the European crisis. On July 19, when it was satisfactorily ended, the ships of every Fleet, including seventy battleships, had passed in front of the Royal Yacht at Spithead while King George V6 had taken the salute. No sense of crisis had interfered with the pageantry of the occasion. On July 23 the ships were ready to disperse; their captains made plans to return to their respective ports. Churchill saw no reason to halt this process of dispersal and demobilization. That evening he returned from Spithead to London to prepare for the Cabinet meeting to be held on the following day, Friday July 24. Ireland dominated the agenda. Home Rule was now a certainty. But the Protestants of Ulster insisted upon secession. The Cabinet spent much time in arguing about the precise boundaries that should be drawn between a self-governing Ulster and the autonomous South.7 Churchill recalled in The World Crisis how, ‘turning this way and that in search of an exit from the deadlock’, he and his colleagues, ‘toiled around the muddy byways of Fermanagh and Tyrone’, but without result:


The discussion had reached its inconclusive end, and the Cabinet was about to separate, when the quiet grave tones of Sir Edward Grey’s voice were heard reading a document which had just been brought to him from the Foreign Office. It was the Austrian note to Serbia.8 He had been reading or speaking for several minutes before I could disengage my mind from the tedious and bewildering debate which had just closed. We were all very tired, but gradually as the phrases and sentences followed one another, impressions of a wholly different character began to form in my mind. This note was clearly an ultimatum; but it was an ultimatum such as had never been penned in modern times. As the reading proceeded it seemed absolutely impossible that any State in the world could accept it, or that any acceptance, however abject, would satisfy the aggressor. The parishes of Fermanagh and Tyrone faded back into the mists and squalls of Ireland, and a strange light began immediately, but by perceptible gradations, to fall and grow upon the map of Europe.


The Cabinet broke up late that afternoon. On the following day Asquith informed George V about the European crisis. ‘Happily,’ he wrote, ‘there seems to be no reason why we should be anything more than spectators.’ Churchill shared Asquith’s view that Britain could keep out of the European war, and on the evening of July 24 had postponed an Admiralty conference which had been fixed for the following morning. He decided to spend part of the weekend with his wife Clementine9 and their two children, Diana10 and Randolph,11 who were staying at Cromer on the Norfolk coast. Clementine Churchill was expecting their third child in October. Writing that evening, Churchill gave her an outline of the day’s events:




My darling one,


I have managed to put off my naval conference and am coming to you & the kittens tomorrow by the 1 o’clock train.


I will tell you all the news then. Europe is trembling on the verge of a general war. The Austrian ultimatum to Servia being the most insolent document of its kind ever devised. Side by side with this the Provincial Govt in Ulster wh is now imminent appears comparatively a humdrum affair.


We are to go ahead with the Amending Bill, abolishing the time limit & letting any Ulster county vote itself out if it chooses. The Irish acquiesced in this reluctantly.


We must judge further events in Ulster when they occur. No one seems much alarmed.


Tender & fondest love
W





In a postscript Churchill told his wife that he was dining that night with Sir Ernest Cassel12 to meet the German shipowner Albert Ballin.13 After the dinner he sat next to Ballin, who expressed the fear, Churchill recalled in The World Crisis, that an Austrian attack on Serbia would lead to a general European war. ‘If Russia marches against Austria, we must march,’ Ballin told Churchill; ‘and if we march France must march, and what would England do?’ Churchill replied that he could not know what Britain’s decision would be if Germany and France were at war. The Cabinet would have to decide. But, he added, it would be a mistake for Germany to assume that England would do nothing in such an eventuality. The British Government, he said, ‘would judge events as they arose’. In his biography of Albert Ballin, published in 1922, Bernhard Huldermann14 wrote of how, when Churchill took leave of Ballin, he ‘implored him, almost with tears in his eyes, not to go to war’.


On the morning of Saturday July 25 Churchill discussed the crisis at length with the First Sea Lord, Prince Louis of Battenberg.15 The reservists who had taken part in the test mobilization of the Fleet were already on their way home. The Fleets which were then at Portland were to remain there until early on Monday morning, when they too would be dispersed. That afternoon, convinced that war might be avoided, Churchill left London to join his family at Cromer.


At nine o’clock on Sunday morning, July 26, Churchill telephoned Prince Louis from Cromer and learned that Austria was apparently dissatisfied with Serbia’s conciliatory reply to its ultimatum. He went to the beach, and for three hours played with his children, returning to the town at noon to speak to Prince Louis again. This time he learned more disturbing news: the Austrian Government had entirely rejected Serbia’s answer. Churchill and Prince Louis discussed what action ought to be taken. It proved difficult to conduct Admiralty business on the telephone. Churchill believed, as he wrote to Prince Louis a year later, on 12 August 1915, that he had specifically asked Prince Louis ‘not to let the Fleet disperse’. Prince Louis recalled the conversation differently. In a letter to Churchill on 13 August 1915 he denied that Churchill had given him specific instructions to halt the dispersal of the Fleet, but had instead, he recalled, ‘begged me to take whatever steps I might consider advisable without waiting to consult you over the telephone…. I had great difficulty in hearing you… I certainly never heard any reference to keeping the Fleet together.’ According to his own recollection, Prince Louis had gone at once to the Foreign Office, looked at all the European telegrams, re-read the Admiralty orders under which the Fleet was to be dispersed, and then, at five minutes past four, had, entirely on his own initiative, telegraphed to the Commander of the Home Fleets, Sir George Callaghan,16 ordering him not to disperse the Fleet. Prince Louis’ telegram, which was unsigned, read: ‘Admiralty to C in C Home Fleets. Decypher. No ships of First Fleet or Flotillas are to leave Portland until further orders. Acknowledge.’


Churchill reached London at ten that evening. He went at once to see Grey, who was already discussing the crisis with his Private Secretary, Sir William Tyrrell.17 Grey told Churchill that although he did not think that a really dangerous moment had yet been reached, the situation was grave. Austria clearly intended to force her quarrel with Serbia to the point of war. Churchill asked whether it would be helpful if the Admiralty were to issue a public statement announcing that the dispersal of the Fleet had been halted. Grey and Tyrrell both urged him to make the announcement at the earliest possible moment, telling him that it would serve as a salutary warning to both Germany and Austria. Churchill returned to the Admiralty, and together with Prince Louis drafted an official communiqué: ‘Orders have been given to the First Fleet, which is concentrated at Portland, not to disperse for manoeuvre leave for the present. All vessels of the Second Fleet are remaining at their home ports in proximity to their balance crews.’


This communiqué appeared as a small item of information in the newspapers on the following morning. ‘It looked innocent enough,’ Churchill wrote after the war in an unpublished note, ‘but we hoped the German Emperor18 at any rate would understand.’ The Times approved the announcement as ‘a welcome earnest of our intention to be ready for any course’. During the morning Churchill telephoned his wife, anxious to hear her reaction. He was upset when she told him that she had not seen the announcement in the papers. Later that day she wrote to him: ‘I scampered home “with back & tail outstretched” & devoured the Times from cover to cover including advertisements & agony column but it wasn’t there! The edition of the Times delivered in this distant spot, I suspect of being printed overnight!’


The first Cabinet specifically devoted to the European crisis met on the morning of Monday July 27. Neither Churchill nor his colleagues could tell in which direction events might move once Austria invaded Serbia. Russia might come to Serbia’s immediate aid. Germany, adhering to her alliance with Austria, might attack Russia. France, bound by her alliance, might come to Russia’s aid by attacking Germany. Germany might seek to anticipate an attack by France, and press for a decisive victory in the west before serious fighting could begin in the east. If Germany did strike at France, what would Britain do? No formal alliance committed Britain to defend France against a German attack. Britain’s only relevant treaty obligation in Europe was to uphold Belgian neutrality.19 Churchill was convinced that Asquith meant to challenge German aggression, whether it was against Belgium or France. But at the Cabinet that Monday a majority of the Ministers were not prepared to go to war with Germany on account of a German attack on France. They argued that Britain had no treaty obligations to France, and that the Entente Cordiale of 1904 was not a binding alliance but a sentimental liaison. ‘The Cabinet,’ Churchill later wrote in an unpublished note, ‘was absolutely against war and would never have agreed to being committed to war at this moment.’


As First Lord of the Admiralty, Churchill’s duty was to do all in his power to ensure that, if war came, the Navy was prepared. That afternoon he went to 10 Downing Street and obtained Asquith’s approval for the setting up of special guards on all ammunition supplies and oil tanks. Orders were also sent out from the Admiralty for armed guards to man all coastal lights and guns. Aircraft were collected around the Thames Estuary to guard against Zeppelin attack. At a conference held under the joint auspices of the Admiralty and the War Office, the Press agreed to accept voluntary censorship, and to publish no further facts about ship or troop movements which the Government considered detrimental to national security. That night Churchill telegraphed to the Naval Commanders of all British Fleets and Squadrons scattered about the oceans: ‘European political situation makes war between triple alliance and triple entente Powers by no means impossible. This is not the warning telegram but be prepared to shadow possible hostile men-of-war…. Measure is purely precautionary. The utmost secrecy is to be observed and no unnecessary person is to be informed.’


On Tuesday July 28 Churchill continued with the many necessary preparations. He ordered minesweepers to be collected; he took steps to reinforce the small British squadron in the Far East to prevent it being outmatched by superior German forces in the event of war; he appealed for close co-operation between the Naval and Military authorities to establish an effective aerial gun defence at the mouth of the Thames against Zeppelin attack; and he instructed the Director of the Intelligence Division at the Admiralty, Rear-Admiral Oliver,20 to prepare the most recent statistics on relative British and German battleship strength. Since the previous Sunday the Fleet had been held together off the Isle of Wight. Although in such a position it constituted an imposing fighting force, its proper war station was not in the English Channel but in the North Sea. Churchill and Prince Louis decided that they must send the First Fleet into the North Sea as soon as possible. Churchill hoped that this would have a double effect: deterring the Germans from any sudden attack upon Britain itself and serving as clear evidence that Britain was prepared, if necessary, to enter the European conflict. ‘I feared to bring this matter before the Cabinet,’ Churchill later wrote in The World Crisis, ‘lest it should mistakenly be considered a provocative action likely to damage the chances of peace.’ He went instead to 10 Downing Street, where he explained his intention to Asquith. ‘He looked at me with a hard stare,’ Churchill later recorded in Great Contemporaries, ‘and gave a sort of grunt. I did not require anything else.’ Following Asquith’s approval, Churchill at once telegraphed to Sir George Callaghan, ordering the First Fleet to leave Portland on the following day, Wednesday July 29, for Scapa Flow: ‘Destination is to be kept secret except to flag and commanding officers… Course from Portland is to be shaped to southward, then a middle Channel course to the Straits of Dover. The Squadrons are to pass through the Straits without lights during the night and to pass outside the shoals on their way north….’


On July 29 the First Fleet sailed eastwards according to plan through the Dover Strait into the North Sea. As a result of this secret move, Britain was secure against invasion; the nightmares of an alarmist decade were over.


As the European crisis intensified, many Liberals denied that a German attack on France would be cause for war. Some did not even feel that Britain need necessarily be bound by her pledge to uphold Belgian neutrality. The problem of German intentions towards Belgium was paramount. When Churchill lunched with Lord Kitchener21 on July 28 they discussed Belgium at length. The Field-Marshal was on one of his rare visits to England, having received an earldom on the previous day. He needed to know Churchill’s opinions of the crisis; as British Agent and Consul-General in Egypt he would be concerned, in the event of war, with the transportation of troops from India to Europe, and with the security of the Suez Canal. Churchill, who was responsible for the naval aspects of both these problems, kept a private note of their discussion. Both men thought that there might already exist a secret agreement between Germany and Belgium which would allow German troops to cross Belgium on their way to France. They both agreed that in such an event it would be difficult for Britain to claim the ‘invasion’ of Belgium as sufficient cause for war. Churchill himself had no particular pro-Belgian feelings, nor, as he later recorded in an unpublished note, did he foresee the heroism with which the Belgians would, only a week later, resist the German onslaught. His attitude was also influenced by his long-felt distrust of Belgian policy in the Congo. He believed that the final decision for war would turn upon a German invasion of France, not of Belgium. If France were invaded, he told Kitchener, it would either split the Cabinet, or move the majority in favour of war.


Returning to the Admiralty on the evening of July 28, Churchill continued to supervise the general alert. But, he informed the King later that evening, none of these measures meant that war was inevitable, or that England was committed to joining. His own instinct remained conciliatory. At midnight he wrote to his wife: ‘I wondered whether those stupid Kings & Emperors cd not assemble together & revivify kingship by saving the nations from hell but we all drift on in a kind of dull cataleptic trance. As if it was somebody else’s operation!’ When the Cabinet met on the morning of Wednesday July 29 Churchill repeated this suggestion, urging Asquith to propose a conference of European kings to try to settle the crisis without war. No official record was kept of Cabinet proceedings, but the President of the Board of Education, J. A. Pease,22 recorded Churchill’s remarks in his diary:


Churchill said we were now in a better than average condition, & the fleet was at war strength—24 to 16 battleships in the N Sea, & 3 to 1 in the Mediterranean—the 2nd fleet could be ready in a few days, our magazines were now being protected—& flotillas placed on the North Sea—coal & oil supplies were ready…. Churchill, however, added: it was an appalling calamity for civilised nations to contemplate & thought possibly sovereigns could be brought together for sake of Peace.


Churchill’s hopes for a royal conference led to nothing. The Cabinet decided that the time had come to send warning telegrams to all British Military, Colonial and Naval Stations, instituting a precautionary period of general alert. At two o’clock that afternoon the ‘War Book’ was opened by the Secretary to the Committee of Imperial Defence, Captain Hankey.23 The Committee of Imperial Defence, of which Churchill had been a member since 1907, had worked out the specific steps which each Government Department would have to take in time of grave emergency. A series of precautionary measures were at once put into operation: naval harbours were cleared of all civilian vessels, armed guards were sent to bridges and viaducts, steamers were boarded and examined, watchers lined the coasts to spot a hostile ship, or an invading armada. These measures were kept entirely secret. On July 29 the Liberal MP, the Baron de Forest,24 was summoned by telegram to Dover, as his yacht had been ordered out of the Harbour. Two days later Churchill wrote to his wife of how, on his way to Dover, de Forest, had ‘found every bridge & tunnel guarded & became increasingly terrified. He telegraphed frantically clamouring for debates & questions in Parliament. But not a man moved—not a question nor so far any mention in the papers.’


Churchill had to prepare for naval, military and aerial action. If the British Expeditionary Force were to go to France, the Admiralty would have to get it there; the Royal Naval Air Service had to be adapted to the needs of war; the Royal Marines might have to be used in land operations. On July 29 Churchill saw Kitchener again, to discuss the military aspects of the crisis. ‘He spoke of high explosive shells,’ Churchill recorded after the war in an unpublished note. ‘He said that the Germans were preparing to use these in great quantities instead of shrapnels as these shells would not only kill the French gunners but would blow to pieces the guns, carriages and limbers themselves. This was the first time I had heard any British soldier raise this disagreeable possibility.’


At their previous meeting Kitchener had impressed upon Churchill his urgent desire to return to Egypt at once. But after telling the Field-Marshal that he had made arrangements to escort his ship from Dover, Churchill told him emphatically: ‘If war comes, you will not go back to Egypt.’ Both at Army manoeuvres in 1910 and at the Malta Conference of 1912, Churchill had been impressed by Kitchener. The old hostilities which there had been between them when Churchill, a subaltern, had publicly attacked Kitchener, his commander-in-chief, for his conduct of the Sudan campaign of 1898, were already assuaged by 1914. As a result of their two long conversations on July 28 and 29, Churchill had formed an even more favourable impression. He felt certain that if war came, Kitchener’s presence in the Government would be a necessary strength. Asquith, he believed, could not continue to hold, as he did at that moment, the offices both of Prime Minister and of Secretary of State for War.


During the course of the Cabinet discussion on July 29, Churchill feared that the different opinions in the Cabinet, particularly over Britain’s obligations to France, would prove irreconcilable and lead to the break-up of the Government. He had no desire to see a Conservative Government come to power; yet this might well be the result of a Liberal split. He therefore favoured, as he had done during the political crisis of 1910, the idea of a Coalition Government, which would demonstrate national unity, and serve as a strong governing instrument in time of crisis. It would also be a Coalition, led by Asquith, of those who were prepared to contemplate war on behalf, not only of Belgium but also of France. Lloyd George did not support Churchill entirely in his view of Britain’s obligation to France. But he had looked favourably, during the political crisis of 1910, towards Coalition. Churchill was encouraged by the support of his intimate friend, the Conservative MP, F. E. Smith,25 who was eager to see Churchill and Lloyd George working with the Conservatives as members of a national, all-Party administration. On Wednesday morning Churchill passed Lloyd George a note across the Cabinet table: ‘Keep Friday night clear, FE is inquiring.’ Two days later F. E. Smith approached Bonar Law,26 Sir Edward Carson27 and Sir Max Aitken,28 and asked each of them whether they would be willing to join a reconstituted all-Party Government. Bonar Law, the Party Leader, rejected this suggestion.


***


While Churchill and his Sea Lords were at their daily Staff Meeting on the morning of Thursday July 30, a signal reached them from the Iron Duke to say that the First Fleet had reached the safety of the North Sea. Churchill was filled with a sense of relief. ‘Always in my mind in the years of preparation,’ he recorded after the war in an unpublished note, ‘had been the episode of the Russian Fleet surprised by a torpedo attack at anchor off Port Arthur. Hostilities before or simultaneous with the declaration of war had been one of our many nightmares.’


Later that morning a former First Sea Lord, Admiral of the Fleet Lord Fisher,29 arrived at the Admiralty, hoping to discover what was afoot. Fisher’s achievements as First Sea Lord, and the trust which Churchill had reposed in him for over three years, meant that this old but still vigorous sailor was among the best informed of all naval officers. Fisher had made many enemies in the Service, but Churchill had a high regard for his judgement and style. In recognition of his abilities, Churchill had, in 1912, made him Chairman of the Royal Commission on Fuel and Engines, which had helped determine the change from coal-burning to oil-burning ships. In July 1914 Fisher was seventy-three years old. But the frequent letters which he sent Churchill revealed no apparent failing of his volcanic qualities. On learning that Fisher was in the Admiralty building, Churchill invited him into his room and told him that the Fleet had reached the North Sea. In The World Crisis Churchill later wrote: ‘His delight was wonderful to see.’


The Fleet was secure at its war station; but Churchill had to make one further decision before all was ready. Since 1911 the First Fleet had been commanded by Sir George Callaghan. In 1913 Churchill had, against tradition, extended Callaghan’s command for a further year. By July 1914 this extra year had only three more months to run. As war became imminent, Churchill judged it necessary to replace Callaghan immediately, and had therefore requested him to stay behind at Portland when the Fleet sailed through the Dover Strait. Vice-Admiral Sir John Jellicoe30 had already been selected as Callaghan’s eventual successor. Churchill did not wish this long-planned change to take place during the course of war itself. No one could be certain at what moment the British and German Fleets might clash, and it would be most disruptive if such an important change in command had to take place on the eve of a major naval action. For three years Fisher had been telling Churchill that Jellicoe was the only possible Commander-in-Chief in time of war. On July 30, after discussion with Prince Louis, Churchill decided to give Jellicoe sealed instructions by which, on the outbreak of war, he would be appointed Commander-in-Chief. Later, when this decision became known in naval circles, there was momentary pandemonium. Jellicoe himself sent Churchill six telegrams in rapid succession urging Callaghan’s retention: ‘…step contemplated is most dangerous,’ he telegraphed on August 3. ‘Quite impossible to be ready at such notice,’ he reiterated on August 4; ‘I feel it my duty to warn you emphatically you court disaster if you carry out intention of changing before I have thorough grip of fleet and situation.’ Churchill’s former Naval Secretary, Rear-Admiral Sir David Beatty,31 also telegraphed to Churchill, insisting that the change ‘would cause unprecedented disaster…. Moral effect upon Fleet at such a moment would be worse than a defeat at sea.’


Churchill believed that it was his duty to give Jellicoe immediate command. ‘I have reached with regret the conclusion that Sir George Callaghan is not equal to the strains wh it wd entail upon the C-in-C,’ he wrote to the King on July 31: ‘These are not times when personal feelings can be considered unduly. We must have a younger man. Your Majesty knows well the purely physical exertion wh the command of a gt fleet demands.’


Clementine Churchill, who was concerned about the aftermath of the change, wrote to her husband on August 4:




Burn this


My Darling,


I have been cogitating for an hour or two over the ‘Callico Jellatine’ crisis, which, Thank God, is over as far as essentials are concerned.


There only remains the deep wound in an old man’s heart.


If you put the wrong sort of poultice on, it will fester—(Do not be vexed, when you are so occupied with vital things my writing to you about this, which, in its way, is important too.) An interview with the Sovereign and a decoration to my mind is the wrong practice—To a proud sensitive man, at this moment a decoration must be an insult.


Please see him yourself & take him by the hand and (additional) offer him a seat on the Board, or if this is impossible give him some advisory position at the Admiralty. It does not matter if he ‘cannot say Boo to a Goose’—His lips will then be sealed and his wife’s too—don’t think this is a trivial matter. At this moment you want everyone’s heart & soul—you don’t want even a small clique of retired people to feel bitter & to cackle. If you give him a position of honour and confidence, the whole service will feel that he has been as well treated as possible under the circumstances, & that he has not been humiliated.


This will prevent people now at the top of the Tree feeling ‘In a few years I shall be cast off like an old shoe’—Jellicoe & Beatty & Warrender32 & Bailey33 now the flower of the service are only a few years younger than Callaghan.


Then, don’t underrate the power of women to do mischief. I don’t want Lady Callaghan34 & Lady Bridgeman35 to form a league of retired Officers’ Cats, to abuse you. Poor old Lady Callaghan’s grief will be intense but if you are good to him now it will be softened; if he is still employed she is bound to be comparatively silent.


Anyhow I beg of you to see him—


If I were doing it—If he refused the appointment I would earnestly urge him again & again (thro’ Prince Louis or Graham Greene36) to accept it, saying you need his services—then he will believe it & come round & there will not be any disagreeableness left from this difficult business….





There was no place for Callaghan on the Board of Admiralty, but Churchill did offer him an advisory post at the Admiralty. On 1 January 1915 he was appointed Commander-in-Chief of the Nore, and held this command until 1918. In 1917 he was promoted Admiral of the Fleet.


On leaving the Admiralty building on July 30 Fisher had met the former Conservative Prime Minister, A. J. Balfour,37 and explained to him the gravity of the situation. He also passed on the news of Callaghan’s impending dismissal. On the following day Fisher followed up their conversation with a letter:




Dear Mr Balfour,


With our conversation of yesterday fresh in my mind as to Winston scrapping Admirals ‘with a courageous stroke of the pen’! I want to mention to you that since being a Midshipman I have adored the English principle of having civilian First Lords of Admiralty, because I read how Lord Spencer, then First Lord, on his own initiative and against the Navy traditions sent Nelson to the Mediterranean over the head of Sir John Orde and others (who had their Flags flying), and hence we got the Battle of the Nile! The finest of all sea fights since the world began! …So NOW we get Jellicoe as Admiralissimo, and there will be a hell of a row among the Admirals! (If there is, I’ve promised Winston to go on the stump!)


Yours truly
Fisher





In his postscript Fisher wrote: ‘I know you won’t breathe a word of all I said yesterday, but the “completeness” of everything is lovely!’ He also found time that day to give Churchill some advice on another naval matter:




My dear Winston,


I have just received a most patriotic letter from Deterding38 to say he means you shant want for oil or tankers in case of war. GOOD OLD DETERDING! How these Dutchmen do hate the Germans! Knight him when you get the chance…


I enjoyed seeing you immensely & those devilled whitebait were delicious!


Yours till a cinder!
Fisher





In his postscript, Fisher gave Churchill a breezy description of his encounter with Balfour: ‘Arthur Balfour rushed into my arms as I walked out of the Admiralty and he thanked God that you were First Lord! This was absolutely spontaneous on his part! Dont you think it was nice of him? He was going to Gastein in Austria to-morrow, but had just cancelled going!’


It was over four years since Fisher had reached the end of his Naval career. He believed that his own energies and abilities were greater than those of Prince Louis, whose calm behaviour contrasted in every way to his own exuberance. Churchill wanted Fisher’s energies at his side and in his service. But the old Admiral remained a spectator, lurking about the streets of Whitehall, penetrating at times into the corridors of the Admiralty, writing each day to a large circle of intimates of all professions and Parties, and eagerly circulating stories about his own activities. More than a week after his visit to Churchill he was still excited by it, writing to Hankey on August 8: ‘I got so hot talking that I got a bad chill coming down late and got a severe attack of pleurisy.’ The attack soon passed.


***


On July 30 the Admiralty learned that one of the most powerful ships in the German Navy, the battle-cruiser Goeben, mounting ten 11-inch guns, was about to leave the Austrian port of Pola in the Adriatic, and sail into the Mediterranean. In the event of war between France and Germany, the Goeben would have an easy task sinking French troopships as they transported soldiers from Algeria to France. France would need these soldiers desperately, yet only the British Navy had sufficient fire-power to prevent the Goeben from carrying out such attacks. Churchill could not know either whether Germany would attack France, or whether Britain would come to France’s aid. But he saw it as his duty to take steps to cover such an eventuality. He therefore signalled to the commander of the Second Battle Cruiser Squadron, Admiral Sir Berkeley Milne:39


Should war break out and England and France engage in it… your first task should be to aid the French in the transportation of their African army by covering and if possible bringing to action individual fast German ships, particularly Goeben, which may interfere with that transportation. You will be notified by telegraph when you may consult with the French Admiral.40 Do not at this stage be brought to action against superior forces except in combination with the French as part of a general battle. The speed of your Squadrons is sufficient to enable you to choose your moment….


That Thursday night Churchill dined with Asquith: ‘serene as ever’, Churchill wrote next morning to his wife, ‘but he backs me well in all the necessary measures’. He also described some of the Admiralty preparations, unable to curb his pride that all was proceeding smoothly. ‘I am deeply interested by all you tell me in your letter,’ she replied on August 3; ‘I much wish I were with you during these anxious thrilling days & know how you are feeling—tingling with life to the tips of your fingers.’ She also sent him the family news:


The babies are well and blooming. They were utterly disappointed when they saw Jack41 coming down the cliff towards the Beach & found it was not their Papa but John George’s.42


Randolph asked persevering questions for 5 minutes about your absence. He is now resigned, but not convinced of its necessity! I tried to telephone to you 3 times today (to the office) but each time the line was engaged.


On the afternoon of July 30 the French Naval Attaché, the Comte de Saint-Seine,43 called at the Admiralty to propose on behalf of the French Admiralty, as Prince Louis recorded in an official note of the conversation: ‘That the signal-books which have been prepared for use between the two fleets in the event of an active Alliance between the two Countries being concluded, and which are now in the hands of the principal Flag Officers of both fleets, in sealed packets ready for distribution—should be distributed amongst the individual ships forthwith.’ Churchill acted with restraint. This was a matter not for the two Admiralties, he replied, but for the two Cabinets. In forwarding the proposal to Grey, Churchill advised that ‘such action was premature’, and that ‘our strength & preparedness enable us to wait’.


Churchill believed that in the event of war it would not be enough for the Fleet to remain inactive at Scapa Flow or patrolling the open waters of the North Sea, even if by such a relatively static policy the Germans would be prevented from launching an invasion of Britain or winning a decisive naval victory. In January 1913 he had instructed Rear-Admiral Sir Lewis Bayly to study the possibility of some offensive action such as a British force seizing a base on the Dutch, German, Danish or Scandinavian coasts on the outbreak of war with Germany. Rear-Admiral Leveson,44 and a Royal Marine Officer, Sir George Aston,45 had worked with Bayly. Within six months they had submitted to Churchill a series of reports on the capture of the German islands of Borkum, Sylt and Heligoland, and the Danish town of Esbjerg. They also examined a plan for seizing the western end of the Kiel Canal, to be followed by a raid up the Elbe by six destroyers, each equipped with torpedoes and explosives. ‘Keep the people across the North Sea quiet till July,’ Bayly had written to Churchill on 22 February 1914, ‘then, as soon as you like.’


[image: ]


POSSIBLE BRITISH BASES INTENDED FOR OFFENSIVE OPERATIONS AGAINST GERMANY, 1913–14


On July 31 Churchill sent copies of the Admiralty reports to Asquith. His covering letter was marked ‘Most Secret’:




Prime Minister,


Last year by my directions Admiral Bayly, Colonel Aston & Admiral Leveson made a prolonged examination of all points on the German, Dutch, Danish, Swedish & Norwegian coasts, suitable for oversea bases for offensive action against Germany.


Their reports are attached with charts etc.


It is now necessary that the War Office shd study these plans so that military and naval action can be coordinated & concerted in harmony.


Two officers of highest attainments shd therefore be detailed in strictest secrecy for this duty. Reports shd deal with each project separately, and without regard either to (a) questions of violation of neutrality (b) questions of whether the troops could be better employed elsewhere. These are matters of policy wh must be decided later by higher authorities.


From the Admiralty Colonel Aston, & Major Ollivant46 will be detailed: & Admiral Leveson will be available if naval questions require further elucidation.


No time shd be lost. Reports shd be furnished one by one. I do not now discuss the questions of policy.


The following shd be the order in wh the work shd be undertaken.


1. Ameland or Born Deep [the channel on the western side of Ameland]


2. Ekersund


3. Laeso Channel


4. Kungsbacka Fiord


5. Esbjerg*


6. Sylt*


7. Borkum*


8. Heligoland*


* These last 4 are less urgent on account of the forces required being probably not available.


WSC





Asquith agreed that these studies should proceed, and instructed a General Staff Officer from the War Office, Major Hereward Wake,47 to co-operate with the Admiralty.


None of these plans implied that Britain would necessarily go to war; Churchill was himself uncertain. ‘There is still hope,’ he wrote to his wife on July 31, ‘although the clouds are blacker & blacker. Germany is realising I think how great are the forces against her & is trying tardily to restrain her idiot ally. We are working to soothe Russia.’ On July 31 Arthur Ponsonby,48 a leading Liberal non-interventionist, wrote to Churchill of ‘the very strong feeling’ in the Liberal Party that Britain should avoid being drawn into war, and concluded: ‘You are probably living at the moment in an atmosphere of expert strategists and of naval and military men some of whom may hold the view that “this is our moment to strike”. It is important therefore that you should know how very widespread the opposite view is so that you may use all your influence towards moderation.’ Churchill replied that same day: ‘So long as no treaty obligation or true British interest is involved I am of your opinion that we shd remain neutral. Balkan quarrels are no vital concern of ours.’ But at lunch that day at Admiralty House, Kitchener told Churchill that a German attack on France was the real danger. Asquith, who was also present at the lunch, reported to Venetia Stanley,49 in whom at this time he increasingly confided, that Kitchener believed ‘that if we don’t back up France when she is in real danger, we shall never be regarded or exercise real power again’.


Churchill’s friend and best man, Lord Hugh Cecil,50 was one of the few Conservatives who advocated a neutral policy for Britain. He wrote to Churchill, expressing his fears that Britain would go to war without sufficient cause. ‘My dear Linky,’ Churchill replied on July 31. ‘Divergent views are certainly to be expected in the gt issues now afoot. But you will be wrong if you suppose that this country will be committed to any war in wh its profound national interests—among wh I include its honour—are not clearly engaged.’ Lord Robert Cecil51 was aware of his brother Hugh’s dissent, writing to Churchill on August 1 in more pugnacious mood, pledging his fellow Conservatives to an interventionist policy. ‘I think it well to inform you,’ Cecil wrote, ‘that I am confident that if the Govt decide to take action whether by the despatch of an expeditionary force or otherwise they may count on the support of the whole Unionist party. I gather from Linkey that he has had some correspondence with you which may have produced a false impression on this point on your mind. Whatever his personal views may be I am sure that he would take no public action inconsistent with this view.’ F. E. Smith wrote to Churchill in similar vein about the Conservative attitude to war on July 31. He had failed to interest Bonar Law and his senior Party colleagues in the idea of a Coalition, but gave Churchill an assurance that ‘on the facts as we understand them—& more particularly on the assumption (which we understand to be certain) that Germany contemplates a violation of Belgian neutrality—the Government can rely upon the support of the Unionist party’. Churchill replied on August 1:




My dear FE,


Very grateful for your letter with its generous and patriotic offer. I read it to the Cabinet, where it produced a profound impression. I cannot think war will be averted now. Germany must march through Belgium, and I believe that the bulk of both parties will stand firm against that. I really think you and BL ought to be in London on Sunday. It would give me great pleasure if you would both come and lunch or dine with me here. I could put you thoroughly au fait.


Yours always
W





By the morning of August 1 Churchill felt certain that Germany intended to attack France and to violate Belgian neutrality. He also felt confident, as a result of the letters from Lord Robert Cecil and F. E. Smith, that the Conservative Party would support the Government if it decided to go to France’s aid. He therefore asked the Cabinet that morning to authorize full naval mobilization. But the Cabinet was still divided. Lloyd George remained reluctant to commit Britain in support of France. The Governor of the Bank of England, Walter Cunliffe,52 had called at the Treasury that morning to tell Lloyd George that bankers and businessmen in the City of London were, as Lloyd George recalled in his War Memoirs, ‘totally opposed to our intervening in the war’. Asquith characterized the deepening conflict in a letter to Venetia Stanley: ‘Lloyd George, all for peace, is more sensible and statesmanlike for keeping the position open… Winston very bellicose and demanding immediate mobilization.’ Asquith did not inform her that he himself had approved Churchill’s original naval initiative in sending the Fleet into the North Sea, or that he, like Churchill, was in favour of coming to France’s aid. ‘The people have not the smallest enthusiasm for war,’ Hankey wrote to his wife on August 1.


Lloyd George was probably the only Cabinet Minister with the ability to lead neutralist opinion. Had he declared himself forcefully against British intervention in Europe, a majority of the Cabinet, and even of the Liberal Party in the House of Commons, might have followed his lead.


Churchill made every effort to persuade Lloyd George of the need to support France from the outset of the conflict. In a series of notes which passed between them across the Cabinet Table he used strong appeals, to patriotism, to ambition and to personal friendship, in order to influence the Chancellor of the Exchequer. He also asked Major Ollivant, whom the War Office had sent in 1913 as its liaison officer with the Admiralty War Staff, to try to influence Lloyd George. The Director of Military Operations at the War Office, General Wilson,53 noted in his diary on August 1: ‘Ollivant to see me at 4.00 pm and report that Winston wanted him to lecture Lloyd George on European military situation!’ That afternoon Ollivant sent Lloyd George a memorandum setting out the strategic arguments for immediate British participation. ‘Germany’s chief object, as far as this country is concerned,’ he declared, ‘lies in preventing the arrival of the British expeditionary army. Its absence from the battlefield will exercise an influence out of all proportion to its numerical strength…. There is reason to suppose that the presence or absence of the British army will determine the action of the Belgian army. It will very probably decide the fate of France.’ Lloyd George did not brush aside this argument in favour of British intervention in Europe. Two days later Asquith wrote to Venetia Stanley that it was not Grey or Churchill who had appealed to the remaining neutralists in the Cabinet not to resign, but Lloyd George. But on August 1 a majority of the Cabinet were unwilling to follow the arguments which Grey and Churchill put forward. When Grey asked for a decision about whether Britain would eventually send an expeditionary force to France, the Cabinet decided firmly against it. Grey had on several occasions hinted to Paul Cambon,54 the French Ambassador in London, that if Germany was the aggressor, Britain would stand by France. But France had nothing in writing to that effect. If Britain went to war to help France, it would have to be on a point of honour, not of obligation.


When news of these Cabinet hesitations reached Printing House Square, Geoffrey Robinson,55 the editor of The Times, wrote to his aunts: ‘Saturday was a black day for everyone who knew what was going on—more than half the Cabinet rotten and every prospect of a complete schism or a disastrous and dishonouring refusal to help France…. Winston has really done more than anyone else to save the situation.’


On the night of August 1 Churchill dined alone at the Admiralty. In Europe the diplomatic crisis continued upon its apparently uncertain course. ‘The news tonight opens again hope,’ he wrote to Lord Robert Cecil after dinner; and as he read the telegrams coming in from the European capitals throughout the evening he felt that peace might be preserved. No armies were yet in conflict; no frontiers had yet been crossed. At about half past nine F. E. Smith and Sir Max Aitken called to see him. He told them of his impression that there was still a chance of peace, or at least of war being staved off for a while. ‘The suspense was becoming intolerable,’ he later wrote in an unpublished note. ‘I was to see the Prime Minister at 11 that night. Meanwhile there was nothing to be done. We sat down at a card table and began a game of bridge. The cards had just been dealt when another red Foreign Office box came in. I opened it and read “War declared by Germany on Russia”.’


Churchill knew that a German attack on Russia would probably set off a chain of consequences that would destroy all chance of Britain remaining neutral. Leaving his two friends, he crossed the Horse Guards’ Parade to 10 Downing Street to inform Asquith that, despite the Cabinet’s earlier refusal, he wished to issue an immediate order for full naval mobilization. Grey, Lord Haldane56 and Lord Crewe57 were already with the Prime Minister. Churchill told them all that he would answer for this decision at the Cabinet on the following morning. In 1928 he recounted Asquith’s reaction to his request in a letter to Max Aitken, then Lord Beaverbrook:


…The Prime Minister simply sat and looked at me and said no word. No doubt he felt himself bound by the morning’s decision of the Cabinet. I certainly however sustained the impression that he would not put out a finger to stop me. I then walked back to the Admiralty across the Parade Ground and gave the order. Legal authority was not obtained until the Sunday…. However all the Reserves came up immediately with hardly one hundred exceptions, in spite of there being no Royal Proclamation…. The actual fact which is of interest for the future is that the mobilization was actually ordered against Cabinet decision and without legal authority.


It was shortly after midnight when Churchill returned to the Admiralty. ‘I cannot think the rupture with Germany can be long delayed,’ he wrote to Lord Robert Cecil. Then he wrote to his wife, who had written to him on the previous day that ‘it would be a wicked war’:




Cat—dear,


It is all up. Germany has quenched the last hopes of peace by declaring war on Russia, & the declaration against France is momentarily expected.


I profoundly understand your view. But the world is gone mad—& we must look after ourselves—& our friends….


Sweet Kat—my tender love—


Your devoted
W


Kiss the kittens.





On the morning of Sunday August 2 the Cabinet ratified Churchill’s initiative.


***


On August 1 the German battle-cruiser Goeber, put in at the Italian port of Brindisi to coal, but was refused permission to do so. On August 2 she was refused coal at Taranto. She then sailed westwards, in the hope of coaling at Messina. News of these movements reached the Admiralty on August 2. Churchill and Prince Louis telegraphed at once to Sir Berkeley Milne: “Goeben” must be shadowed by two battle-cruisers. Approach [to] Adriatic must be watched by cruisers and destroyers. Remain near Malta yourself. It is believed that Italy will remain neutral but you cannot yet count absolutely on this knowledge.’


The movements of the Goeben were a constant anxiety to Churchill during the first four days of August. He bore a heavy responsibility for any possible moves by the potential enemy, and had to make plans for action before it could be known when, or in what circumstances, war would begin.


When the Cabinet met on the evening of August 2, Ministers learned that Germany had invaded Luxembourg. This was evidence of the German intention to invade Belgium. It was clear at last that whether or not the Cabinet decided to honour its unwritten obligation to France, Britain could be drawn into war on account of its written pledge to Belgium. After consulting with Grey and Haldane, Asquith gave immediate written authority for the mobilization of the Army. With Cabinet approval, Churchill returned to the Admiralty and telegraphed to all Commanders-in-Chief instructing them to make direct contact with their French opposite numbers: ‘Situation very critical. Be prepared to meet surprise attacks. You can enter into communication with the French Senior Officer on your station for combined action in case Great Britain should decide to become ally of France against Germany.’ Churchill then telegraphed to Jellicoe, informing him that despite all his protests, he had become Commander-in-Chief of the First Fleet.


On the morning of Monday August 3 the Cabinet learned of the German ultimatum to Belgium. Almost all the Ministers accepted that Britain must intervene on Belgium’s behalf. Lloyd George took the lead in arguing against Lord Morley58 and Sir John Simon,59 who were still opposed to any British involvement in the war. Churchill tried to influence Morley against resignation, but in vain. Morley resigned; Simon agreed to remain. That afternoon Grey spoke to the House of Commons. He gave the House its first official account of the main development of the crisis, and warned of the possibility of a German attack through Belgium which might force Britain to go to war. As soon as Grey’s speech was over, he left the Commons, and Churchill went out with him. In The World Crisis Churchill recalled their conversation. ‘What happens now?’ he asked. ‘Now,’ replied Grey, ‘we shall send them an ultimatum to stop the invasion of Belgium within twenty-four hours.’ As Churchill left the Commons, Lord Hugh Cecil rushed up. Seizing Churchill violently, he accused him of being responsible for all that had happened. Churchill could not calm his friend. Immediately on reaching his room at the Admiralty, Churchill wrote to Asquith and Grey:


In consequence of declarations in the House this afternoon, I must request authorisation immediately to put into force the combined Anglo-French dispositions for the defence of the channel. The French have already taken station & this partial disposition does not ensure security.


My naval colleagues & advisers desire me to press for this; & unless I am forbidden I shall act accordingly.


This of course implies no offensive action & no warlike action unless we are attacked.


Both Asquith and Grey gave their approval to full Anglo-French naval collaboration. The Cabinet were not consulted. On the authority of the Prime Minister and two of his colleagues, the Entente Cordiale of 1904 was thereby turned into a working alliance. No formal treaty marked this transformation. The House of Commons, which had never approved of anything more than a sentimental Entente with France, was never asked to debate or vote upon the greater responsibilities and binding features of what was now decided. Under the immediate pressures of an unexpected crisis, Asquith, Grey and Churchill finally ended the policy of British isolation from Europe which had for so long been the policy of successive Conservative and Liberal Administrations.


Throughout Tuesday August 4 the Cabinet waited to learn whether German troops would indeed cross the Belgian frontier. Churchill had no doubt that this was the German intention. He had been present at a meeting of the Committee of Imperial Defence in 1911 when General Wilson had demonstrated, on a large wall map, the strategic reasons why a German attack on France would begin by a thrust through Belgium. Churchill, after initial disagreement, had accepted the soundness of Wilson’s views; now he could only wait for them to be put to the test.


That morning Kitchener left London to return to Egypt. At noon he was on his way to Dover by train, intending to embark that afternoon on a fast destroyer. During the morning Churchill went to see Asquith at 10 Downing Street. He left an account of their meeting in an unpublished note among his papers:


I pointed out to the Prime Minister the impossibility of his continuing to hold the seals of the Secretary of State for War as well as those of his own supreme office. I pointed to the continuous flow of inter-departmental work which must proceed between the War Office and the Admiralty which must be transacted between Ministers and with which the Prime Minister could not possibly be burdened. I asked him whether he would consider the appointment of Lord Kitchener.


I could see by Mr Asquith’s reception of my remarks that his mind was moving, or had already moved, along the same path. Action was taken the same day: the Field-Marshal was intercepted at Dover and invited to take office.


Churchill had become increasingly worried about the situation in the Mediterranean. He was afraid that the Goeben would begin its attacks on French troopships unimpeded, despite the presence in the Mediterranean of powerful British squadrons. On August 2 he had ordered Milne to send his two battle-cruisers, the Indomitable and the Indefatigable, to find the Goeben and ‘follow her and shadow her wherever she goes and be ready to act on declaration of war which appears probable and imminent’. He was also instructed to keep close watch on a German light cruiser, the Breslau, which was with her. On the morning of August 4 he learned that both the Goeben and the Breslau had at last been sighted. Having left Messina and sailed westward, they were being closely followed by the two British ships. During August 4 the Goeben began to bombard the French North African port of Philippeville. Because Britain was not yet at war with Germany, it was impossible for the British ships following her to take action. At the same time, the Breslau bombarded Bône, likewise without interruption. Churchill was determined to prevent these two ships from doing further damage to French ports and fortifications. He pressed Asquith and Grey to approve the action which he had already ordered, giving them his reasons: ‘It would be a great misfortune to lose these vessels as is possible in the dark hours. She is evidently going to interfere with the French transports which are crossing today. The following telegram has been sent: “Good. Hold her. War imminent.” We wish to add this: “If Goeben attacks French transports you should at once engage her.” An immediate decision is required.’
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Anticipating a favourable reply from Asquith to this request, Churchill telegraphed to Sir Berkeley Milne shortly after midday: ‘If Goeben attacks French transports you should at once engage her. You should give him fair warning of this beforehand.’


The Cabinet met immediately after Churchill had sent this telegram. ‘Winston,’ Asquith wrote to Venetia Stanley, ‘who has got on all his war paint, is longing for a sea fight in the early hours of the morning to result in the sinking of the Goeben.’ Churchill explained to his colleagues why he wanted them to agree to immediate action. They refused to contemplate naval support for France before Britain’s formal declaration of war, and would not sanction the action which Churchill had already ordered. No act of war could be allowed before the British ultimatum expired. Immediately on his return to the Admiralty, at two that afternoon, Churchill telegraphed a caution to all British ships: ‘The British ultimatum to Germany will expire at midnight GMT60 4th August. No acts of war should be committed before that hour, at which time the telegram to commence hostilities against Germany will be despatched from Admiralty.’ A special addition to this signal had to be sent to Milne: ‘This cancels the authorisation to “Indomitable” and “Indefatigable” to engage “Goeben” if she attacks French transports.’ Milne was also warned not to follow the Goeben or the Breslau too closely to the Italian shore: ‘The Italian government have declared neutrality. You are to respect this neutrality rigidly and should not allow any of HM Ships to come within six miles of the Italian coasts.’ Later that afternoon Prince Louis remonstrated with Churchill; only if immediate action were taken would there still be time to sink the Goeben before sunset; once it was dark, she could disappear in any direction. But, as a result of the Cabinet decision, Churchill was powerless to act.


***


The Germans never replied to Britain’s demand to respect Belgian neutrality. As the evening of August 4 progressed, the Liberal Ministers realized that their ultimatum was leading inexorably to war. Churchill returned to the Admiralty and at ten to six, greatly afraid that the Germans might attempt some surprise attack, telegraphed to every ship’s captain in the Royal Navy: ‘The war telegram will be issued at midnight authorizing you commence hostilities against Germany. But in view of terms our ultimatum they may decide open fire at any moment. You must be ready for this.’


On the evening of August 4 Churchill dined at Admiralty House with his mother, Lady Randolph Churchill,61 his brother Jack, and Geoffrey Robinson, who had singled out Churchill in The Times that morning as the one Minister ‘whose grasp of the situation and whose efforts to meet it have been above all praise’. After dinner Churchill held a conference with a number of senior French Admirals, who were anxious to share a British naval base in the Mediterranean from which they could protect their civil trade and military transports against German attack. Churchill responded with alacrity, informing the French Admirals that they could use the naval facilities of Malta as if it were Toulon. A few days later he gave them similar facilities at Gibraltar.


***


The Germans ignored the British ultimatum. They were determined to march through Belgium, wanting first to defeat the French Army before turning eastwards against Russia. The British ultimatum expired at eleven o’clock British time, midnight German time. At eleven o’clock, from the Admiralty building, Churchill authorized the signal to all ships: ‘Commence hostilities at once with Germany….’ Then, at a quarter past eleven, he hurried to 10 Downing Street to inform the Prime Minister that the war signal had been sent.


In May 1915 Lloyd George gave Margot Asquith62 his recollections of what had happened in the Cabinet room that night, and in her diary she recorded Lloyd George’s words: ‘Winston dashed into the room, radiant, his face bright, his manner keen, one word pouring out on another how he was going to send telegrams to the Mediterranean, the North Sea, and God knows where. You could see he was a really happy man.’ Churchill had relished the activity of the crisis and been stimulated by the increasing pressures. The Fleet seemed ready for every strain and challenge. The ships needed to protect Britain’s commercial arteries were all in their places, alert and armed. The French Navy was working in harness with its British counterpart. The North Sea had not been left defenceless. The German Fleet could no longer land an invasion force on the east coast without being intercepted. When war came, Churchill was exhilarated, both because Britain’s naval preparations were complete, and because he believed that he now had the power to control events at the storm centre. On July 28 he had described his feelings in a letter to his wife: ‘I am interested, geared up & happy. Is it not horrible to be built like that? The preparations have a hideous fascination for me. I pray to God to forgive me for such fearful moods of levity.’





2
The First Month of War


Churchill believed that he could be an effective wartime Minister. But he feared that the hostility of his former Conservative critics would make his work more difficult. Since he had joined the Liberals in 1904, most Conservatives had regarded him with open suspicion. They had felt threatened by his vitriolic attacks on the House of Lords. They had been horrified by his passionate demands for Irish Home Rule, and his refusal to accept the arguments of Protestant Ulster against it. In March 1914 he had ordered units of the Mediterranean Fleet to the Irish Sea to deter Ulster from rebellion. Speaking in the House of Commons in May 1914, he had accused Ulster’s champion, Sir Edward Carson, of ‘a treasonable conspiracy’ against Home Rule. In August 1914 the Conservatives agreed on a Party truce for the duration of the war. Four letters which Churchill received at the outbreak of war seemed proof that this truce would apply even to him. On August 4 Walter Long,63 one of the unsuccessful candidates for the Leadership of the Conservative Party in 1911, wrote: ‘Let me say that I feel you have placed us all under a debt which we cannot easily repay. This is no time for sentiment but it is right you should know that we realise and appreciate the work you have done in this supreme crisis.’ On August 5 Carson himself wrote:




Dear Churchill,


I know too well what a strain you are going through & at such a moment a friendly line from an opponent may be a little help. Whatever bitterness has existed in the past believe me I desire to shew to you my appreciation of the patriotic & courageous way you have acted in the present grave crisis for our country’s best interests & the honour of the Empire. Whatever be the result you may rest assured that for whatever it is worth my present admiration of what you have done will not be transitory & I wish you every comfort & assurance in yr present anxieties that yr most devoted friends cd desire for you & I remain


Yrs sincerely
Edward Carson





Two days later Churchill received a letter from John Gretton,64 one of the brewers whom he had attacked as a group during the 1906 election:




Dear Churchill,


I have often as one of the Opposition written you controversial letters. I would like, at this time, to write you something to give you pleasure. It is known that you have done well for the Admiralty and when the troops and Reservists marched down through Belfast to embark two nights ago your name was cheered enthusiastically. This comes from a reliable source, a strong Orangeman and relation of mine who is delighted differences are sunk to defend the country.


Yours sincerely
John Gretton





Another consistent Conservative critic who wrote to Churchill appreciatively after the outbreak of war was H. A. Gwynne,65 the editor of the Morning Post, in whose columns Churchill had been frequently denounced. On August 28 Gwynne sent Churchill a scheme for exploding Zeppelins by sending up bombs on balloons to strike them. ‘Though we have been bitter political opponents for many years,’ Gwynne wrote, ‘I hope you will accept from me my tribute of appreciation for what you have done for the nation in this grave crisis.’ Churchill sent these letters to his wife. ‘It is a great triumph,’ she replied.


***


On the afternoon of August 5 Asquith held a Council of War in the Cabinet room at 10 Downing Street. Kitchener took his place as Secretary of State for War. Churchill gave the Council an account of the naval preparations, and informed them that the Dover Strait was completely sealed against any German intervention. From the naval aspect, all was therefore ready to transport the British Expeditionary Force to France. On the following day Kitchener called on Churchill at Admiralty House to discuss the details of the transportation. Churchill later recalled their conversation in an unpublished note:


I explained to him the naval dispositions, particularly the system of patrol flotillas and the Dover cordon on which we relied both to prevent invasion and to protect the passage of the Army across the Channel. I explained the role of the Fleet in both these operations. He asked what would happen if the Germans made a dash into the Channel with their fast ships to attack our transports. I replied that we should know of their movement at latest as they passed the Straits in time to suspend the transportation till we could deal with them.


He then asked what danger the troopships would run from submarines. I replied that this was a serious risk but that it must be accepted. The great bulk of the Army would get across, and we would have a multitude of small craft at hand to save life in cases where ships were torpedoed.


Churchill went on to say that the danger would be less in darkness than in daylight. Without further discussion, Kitchener turned to the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, General Douglas,66 and gave him a direct order to suspend all day crossings at once. ‘All of us were astonished,’ Churchill recorded, ‘at the precipitation and overwhelming authority with which this far-reaching decision was given, but no one said a word.’ Churchill’s note continued:


I did not myself know what reactions limiting the transportation to the hours of darkness would have upon the concentration dates of the Army in France, but seeing how elaborate were the railway timetables I was sure it would be considerable. The Admirals were relieved at the diminution of the risks. The conference then terminated and the Secretary of State departed, followed by his Chief of the Staff and several other officers.


Within an hour, Churchill found that Kitchener’s order to limit the British Expeditionary Force to night-time crossings was full of difficulty. ‘I find on enquiry from our Transport Department,’ he wrote at once to the War Office, ‘That if the ships go only by night, the passage may take nearly twice as long. In these circumstances, after consultation with the First Sea Lord, I think the risk from submarines must be faced. Otherwise it will throw out all your railway arrangements as well as those for embarkation and transport, and cause a delay which I expect you would regard as fatal.’ Kitchener immediately cancelled his veto on day-time crossings. In his unpublished note, Churchill reflected on this incident. It was, he wrote, ‘a revelation of the War Minister’s personal authority, of his readiness to accept unlimited responsibility, and to take the gravest decisions by word of mouth as if he were a commander issuing orders on the field of battle, and also of the inevitable but very serious limitations of his knowledge of the business in hand at the moment of taking up his new duties’.


On August 6 ‘The Other Club’, an all-Party dining club which Churchill and F. E. Smith had founded in 1911, held its first meeting of the war. Kitchener was in the chair. Among the other members present were Lord Stamfordham,67 Bonar Law, Lloyd George, F. E. Smith, Admiral of the Fleet Lord Charles Beresford,68 and Jack Seely.69 Sir George Riddell,70 who was present, recorded in his War Diary how, at the end of the dinner, ‘Winston rose and said he proposed to disregard the rules of the club, which forbade any toast but that of the King, by proposing “Success to the British Arms”. The toast was drunk in silence.’ On the following morning Kitchener held out the hand of friendship to his former subaltern critic: ‘My dear Churchill, …Please do not address me as Lord as I am only yours Kitchener.’


Early in September Churchill turned to Kitchener for help in a family matter. For over two years he had been estranged from his cousin the Duke of Marlborough,71 who had been provoked to anger when he found Clementine Churchill writing to Lloyd George, the architect of the People’s Budget, on Blenheim Palace notepaper. Despite the Duke’s attempts to apologize, Clementine Churchill had not been mollified, and the Churchills had subsequently refused to spend their usual Christmas at Blenheim. While Churchill was waiting anxiously to learn of the fate of the Goeben, the Duke of Marlborough, intent on settling the family quarrel, arrived at the Admiralty with his two sons, the Marquess of Blandford72 and Lord Ivor Spencer-Churchill.73 Fifty-six years later the former recalled to the author Churchill’s keen enthusiasm as he showed his visitors the plans that had been made to track down the Goeben. The Duke asked Churchill to find some position in which he could help the war effort. As a Conservative, he could have no political appointment; not being a professional soldier, he was too old to serve at the front. Churchill approached Kitchener, who at once agreed to attach the Duke to the War Office as a Special Messenger. Churchill was delighted, writing on September 13: ‘I am touched by the promptness with wh you have looked after Marlborough. It is a gt pleasure to work with you, & the two Departments pull well together. As you say—they are only one Department really.’


***


On August 8 the newly constituted Channel Fleet, containing nineteen battleships, was fully mobilized and cruising at the western end of the Channel. The Dover Strait was guarded by squadrons from Harwich and the Thames, by the British and French destroyer flotillas of the Dover cordon, and by the submarine flotilla commanded by Commodore Keyes.74 Protected by this powerful screen, and escorted by the 12th cruiser squadron commanded by Rear-Admiral Wemyss,75 the British Expeditionary Force began its transit to France. Between August 12 and August 22, a hundred and twenty thousand men were transported across the Channel without the loss of a single life or ship. The secrecy of the operation was so well kept that on August 21, after ten days of continual troop movements, the German Supreme Command still doubted whether any significant landing of British troops had yet taken place. The Admiralty had two similar successes in the following months. By the end of September all fifty thousand troops of the Indian Corps had been transported safely from Bombay and Karachi to Marseilles, and by the middle of October nearly twenty-five thousand Canadian Army volunteers, who had embarked in a convoy of thirty-one ships in the St Lawrence river, together with men from Newfoundland and Bermuda, crossed the Atlantic without loss. No German battleship or submarine was able to disrupt these decisive movements. ‘We remember nothing like this feat,’ wrote the Manchester Guardian, ‘in the whole of naval history.’ Nevertheless, Churchill wrote in an unpublished note:


This was a period of great anxiety to us. All the most fateful possibilities were open. We were bound to expect a military descent upon our coasts with the intention of arresting or recalling our Army, or a naval raid into the Channel to cut down the transports, or a concentrated submarine attack upon these vessels crammed with men. The great naval battle might begin at any moment independently or in connection with any of these operations. It was a period of extreme psychological tension.


The tensions and challenges of five days of war stimulated Churchill to look again at schemes for the offensive. On August 9 he sent Prince Louis a four-page handwritten survey of possible action against Germany. ‘It is necessary,’ he began, ‘to sustain and relieve our general strategic defensive by active minor operations. The objective sh’d be to establish for a time a close observation and control of the Southern approaches to the Elbe.’ To this end Churchill proposed a naval assault on Ameland, one of the East Frisian islands, which could be fortified, and used to hem in the German Fleet, and to serve as a base from which aeroplanes and seaplanes ‘can report all movement in the Heligoland Bight, & later attack with explosives the locks of the Kiel canal or vessels in the canal’. Above all, such action would, he wrote, ‘maintain in lively vigour the spirit of enterprise & attack wh when excluded from warlike operations, means that you are only waiting wondering where you will be hit’.


***


Even before the British ultimatum to Germany had expired, the Königen Luise, a German minelayer, had sailed from Borkum with a load of mines. At 11 am on August 5 the British light cruiser Amphion sighted the minelayer, and by noon had sunk her and taken the survivors on board. Returning to base on August 6, the triumphant Amphion struck one of the mines laid by her victim and sank immediately. One British officer and a hundred and fifty men, and nearly all the German prisoners, were drowned.


The sinking of the Amphion was the first British disaster of the war. Churchill decided that the best policy was to give the House of Commons full details of what had happened. ‘We much admired Mr Churchill’s frankness in giving the account of the loss of the Amphion at once to the public,’ wrote the Manchester Guardian. ‘There is nothing that impairs confidence so easily as the suspicion that news of losses is being kept back. Let the Admiralty trust the people and the trust will be returned.’


The Manchester Guardian had supported Churchill since, in 1904, he had turned to Manchester as a renegade Tory in search of a Liberal seat. The weekly Observer had been his critic for just as long. Its editor, J. L. Garvin,76 had for many years asserted that Churchill was a troublemaker, and irresponsible. But on the first Sunday of the war the Observer struck a new tone:


We close the differences we have had with Mr Churchill. When the records of this crisis can be written he will be proved, we think, to have exerted from beginning to end the qualities of a great executive Minister; never deceived as to the nature of the coming ordeal, and never in doubt as to the ‘swift competence in emergency’ by which it ought to be met as he has met it. In mobilising the fleet at the first instant of danger and making Sir John Jellicoe its fighting head he showed himself to be a statesman who well understands the nature of war, and has the nerve to face its immense responsibilities.


During the first two weeks of the war Clementine Churchill remained at Cromer with her two children. On August 9 her husband sent her an official War Office summary of what was known of the German military advance through Belgium, and wrote in his covering letter:




My darling one,


The enclosed will tell you what is known officially. It is a good summary. You must not fail to burn it at once.


I am over head & ears in work & am much behindhand.


It makes me a little anxious that you shd be on the coast. It is 100 to 1 agst a raid—but still there is the chance: & Cromer has a good landing place near.


I wish you wd get the motor repaired & keep it so that you can whisk away, at the first sign of trouble. I am really in doubt whether I ought not to recall you at once à la Callaghan—‘Strike your flag & come ashore’.


Kiss the Kittens for me.


Tender love to you all.


Your fondest & devoted
W





Clementine Churchill was eager to know about the Expeditionary Force. ‘Do I guess right that some have gone already?’ she asked on August 9. ‘Be a good one and write again & feed me with tit-bits. I am being so wise & good & sitting on the Beach & playing with my kittens, & doing my little housekeeping, but how I long to dash up & be near you and the pulse of things.’ Two days later Churchill was able to satisfy her curiosity:




My dear one,


This is only a line from a vy tired Winston. The Expedy Force about wh you are so inquisitive is on its road & will be all on the spot in time. I wish I cd whisk down to you & dig a little on the beach. My work here is vy heavy & so interesting that I cannot leave it.


Now I am really going to knock off.


Your ever loving
W





Sensing a ‘note of fatigue’ in her husband’s letter, Clementine Churchill replied urging him to take three particular points seriously in order to avoid becoming too tired: ‘1) Never missing your morning ride. 2) Going to bed well before midnight & sleeping well & not allowing yourself to be woken up every time a Belgian kills a German. (You must have 8 hours sleep every night to be your best self.) 3) Not smoking too much & not having indigestion.’


In mid-August Robert Houston,77 a wealthy shipowner and Conservative MP, sent Clementine Churchill a letter of praise for her husband, and a present of a valuable emerald and diamond ring. She wrote at once to her husband, amazed, as was her sister-in-law Gwendeline,78 by the beauty of the ring, but realizing that she must not keep it. She wrote of what an illogical world it was where, because her husband was a prominent statesmen, she was given an expensive ring, whereas if he had been less famous, and she in need of consolation, she would have been given nothing. She sent back the ring at once. ‘My dear one,’ Churchill replied on August 13, ‘How right you were not to hesitate to send back the ring, & what a good thing it is to have high & inflexible principles! You are a dear & splendid Kat. I am very proud of you. What you have done for me no one can measure.’


On August 10, while the Expeditionary Force was still in transit, and its safe arrival uncertain, the Goeben and the Breslau, having finally escaped the massive search operation mounted by the Admiralty, passed through the Dardanelles and anchored off Constantinople. Their arrival at the Turkish capital was hailed by the Turks as a triumph for German skill. The Kaiser at once offered the ships to the Turkish Navy. Their escape was a sharp rebuff to Admiralty vigilance. On August 5 the Goeben was reported having sailed eastward, back to the Italian port of Messina. Respect for Italian neutrality prevented the British ships from attacking. No attempt was made by Admiral Milne to act in concert with his French counterpart. Rear-Admiral Troubridge,79 who commanded the British armoured cruiser squadron, having sighted the Goeben in open water, decided that it would be too great a risk to his sixteen cruisers and destroyers to challenge the two German ships. On August 7 the captains of the Dublin and the Gloucester, the brothers John80 and William81 Kelly, attempted in vain, against heavy odds, to thwart the Goeben’s escape. Then the mistake of a clerk at the Admiralty in sending Milne the quite erroneous news that Britain and Austria were at war led him to call off the chase in order to carry out automatic instructions pursuant upon the outbreak of an Austro-British war. By the time this mistake was corrected, twenty-four hours had been lost and the Goeben had passed Cape Matapan. Troubridge thereupon decided that as the Goeben had reached the Aegean Sea, he should call off the pursuit. Later that month an Admiralty court of enquiry examined Milne’s report, and approved of his actions. They informed Churchill that in their opinion the failure to sink the Goeben and Breslau was ‘primarily due to the failure of Rear-Admiral Troubridge to carry out your instructions’. Troubridge was then court-martialled. In his defence he pleaded that the Goeben constituted a superior force and that the Admiralty signal of July 30 had specifically instructed him not to engage the enemy under such conditions. He was acquitted. Captain Kelly of the Gloucester, who had engaged a superior force contrary to orders, was awarded the Companionship of the Bath for his conduct. Churchill himself wrote Kelly’s official commendation:


The Goeben could have caught and sunk the Gloucester at any time…. She was apparently deterred by the latter’s boldness which gave the impression of support close at hand. The combination of audacity with restraint, unswerving attention to the principal military object, viz, holding on to the Goeben, and strict conformity to orders constitute a naval episode which may justly be regarded as a model.


Prince Louis sent Churchill a summary of the documents relating to the Goeben’s escape, together with Milne’s report. Churchill minuted on August 27: ‘The explanation is satisfactory; the result unsatisfactory.’ Churchill believed that the real failure arose because Italian neutrality had been respected. In an unpublished note written after the war he attacked Milne for what he believed was the most serious failure of the chase:


It must be admitted that the orders to respect rigidly Italian neutrality & to keep six miles from the Italian coasts, issued without any idea of the Goeben being at Messina, seriously complicated the task of the British forces. Had this point been referred to the Admiralty by Sir Berkeley Milne the prohibition wld at once have been cancelled. The prize was worth the risk. In fact permission to chase through the Straits was given unasked by the Admiralty as soon as it was realised that the Goeben was escaping unblocked to the Southward.


He could at any moment after he first suspected that the Goeben was at Messina have telegraphed to the Admiralty in the following sense:—‘I believe Goeben is at Messina. Submit since she has entered Italian territorial waters I may follow her, observing that otherwise I shall be much hampered in my operations.’ It would not have been unreasonable to expect a Commander-in-Chief to ask the Admiralty a simple vital question like this. One would have expected him to do so, if only for his own protection. He said nothing.


***


Britain had, since 1902, secured naval predominance in the Far East by an alliance with Japan. Early in August the Japanese Government informed Grey that they were prepared to declare war on Germany; but they did not wish to limit their naval action in the Far East merely to supporting Britain. They wanted to attack the Germans wherever possible throughout the Pacific, hoping thereby to gain some portion of Germany’s large island Empire for themselves. Grey doubted whether Britain’s special interests in the Far East were seriously enough menaced to accept Japanese demands on so wide a scale. Churchill saw grave danger in any hesitation. He feared a naval setback in the Pacific if Britain were not generous to Japan. When Grey sent a telegram to Sir Conyngham Greene,82 the British Ambassador in Tokyo, on August 11 stating that if the Japanese declared war on Germany they should not extend their military action ‘beyond Asiatic waters westward of the China Sea, or to any foreign territory except territory in German occupation on the continent in Eastern Asia’, Churchill was alarmed, writing to Grey immediately he saw a copy of the telegram that same day:




My dear Grey,


…I must say I think you are chilling indeed to these people. I can’t see any half way house myself between having them in and keeping them out. If they are to come in, they may as well be welcomed as comrades. This last telegram is almost hostile. I am afraid I do not understand what is in yr mind on this aspect—tho’ I followed it so clearly till today.


…This telegram gives me a shiver. We are all in this together & I only wish to give the fullest effect & support to your main policy. But I am altogether perplexed by the line opened up by these Japanese interchanges.


You may easily give mortal offence—wh will not be forgotten—we are not safe yet—by a long chalk. The storm has yet to burst….


Yours ever
W





Grey was surprised by the intensity of Churchill’s rebuke. He modified his telegram, writing to Churchill later that day: ‘I think it is all right now with Japan.’ In order to show the Japanese that they would be welcomed as an ally, Churchill sent his own telegram to the Japanese Minister of Marine, Admiral Yashiro,83 on August 13: ‘On behalf of the Board of Admiralty I express the warm feeling of comradeship & pleasure with which the officers & men of the British Navy will find themselves allied in a common cause & against a common foe with the gallant & seamanlike Navy of Japan.’


No record exists of the Cabinet’s discussion about the inducements which Japan could be offered to persuade them to join the Allies. Churchill was a leading advocate of encouraging their participation. A young diplomat in the Tokyo Embassy, Frank Ashton-Gwatkin,84 later told the author that he heard, shortly afterwards, the story that when someone had asked in Cabinet, ‘what should we do to bring the Japanese into the war?’, Churchill had allegedly replied: ‘They can have China.’


On August 23 Japan declared war on Germany. Later that month Churchill saw a chance to turn the Anglo-Japanese alliance of 1902 to immediate advantage. On August 29 he wrote to Grey:


Now that Austria has declared war on Japan, and in view of the general situation, including the attitude of Turkey, it would seem only fitting that the Japanese Government should be sounded as to their readiness to send a battle squadron to co-operate with the Allied Powers in the Mediterranean or elsewhere. The influence and value of this powerful aid could not be overrated. It would steady and encourage Italy, and would bring nearer the situation, so greatly desired, of our being able to obtain command of the Baltic. There is reason to believe that the Japanese would take such an invitation as a compliment.


No such battle squadron was forthcoming.85


Grey resented Churchill’s keenness to involve Japan. These were not plans that he intended to spend time on. But Churchill’s persistence did not disrupt their friendship. Each realized that the strains of working out war policies could lead to frayed tempers and sharp words. Earlier, on August 11, it was Grey who felt he had caused offence in sending Churchill a particularly curt note. That same day he wrote again to apologize: ‘I am so very sorry I sent you that hasty reply this afternoon—I was being awfully knotted at the time & felt I must swear. Do forgive me.’ On September 24 it was Churchill who felt moved to begin a letter, about Turkey: ‘You are always kind in letting me express my opinion without being vexed.’


***


Clementine Churchill continued to keep her husband informed of her adventures. Foreign-looking men, suspected of being German spies, provided an almost daily diet of excitement on the Norfolk coast. Her sister-in-law Gwendeline, she reported, had seen two soldiers catch up with a suspect and ‘give him a small prod with his bayonette!’ The result, she reported, ‘tho’ very exhilarating to the pursuers had the effect of making the “spy” run so fast that Goonie fears he got away’. During August there were rumours that carrier pigeons released by another spy had carried the information of Clementine Churchill’s whereabouts across the North Sea. She wrote to her husband with details of one of the rumours: the Germans were to send an aeroplane to Cromer to kidnap her, and would then demand, as the price of her return, several of the Navy’s best ships. She had no intention of allowing such villainy to succeed, begging her husband ‘not to sacrifice the smallest or cheapest submarine or even the oldest ship’. If he were to pay the ransom, she wrote, she would be unable to bear the subsequent unpopularity; if she died unransomed, she would be a heroine, and he be hailed as a spartan.


***


On August 12 Britain declared war on Austria-Hungary. The two countries had no long-standing quarrel. The alliance system, not conflicting interests, brought the two nations to war. Churchill had many Austrian friends, with whom he had often stayed, and who were frequent guests at his home. He had known the Baron de Forest since his youth, hunted on his Austrian estates, and travelled on his yacht. The Austrian diplomat Count Kinsky86 had been a close friend of Churchill’s mother. Since the battle of Omdurman, Churchill had known the distinguished Austrian soldier, Sir Rudolph Slatin,87 and was a friend of Count Albert Mensdorff,88 who had been Austro-Hungarian Ambassador in London since 1904. He learned of Britain’s declaration of war with sadness. The official reason for war was the appearance of Austrian military units, in small numbers, among the German forces invading France. To Churchill fell the task of arranging the Ambassador’s departure. He wrote to him on August 13:




My dear Mensdorff,


My naval sec Adl Hood,89 who brings this letter, is instructed to put himself at yr disposal in arranging for the comfort & contrivance of yr journey by sea. If there is any way in wh I can be of service to you at this time you will not I hope fail to command me.


Altho’ the terrible march of events has swept aside the ancient friendship between our countries, the respect & regard wh springs from so many years of personal association cannot pass from the hearts of yr English friends.


Yours vy sincerely
WSC





Churchill arranged for over two hundred Austrian subjects, who might otherwise have been interned, to leave on the same boat with the Ambassador. Mensdorff replied to Churchill from the Austro-Hungarian Embassy in Belgrave Square that same day:




My dear Churchill,


Please accept my sincerest thanks for the great courtesy with which you placed a boat at our disposal to get home and for all the trouble the Admiralty is taking about the arrangements. I have just seen Admiral Hood.


I shall never forget the happy years I spent in this country and all the kindness shown to me by my English friends.


Hoping that in future happier quieter days we may meet again.


Yrs very sincerely
Mensdorff





Personal sympathies for Austria, childhood memories, friendships built up over past years, his belief that Balkan quarrels were no vital concern of Britain’s; none of these was allowed to stand in the way of ‘the terrible march of events’. On August 12, the day before Mensdorff left England, Churchill decided, with Cabinet approval, to set up an Admiralty Committee to supervise the blockade of all German and Austrian ports. The aim of the blockade, Churchill wrote in a minute to Prince Louis, and to the Chief of the Admiralty War Staff, Sir Frederick Sturdee,90 was to find out by what methods, commercial, diplomatic and military, German and Austrian trade ‘may be hampered, restricted, and if possible stopped’. An Adriatic blockade was set up under French control. The British supervised the North Sea blockade. In a note of 5 March 1915 Churchill was able to report to his Cabinet colleagues: ‘No instance is known to the British Admiralty of any vessel, the stopping of which has been authorized by the Foreign Office, passing them unchallenged. It is not a case of a paper blockade, but of a blockade as real and as efficient as any that has ever been established….’


***


For two weeks the German armies marched westwards across Belgium. But no decisive battle was fought and the military outcome was unclear. On August 14 the Commander-in-Chief of the British Expeditionary Force, Sir John French,91 reached Amiens, where five British Divisions were assembling, ready to march to the front. Churchill had always listened attentively to French’s military opinions, and although he had not supported the pre-war campaign for conscription, he doubted whether either side could win the war until far greater numbers of men were committed to the conflict. By 1917 almost every able-bodied man was to be drawn greedily into the military machine; but in 1914 there were few places for those who wished to serve. Churchill decided to build upon the naval manpower at his disposal in order to establish a new fighting force, to be called the Royal Naval Division. On August 16 he outlined his plan to Prince Louis and to the Second Sea Lord, Sir Frederick Hamilton:92


In order to make the best possible use of the surplus naval reservists of different classes, it is proposed to constitute permanent cadres of one marine and two naval brigades. The marine brigade has already been partially formed in four battalions, aggregating 1,880 active service men. To this will be added an approximately equal number of reservists, making the total strength of the brigade 3,900, organized in four battalions of four double companies of approximately 250 men. The two naval brigades will also consist of four battalions, each, if possible, of 880 men, organized in sixteen double companies of 220….


The formation of these brigades should be completed so far as resources allow in the present week. The officers commanding the companies and battalions must be appointed forthwith. The first essential is to get the men drilling together in brigades; and the deficiencies of various ranks in the battalions can be filled up later. It may ultimately be found possible in the course of the war to build up all battalions of the marine and naval brigades to the army strength of 1,070, and the organization will readily adapt itself to this. All the men, whether sailors or marines, while training in the three brigades will be available if required for service afloat, and it must be distinctly understood that this is the paramount claim upon them; but in the meanwhile they will be left to be organized for land service.


The Royal Naval Division was set up that same day. Its men regarded Churchill as their patron. Later, in action, when things went well they called themselves ‘Churchill’s Pets’. When things went badly they were known as ‘Churchill’s Innocent Victims’.


Many requests for a place in the Division came direct to Churchill. He was quick to respond. When Bonar Law wrote on September 12 on behalf of his two nephews, John Robley93 and Christopher Robley,94 Churchill replied at once by telegram: ‘Please send names and addresses of your nephews they shall be considered at once.’ Another request came from Sir Max Aitken, who asked Churchill to help secure a commission for his brother Allan.95 Churchill did so, and Aitken replied on September 10:




Dear Mr Churchill,


The Commission you have given my brother I regard as a personal kindness to me.


The debt of gratitude that I owe you in common with every other British subject far outstrips any liability the Empire has ever contracted.


I am proud of my slight connection with you in the days before the War.


I said to you then that I hoped sincerely to follow you & my friends in a reorganized party.


Now I am determined that it is my duty to support you in any party & under any circumstances.


Please don’t answer.


Yours faithfully
W. M. Aitken





J. L. Garvin also turned to Churchill, hoping for a commission for his son Roland.96 Again Churchill responded, and on September 23 Garvin wrote to thank him:




My dear Churchill,


My son is gazetted and though I should never have taxed your good offices could the trouble have been foreseen, I shall never forget your friendship. Your proofs have been so strong that every boy almost is your friend now, in a sense, but whether it is all fair weather or there comes a bit of the foul, you will find me to be always


Yours faithfully
J. L. Garvin





Two members of Churchill’s family were also drawn into the Royal Naval Division. His cousin, the 4th Earl Howe,97 commanded the 6th, and his former stepfather, George Cornwallis-West,98 the 8th Battalion. Some of the recruiting for the Division was done personally by Churchill’s Private Secretary, Edward Marsh.99 Many of the young men in Marsh’s wide circle of friends were anxious to go to the war, but unable to find any means of doing so. Lord Fisher was also involved in the enterprise, writing to his son Cecil100 on September 6:


Winston Churchill got me on the telephone this morning and wants me to be the head of something—some sort of Naval Brigade, I think… but the telephone not very clear. He said he had written, but I had never got the letter. Probably some German spy postman has sent it to Berlin! I’ve promised to have a těte-à-těte lunch with him at the Admiralty on Tuesday to see plans, etc….


Of course, I told Winston Churchill I am ready to do any mortal thing, even to co-operating with Beresford! if any good for the War.


Churchill took a close interest in the Royal Naval Division’s affairs.101 On August 17 he gave instructions for its entertainment. ‘A Band must be provided,’ he minuted. ‘The quality is not important. There must be sufficient pupils under instruction at the Naval School of Music to provide for this. The Band is to join on Saturday next.’ The outlet provided by the Royal Naval Division for men anxious to serve prompted The Times to praise Churchill’s ‘characteristic genius and energy’. But the setting up of a new fighting force was for others a provocative step, suggesting that Churchill, not content with the naval forces under his command, wanted to control land operations as well. His own insistence that the Division was primarily for service afloat, not ashore, did not satisfy those who suspected him of wanting to edge over into Kitchener’s domain. Many of the men themselves were puzzled by the switch from sea to land. One young officer, John Cordingley,102 later explained, in a letter to the author:


In those days we of the pre-war RNVR regarded Mr Churchill almost as ‘Public Enemy No 1’ for the simple reason that we had spent our time and energies, at some financial expense to ourselves, in training for service at sea in the event of war and, when war happened, we were turned into soldiers without the option although, as you know, we retained naval terminology and many customs and practices but the fact remains that we were a land force.


The Assistant Director of Operations at the Admiralty, Captain Richmond,103 revealed the extent to which Churchill’s action in setting up the Division could anger someone under his authority when he wrote in his diary on August 20:


I really believe Churchill is not sane. His entire energies have since last Monday been devoted to forming a naval battalion for shore service, consisting of the RNVR not embarked, the stokers, etc of the RNR & some odds & ends of marines & marine artillerymen. For cavalry, I am told (but this can hardly be true), the yeomanry. Jack Fisher to be Colonel-in-Chief, Beresford some other high rank of an honorary nature….


What this force is to do, Heaven only knows. They are to have light guns of some kind & be put now into camps & drilled by Heavy-weather Wilfred.104 A special uniform has been designed by Winston of khaki colour & seamanlike shape. It was brought here yesterday & the Lords of the Admiralty called in to look at it, Winston as pleased as Punch! This is the beginning of a great war in which our whole future rests upon the proper use of the Navy!! It is astounding.


These men who are thus to be employed in soldiering know nothing about the business. They are all amateurs of the most marked kind. They are mostly undisciplined. Such use as they could be in the stokeholds of the ships is left out of account. Yet I can foresee that before many months have gone by, the strain on the men in the North Sea will have made us cry out for every man who has even a tincture of training to keep up our complements. Even now we should be wise to begin making provision for sending reliefs to Foreign Stations, for the ordinary wastage in peace is going on; & to it is to be added the extra wastage of war. The whole thing is so wicked that Churchill ought to be hanged before he should be allowed to do such a thing. The Cabinet appear to have opposed it, but it is said (rumour of course, only) that he said he’d resign if his scheme wasn’t approved. I can hardly believe that to be true. But how the Board can permit him to indulge in such foolery, without a word of serious protest, I don’t know.


In late September Kitchener informed Churchill that he wanted the Royal Naval Division to form a part of one of his new armies, which would be ready for military action in May 1915. Churchill accepted that the Royal Naval Division would then pass out of Admiralty control. ‘In the interval,’ he wrote to Kitchener on October 1, ‘brigades from the division may be used in emergencies and wd play a part in Home defence of Naval ports.’ He had already been acting upon this assumption. When, at the beginning of September, fearing a German attack on Calais, the Governor of the city105 had asked Churchill to send units of the new Division to help its defence, he had refused. He did not believe there was any immediate danger to Calais, and he did not wish to send the Division before it was ready. ‘It is of great importance,’ he wrote on September 4 to Prince Louis and Sir Frederick Sturdee, ‘not to interrupt the training and formation of the Marine Brigade, which will now have to absorb a larger proportion of the recruits who have poured into Lord Kitchener’s Army. In an emergency, if no other means were available, we no doubt should have to help the Governor, but I propose for the present to refuse his request.’


One idea which attracted Churchill was that of joint naval and military action in the Baltic. He believed that it was possible, while keeping the German High Sea Fleet penned in at the mouth of the Elbe, to send a British Fleet through the Skagerrak and Kattegat into the Baltic Sea. The British ships would then be at Russia’s disposal for immediate action. On August 19 Churchill explained what he had in mind in a telegram to the Supreme Commander of the Russian Armies, the Grand Duke Nicholas:106


…It would be possible if we had the command of the Baltic to land a Russian army in order:—


1) to turn the flank & rear of German armies holding the Danzig–Thorn line, or which were elsewhere resisting the main Russian attack;


2) to attack Berlin from the North—only 90 miles in the direct line;


3) to attack Kiel & the Canal in force and to drive the German fleet to sea….


Churchill offered to supply ‘at any time’ the troop transports needed for the Russian force. The Grand Duke telegraphed his reply on August 24:


We appreciate in the highest degree the First Lord’s offer to co-operate with us in the execution by our land forces of a landing operation on the North German Coast, should the British Fleet gain command of the Baltic Sea. The attainment of the aforesaid command would, in our opinion, in itself prove a most valuable and desirable factor towards the development of our offensive operations against Germany. We consider that the suggested landing operation, under favourable circumstances, would be quite feasible and fully expedient. We therefore gratefully accept in principle the First Lord’s offer, but we add that we could avail ourselves thereof only should the general military situation lend itself to its application.
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CHURCHILL’S PLAN FOR RUSSIAN ATTACKS ON GERMANY 19 AUGUST 1914


Nothing came of Churchill’s scheme. The Russian military situation was never good enough to enable them to contemplate a sea invasion of Germany. But within a month, on September 17, Churchill decided, with Jellicoe’s approval, to send several submarines to assist the Russians in the Baltic. On October 17 the first British submarine entered the Baltic, followed by two more within a week.


***


By nightfall on August 22 the German First and Second Armies were assembled across the centre of Belgium. Facing them were the troops of three nations: Belgians defending the great fortress of Namur, the French Fifth Army south of Charleroi and the British Expeditionary Force between Mons and the French border. Throughout August 23 the British troops were engaged in fierce fighting. It was the first occasion in the memory of anyone alive that British and German troops had fought each other on the field of battle. Late that evening Churchill asked Kitchener his opinion of the outcome, and learned that, although the Secretary of State for War had as yet received no news from the front, he was not entirely without hope. Kitchener told Churchill that it was still possible for the French, using Namur as their base, to thrust through the German lines, cutting off the German armies from their supply bases in Germany, and attacking them from behind.
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THE GERMAN ADVANCE BY 22 AUGUST 1914


On the following morning Churchill was at work at Admiralty House before seven o’clock. While he was studying the telegrams which had arrived during the night the door of his bedroom opened and Kitchener stood in the doorway. Churchill realized at once that something was wrong: ‘Though his manner was quite calm, his face was different,’ he recalled in The World Crisis. ‘I had the subconscious feeling that it was distorted and discoloured as if it had been punched with a fist. His eyes rolled more than ever.’ Kitchener read Churchill a telegram which he had just received from Sir John French. Namur had fallen. The British Expeditionary Force had been forced to retreat. Sir John French asked that ‘immediate attention should be directed to the defence of Havre’. The German capture of Namur was ominous news, the need to defend Le Havre sombre counsel. Churchill conferred at once with Prince Louis and the other members of the Board of Admiralty. All were deeply perturbed by the news of the British retreat. Instead of taking up Sir John French’s proposal to reinforce Le Havre, the Admirals told Churchill that precautions must be taken even further west, at Cherbourg and St Nazaire. The fall of Namur seemed the prelude to disaster. Churchill telegraphed the news to Jellicoe at Scapa Flow, adding stern assurances:


News from France is disappointing & serious results of battle cannot yet be measured as it still continues over enormous front.


I have had the telegrams about it repeated to you.


We have not entered this business without resolve to see it through and you may rest assured that our action will be proportioned to the gravity of the need.


I have absolute confidence in final result.


No special action is required from you at present but you should address your mind to a naval situation which may arise where Germans control Calais and French coasts, and what ought to be the position of Grand Fleet in that event.


Churchill was able to stiffen Jellicoe’s morale, but his own confidence was shaken. He needed reassurance, and the support of someone in whom he could confide. Crossing the Horse Guards’ Parade, he sought out Lloyd George at the Treasury. ‘I felt intensely the need of contact with him,’ he wrote in The World Crisis, ‘and I wanted to know how it would strike him and how he would face it.’ Lloyd George was in conference when Churchill arrived, but seeing his friend beckoning him from the doorway, he went out immediately. It was their first private conversation since the outbreak of war three weeks earlier. Lloyd George gave Churchill the strength he sought.


The British retreat continued throughout August 24. All day Churchill worked at the Admiralty on the complex problem of transferring the British Army base from Le Havre to St Nazaire. That evening he wrote to his brother Jack: ‘The news from Belgium is disappointing & may be serious. Our men seem to have stood up well to them & no doubt exacted a heavy forfeit. No one can tell how far this great adventure may carry us all. Unless we win, I do not want to live any more. But win we will.’


The retreat continued throughout August 25. That morning Churchill sent Jellicoe more hopeful news: ‘British retirement on French frontier successfully and skilfully effected,’ he telegraphed. ‘Army now in strong position, well supported. Our casualties reported not severe considering continued engagement with two German corps and two cavalry divisions. Enemy was well punished and lost heavily. Main battle has still to be fought. General impression better this morning. Hope all is well with you.’


Churchill decided that one way in which he could influence the crisis was by sending the Marine Brigade to Ostend. They were to distract the German attention, and give the impression that a large British reinforcement was about to land. Kitchener approved of Churchill’s initiative. The Marines were immediately alerted for action. That evening Churchill sent instructions to their commander, Sir George Aston:


1. At daylight to-morrow, if circumstances allow, you will disembark such portions of your brigade as have arrived at Ostend and occupy the town. You will push out reconnaissances of cyclists to Bruges, Thourout, and Dixmude. You will establish yourself at Ostend, forming an entrenched picket line around the town in such a way as to enable you to cover the debarkation of a Division of the Army. A squadron of aeroplanes will reach you before noon, having previously made an aerial reconnaissance of the country within 30 miles of Ostend. The aeroplanes will be placed under your orders.


2. The object of this movement is to create a diversion, favourable to the Belgians, who are advancing from Antwerp, and to threaten the western flank of the German southward advance. It should therefore be ostentatious. You should not advance inland from Ostend without further orders, but some enterprise may be permitted to the patrols. Information about the enemy will be supplied you personally at the Admiralty.


The object in view would be fully attained if a considerable force of the enemy were attracted to the coast. You will be re-embarked as soon as this is accomplished.


On August 26 the Cabinet approved the expedition to Ostend as an operation, Asquith reported to George V, ‘involving little loss and calculated to give both material and moral support to Belgium’. That day three thousand Marines landed at Ostend. No German submarines interfered with their crossing, nor were any men lost while the Brigade was in Belgium. As Churchill had hoped, the German High Command was disturbed by rumours of large numbers of British troops landing on the Belgian coast. These rumours grew, transforming the force into eighty thousand Russians. After a week in Belgium, the Marines returned to Britain.


Churchill believed that the time would soon come when the British Expeditionary Force would need continual reinforcements. Two days of retreat, and the prospect of many more, had momentarily convinced him that conscription, which he had always opposed, was now essential if defeat were to be avoided. On August 26 he raised the question in Cabinet, but without success. Lord Emmott,107 the most recent member of the Cabinet, wrote in his diary: ‘Winston wasted our time most atrociously today in pressing on our notice a premature scheme of conscription. He was both stupid and boring. Asquith contemptuous at first, but did not bear him down.’ J. A. Pease was likewise unimpressed by Churchill’s appeal, writing in his diary:


Churchill harangued us for half an hour on the necessity of compulsory service. Pointing out the importance of young unmarried men going to the front rather than the Territorial, a married man who had trained with a limited obligation, & now his patriotism was exploited by being pressed into going abroad & almost compelled to agree to do so, whilst others were loafing & cheering & doing nothing for their country etc etc etc.


We all sat and listened, much bored. The PM took it with impatience—the matter he said was not urgent. George said we need not be in a panic—the people would not listen to such proposals. The PM asked how many of our own men in the H of C would not assent, such a proposal would divide the country from one end to the other….


K said it might come to this later on. He made no appeal for compulsion yet, he had got his 120,000 men & recruiting was still going on although he had only asked for 100,000—he could not arm more before April.


Despite this rebuff, Churchill never abandoned his belief that every possible source of manpower would have to be brought into action in order to check and ultimately to defeat the German advance; but as the immediate crisis passed he returned to his earlier faith in the voluntary system.


Meanwhile the situation in France was worsening. Sir John French was, however, encouraged on August 28 when he learned from London that a further Division, the 6th, was on its way to reinforce him. Its departure from England stripped the country of its professional soldiers. Churchill had given Kitchener the assurance which made this move possible. ‘The Admiralty are confident of their ability to secure this country against invasion,’ he had written on August 22. ‘If you wish to send the 6th Division abroad at once, we should not raise any objection from the naval standpoint. …if you want to send the last Regular Division, the First Sea Lord and I are quite ready to agree, and so far as possible to accept responsibility.’


With Russian troops already on his mind, Churchill pondered upon another scheme that had been put to him: the transfer of Russian troops from Siberia to the western front. On August 28 he sent a message to Kitchener:


Here is an idea which deserves examination. The Siberian troops wd, if used against Germany & Austria, have to come South at an awkward moment & derange the communications (so I am told). On the other hand, it wd probably be easy to send them to Archangel, & it is (roughly) only 6 days from Archangel to Ostend.


If a couple of Russian Corps d’Armee were transported round this route, it wd be possible to strike at the German Communications in a very effective manner.


It is an interesting idea, though I dare say it would not greatly commend itself to the Russians. Don’t trouble to answer.


Nothing came of this plan. But Churchill was determined to examine every possible solution. After the war F. E. Smith, then Lord Birkenhead, wrote in Contemporary Personalities: ‘No one Department, hardly one war, was enough for him.’ His brother’s imminent departure for France with the Oxfordshire Hussars stimulated Churchill’s thoughts to military action. ‘I think a great deal of you all,’ he wrote to his brother on August 26. ‘As soon as the decisive battle has been fought at sea—I shall try to come out too, if there is any use for me.’


***


On August 28 the Admiralty was able to strike a note of optimism. In a naval action in the Heligoland Bight, three German cruisers were destroyed and three others damaged. No British ships were sunk. ‘It was a fine feat of arms,’ Churchill minuted on the report of the action, ‘vindicated by success.’ Churchill was elated by this first naval success of the war. On the evening of August 28, before the full details were known, his wife, who had just returned to Admiralty House with her two children, sent Kitchener the following note:




Dear Lord Kitchener,


Winston apologises for not writing himself but he is hastily dressing for dinner.


He asks me to tell you that the bag to-day consists of 2 enemy’s Destroyers sunk & many injured, 2 Cruisers sunk & one on fire & apparently sinking which disappeared into mist.


None of our ships sunk, some of them damaged, but it is hoped not badly—Winston thinks this is rather a ‘Coup’—


Yours v sincerely
Clementine S. Churchill





As soon as the full details of the victory were known, Churchill telegraphed the news to Haldane, who replied at once: ‘Your telegram has just come & I have read it to Grey. Warmest congratulations on this splendid piece of work done by the fleet. It is worthy of the inspiring spirit of their First Lord. The British public & our allies will grow a cubit in confidence when they read the news tomorrow.’ There was general euphoria. Commodore Tyrwhitt,108 who brought the damaged light cruiser Arethusa into Sheerness under tow, wrote to his wife: ‘We had a great response on the way from the Nore to Chatham. Every ship and everybody cheered like mad. Winston met us at Sheerness and came up to Chatham with us and fairly slobbered over me. Offered me any ship I liked and all the rest of it…. Everybody quite mad with delight at the success of our first naval venture.’ Clementine Churchill welcomed another hero of the action, who during the battle had rescued 220 of the men from the German cruiser Mainz.




Dear Commodore Keyes,


I hear you are in London, just back from your splendid Heligoland achievement.


Will you give us the pleasure of lunching with us to-day at 1.45? It would be a great pleasure to see you.


Yours v sincerely
Clementine S. Churchill





Within a month of the outbreak of war Lord Kitchener and Sir John French had begun to quarrel. Churchill admired them both, and had been accepted by both as a friend. On August 31 the dispute reached a climax when Sir John French telegraphed that he was unwilling to co-operate any longer with the French Army, and that he intended to fall back behind Paris. The Cabinet were alarmed by his decision, and feared the complete breakdown of Anglo-French co-operation. With the approval of his colleagues, Kitchener replied that the Cabinet expected ‘that you will, as far as possible, conform to the plans of General Joffre109 for the conduct of the campaign’. But Sir John French telegraphed again. Many of his troops, he declared, were ‘shattered’. All of them needed ‘to rest and refit’. He was willing to ‘advance into the front line to-morrow and do our utmost if you choose to order it’, but he was sure ‘that the result of this would be grave disaster to the French troops’. This telegram reached London just before midnight on August 31. Asquith called an emergency conference of Ministers at 10 Downing Street. Kitchener, Churchill, Lloyd George and McKenna110 were present. ‘We came to the decided conclusion,’ Asquith informed Venetia Stanley, ‘that the only thing to be done was for Kitchener to go there without delay, & unravel the situation, & if necessary put the fear of God into them all. He is a real sportsman when an emergency appears, & went straight home to change his clothes & collect his kit, & started by special train from Charing Cross about 1.30 am this morning. Winston provided him with a fast cruiser at Dover…’


Kitchener and French met at the British Embassy in Paris on September 1. It was a strained meeting, not the least because Kitchener appeared in the uniform of a Field-Marshal, which French considered an insult to his own Field-Marshal’s status in France. Encouraged by Asquith, Churchill tried to mediate between the two Field-Marshals. Writing to Sir John French on September 2, he tried to soothe his friend:


I have wanted so much to write to you and yet not to bother you with reading letters. Still, I suppose there are moments when you can find the leisure to read a few lines from a friend. The Cabinet was bewildered by your telegram proposing to retire from the line, coming on the top of a casualty list of 6,000 and your reports as to the good spirit of the troops. We feared that you and Joffre might have quarrelled, or that something had happened to the Army of which we had not been informed. In these circumstances telegraphing was useless, and a personal consultation was indispensable if further misunderstandings were to be avoided.


I am sure it would be wise to have some good officer on your staff… who could without troubling you unduly, give us a clear and complete impression of what is taking place day by day. Our only wish is to sustain and support you. We are at a point where losses will only rouse still further the spirit of the nation, provided they are incurred, as yours have been, in brilliant and successful action. But we ought to be kept in a position to form a true and connected impression of the course of events.


For my own part, I am only anxious that you shall be sustained and reinforced in every way, and I look forward confidently to seeing you ere long at the head of a quarter of a million men, and in the spring, of half a million….


In case any further difficulties arise, and you think I can be of any use, you have only to send for me, and subject to the naval situation I could reach you very quickly by motor-car or aeroplane.


It is hard sitting here day after day with so many friends engaged. The resolution of the nation is splendid. It is a different country to the one you left….


God guard you and prosper our arms.


Sir John French replied on September 3:




My dear Churchill,


Thank you very much for your kind & encouraging letter. It was a keen pleasure to hear from you & to read your words.


I have had a terribly anxious time & the troops have suffered severely but they are simply glorious! I have 2½ Army Corps here now & a Cavalry Division; multiply the former by 6 & the latter by 4, and I would get to Berlin in 6 weeks without any French help at all….


There has been some outstanding misunderstanding at home as to my relations with Gen Joffre, the French C in C. We have been on the very best terms all thro’ & he has spoken most kindly of the help he has received from us. I can’t understand what brought Kitchener to Paris. I am writing to you as one of my greatest friends & I’m sure you’ll let me write freely & privately.


K’s visit was really most unfortunate—He took me away from the front to visit him in Paris on a very critical day when I should have been directing the operations most carefully and I tell you between ourselves strictly that when I returned to my Head Quarters I found a very critical situation existing (8 pm!!) and authoritative orders & directions badly needed. It was the day that the Guards & Cavalry Brigades were so heavily engaged.


I do beg of you, my dear Friend, to add one more to all the many & great kindnesses you have done me & stop this interference with field operations. Kitchener knows nothing about European warfare. Of course he’s a fine organiser but he never was & never will be a Commander in the field….


You say in your postscript ‘You ought to tell more’—I assure you Kitchener has been told almost everything. In spite of sleepless nights I have written him long private accounts of the whole affair and my telegrams have been very full—as to casualties, in the continual fighting we have had it has been absolutely impossible to get at them a moment sooner.


My warmest thanks for your kindness & friendship which I value immensely. I am hoping to see you with us. Come whenever you can & everything shall be arranged for your comfort & safety.


Yrs alys, my dear Churchill
JDP French





To this letter Sir John French added a postscript at six the following morning:


On reading over what I wrote at 12 last night I think it may be rather strong—for I have to remember you are a Cabinet Minister as well as a Great Friend of mine. If I have erred in any way forgive me please!


I have opened my heart to you! What I feel is that I have been quite enough tried now between South Africa & this Campaign & I have not given the Gov any reason to distrust me.


To send another FM out here to lecture me (he came in FM’s uniform!) seems to me a sign of distrust & it hurts me. Remember this if you think I should not have written like this & burn this letter PLEASE.


***


The pressure of the German military advance was severe. Despite brave rearguard actions, the British Expeditionary Force was being pushed almost to the suburbs of Paris. In thirteen days it retreated nearly a hundred and fifty miles. Over fifteen hundred men were killed, wounded or taken prisoner. The newspapers listed the dead; and the daily appearance of familiar names made a deep impact.


The victory in the Heligoland Bight had focused public hopes on the Admiralty. On September 4 the two Party leaders, Asquith and Bonar Law, were the main speakers at a Guildhall Banquet. Churchill was present, but not billed to speak. Balfour, in whose constituency the meeting was held, was also on the platform. Asquith made a stirring speech which The Times considered ‘of the noblest order, solemn and impressive’. He declared that Britain would not sheathe the sword until Belgium’s wrongs were righted. Bonar Law spoke next, more briefly but with ‘force and fervour’. Then, while Balfour was about to speak, there came a chant of mounting intensity from the City audience: ‘Churchill! Churchill! Churchill! We want Churchill! We want Churchill!’ Churchill told the audience briefly that they could trust the Royal Navy, and concluded amid their cheers: ‘Sure I am of this, that you have only to endure to conquer. You have only to persevere to save yourselves, and to save all those who rely upon you. You have only to go right on, and at the end of the road, be it short or long, victory and honour will be found!’ The impact of his few remarks was considerable. ‘My dear Winston,’ Lord Esher111 reported on the following day, ‘I met Bonar Law yesterday who told me that you had by far the greatest reception at the Guildhall. He said that this in the City of London with AJB present was a most remarkable tribute.’


Churchill had reason for his assertive self-confidence and optimism. During the Agadir crisis of 1911, after examining the naval, diplomatic and military problems of war with Germany, he had written a memorandum entitled ‘Military Aspects of the Continental Problem’. Basing his arguments upon the premise that Britain, France and Russia were in alliance, at war simultaneously with Germany and Austria, he had envisaged the decisive military operations being between France and Germany. He forecast that the initial German advance would have sufficient power to drive the French back, in twenty days, on Paris and the south. ‘All plans based upon the opposite assumption,’ he wrote, ‘ask too much of fortune.’ But he had argued that during each successive day of the German advance the German armies would be weakened by many causes: by the heavier losses always borne by attacking forces, by growing Russian pressure ‘from the thirtieth day’, by the arrival of the British Expeditionary Force and by the lengthening German lines of communication. His memorandum had continued:


By the fortieth day Germany should be extended at full strain both internally and on her war fronts, and this strain will become daily more severe and ultimately overwhelming, unless it is relieved by decisive victories in France. If the French army has not been squandered by precipitate or desperate action, the balance of forces should be favourable after the fortieth day, and will improve steadily as time passes. For the German armies will be confronted with a situation which combines an ever-growing need for a successful offensive with a battle-front which tends continually towards numerical equality. Opportunities for the decisive trial of strength may then occur.


Such a policy demands heavy and hard sacrifices from France, who must, with great constancy, expose herself to invasion, to having her provinces occupied by the enemy, and to the investment of Paris, and whose armies may be committed to retrograde or defensive operations. Whether her rulers could contemplate or her soldiers endure this trial may depend upon the military support which Great Britain can give.


The first part of Churchill’s memorandum was fulfilled in the twenty days he stipulated. By the thirtieth day, with the British and French forces still in retreat, a mood of depression had fallen upon a shocked Britain. On September 2, ten days before ‘the fortieth day’, Churchill reprinted his forecast, sending copies to many of his colleagues. He wanted them to see, assuming that his forecast was correct, that the period of greatest danger was over, that the impetus of the German attack was likely to weaken, and that the moment for counter-attack would soon arrive. Many of those who read the memorandum were excited and relieved. ‘I have tonight read your remarkable military appreciation written in 1911,’ Haldane wrote on September 3: ‘It is extraordinarily accurate as a forecast of events up to now, & shows great insight—a memorable document in full. Asquith said to me this afternoon that you were the equivalent of a large force in the field & this is true. You inspire us all by your courage & resolution.’


On September 8 Balfour wrote to Edward Marsh: ‘It is a triumph of prophecy!’ General Sir Ian Hamilton,112 who was in command of the forces gathered to intercept an invading army, was similarly impressed, writing from the War Office on the same day: ‘This is indeed a masterly paper. All the way down you hit the nail bang on the head as if you were a historian recapitulating rather than a statesman risking prophecies!’ Fisher was also enthusiastic; he too was given to prophecy, writing on September 9: ‘Your memorandum of AUGUST 1911 is both astonishing and exhilarating! It makes one trust your further forecast! I also have a minor coincidence! A friend sends me a letter of mine also written in August 1911 saying that Armageddon would begin in August 1914 and that Jellicoe would be our Admiralissimo!…’





3
‘The Admiralty is now on its trial’


At the end of August Churchill had sent Commander Samson113 to Dunkirk with instructions to establish an air base from which Zeppelins could be attacked before they set off on the final stage of their flight to England. The Royal Naval Air Service pilots took part in a series of reconnaisance flights. On September 3 Samson reported in his log: ‘3 pm. No 42, Lieut Dalrymple Clark114 (2½ hours’ flight) proceeded to Douai and Cambrai and back, and expended one bomb on about 40 Germans—some evidently hurt.’ On the following morning Samson himself, in a flight lasting one hour and forty minutes, flew from Dunkirk to Armentières and back. Once again he reported on the action: ‘Expended two large bombs on four motor-cars, about 40 men round the cars.’


These brief sorties were part of Churchill’s plan to put the skills of the Royal Naval Air Service to military use. As a result of the many hours which he had spent flying with the young pilots before the war, he knew what they were capable of doing, and wanted to satisfy their keenness for action in some positive way. He knew many of the pilots personally. Several of them had been his flying instructors when, between 1912 and 1914, he had spent many of his weekends at Eastchurch learning to fly.


On September 3 Kitchener asked Churchill to take over from the War Office full responsibility for the aerial defence of Britain. Churchill was therefore in charge, not only of the Royal Naval Air Service aircraft but of all those aircraft of the Army-controlled Royal Flying Corps which were needed for home defence. His extra tasks included the mounting of searchlights and anti-aircraft barrages around London, and the purchase of sufficient aircraft to ensure that, despite the inevitable loss, there would be enough to meet Zeppelin attacks. Two months later, on October 31, having read a favourable report of the trial flight of the first flying boat in the United States, he minuted: ‘Order a dozen as soon as possible.’115


On his first day as aerial overlord, Churchill wrote to the Director of the Air Division at the Admiralty, Captain Sueter:116 ‘Let me have a return on one sheet of paper showing all anti-aircraft guns, regular or improvised, available afloat and ashore, at the present time; and what deliveries may be expected in the next two months. Let me have also any suggestions for increasing their number. No one can doubt that aerial attack upon England must be a feature of the near future.’ Two days later, on September 5, Churchill asserted, in a departmental memorandum, the principle that the best means of aerial defence was to attack the German aircraft as near as possible to their point of departure, informing the Board of Admiralty:


(a) A strong oversea force of aeroplanes to deny the French and Belgian coasts to the enemy’s aircraft, and to attack all Zeppelins and air bases or temporary air bases which it may be sought to establish, and which are in reach.


(b) We must be in constant telegraphic and telephonic communication with the oversea aeroplane squadrons. We must maintain an intercepting force of aeroplanes and airships at some convenient point within range of a line drawn from Dover to London, and local defence flights at Eastchurch and Calshot.


(c) A squadron of aeroplanes will be established at Hendon, also in telephonic communication with the other stations, for the purpose of attacking enemy aircraft which may attempt to molest London. Landing grounds must be prepared in all the parks; railings must be removed, and the area marked out by a large white circle by day and by a good system of lighting at night. It is indispensable that airmen of the Hendon flight should be able to fly by night, and their machines must be fitted with the necessary lights and instruments.


On that same day Churchill wrote to Prince Louis and Captain Sueter with further plans for the Dunkirk base:


In order to discharge adequately the responsibilities which we have assumed for the aerial defence of England, it is necessary that we should maintain an aerial control over the area approximately 100 miles radius from Dunkirk. To do this, we must support the aeroplanes which are stationed on the French coast with sufficient armed motor cars and personnel to enable advanced subsidiary aeroplane bases to be established 30, 40 and 50 miles inland.


The armoured motor-cars were sent at once to France. They acted in co-ordination with Samson and his pilots, protecting their forward aeroplane bases. The armoured cars had to ensure that all the outlying aeroplane bases were kept clear of raiding parties of Germans. Churchill also sent to Dunkirk two hundred Royal Marines whose task was to follow up the advantages secured by the armoured cars. This Dunkirk enterprise, which Churchill’s critics soon nicknamed the ‘Dunkirk Circus’, was on a small scale. Each of its three squadrons of aeroplanes contained less than twelve machines. The armoured car section consisted of sixty motor-cars, each protected by armour-plating and armed with a single Maxim gun. Samson’s orders, dated September 1, laid down that in all sorties from Dunkirk, ‘French soldiers if possible should accompany the English, so as to make up a Franco-English expedition’; but in the event, it remained entirely in British hands. A base hospital was set up at Dunkirk, with four motor ambulances. Provisions were sent direct to Dunkirk from the Royal Naval Air Service Station at Sheerness. A small Headquarters’ staff of six officers was set up in Dunkirk itself.


The three squadrons of aircraft were commanded by E. L. Gerrard,117 Spenser Grey118 and Richard Bell Davies,119 each of whom had, within the previous year, been among those who had taught Churchill to fly. Another of his former flying instructors, Reginald Marix,120 was also at Dunkirk. The four armoured car squadrons were each divided into three sections, one of which was commanded by his friend, Baron de Forest. Among the squadron commanders was Josiah Wedgwood,121 a Liberal MP who during the debate in Parliament on the outbreak of war had been among the few who protested against Britain’s involvement.


The first combined aeroplane and armoured car reconnaissance took place on the afternoon of September 4. Samson, who had returned that morning from his successful bombing raid near Armentières, sent an account of the afternoon’s activities to the Admiralty:


I have the honour to report that scouting has been carried out by aeroplanes in the region beyond Cassel, and while waiting at this place for the return of a machine I was informed that a German motor-car containing 6 Germans was advancing on Cassel.


As it is essential for the safety of aeroplanes scouting that Germans should not get into Cassel, I determined to prevent them proceeding any further.


The force at my disposal was 3 officers and 5 men in two motor-cars, one fitted with a maxim. To avoid a fight in the streets of Cassel with consequent German reprisals on the Town, I went out to meet them, intending to form an ambush at a suitable place. Unfortunately there was not time to do this, and the German car was met one mile outside the Town.


As soon as they saw us they stopped 400 yards away. Our second car was turned round in case a retreat was necessary and fire was opened with the maxim and rifles. One German was seen to drop. The German car backed 20 yards towards a corner which gave some cover, turned and fled towards Lille. Unfortunately, after firing 80 rounds, the maxim gun was disabled. I did not consider it expedient to give chase owing to the fact that numerous German cars, including some armoured motor-cars, were on the road between Lille and Bailleul. I have ample proof that 2 Germans were rather severely wounded.


The scouting aeroplane No 42, pilot Lieut Dalrymple Clark, saw the German motor-car flying towards Armentières at a great speed. He followed it beyond Bailleul.


I wish to bring to your notice the conduct of Lieut F. R. Samson,122 RNVR, who turned his car round to prepare our retreat and remained seated in his car under fire according to my previous orders; Sub-Lieut Nalder,123 RNVR, who stood by his car ready to drive it at my orders; Armourer’s Mate Harper,124 RN, who fired the maxim in a very exposed position very calmly and did not fire too rapidly, but paused every 10 rounds to see how his shots were falling. The other officers and men of the party behaved without any flurry or excitement, and fired very steadily and obeyed all orders with promptitude….


There were no injuries of any sort to my party. This slight encounter will, I hope, discourage the Germans, who have up to the present gone about the neighbourhood in motor-cars doing what they liked.


Aerial reconnaissance, armoured car support and bombing raids continued throughout September. There were unexpected dangers. On September 12 a wind of seventy miles an hour caught the aeroplanes of Gerrard’s squadron while they were on the ground at their base. All were blown from 100 to 300 yards across the airfield, turning cartwheels as they went. So bad was the damage that most of the machines had to be dismantled, and some of them destroyed.


The ‘Dunkirk Circus’ did valuable reconnaissance work, and its bombing activities, despite their small scale, provided the offensive action which Churchill believed was important in maintaining public morale. On September 12 Philip Sarell,125 the British Consul at Dunkirk, wrote to Sir Eyre Crowe126 at the Foreign Office: ‘Samson’s raids have been so extraordinarily successful hitherto, and we have evidently disconcerted the Germans so much we must manage somehow or other to enable him to carry on what he has so brilliantly and successfully initiated.’


***


During the British retreat from Mons, a special correspondent of The Times who was covering the fortunes of the British Expeditionary Force, Arthur Moore,127 sent a despatch from Amiens to Printing House Square in which he wrote of the ‘terrible defeat’ sustained by the British forces. Anticipating the usual censorship, The Times had themselves deleted certain passages before sending the report to F. E. Smith at the Press Bureau. F. E. Smith not only reinstated the deletions but added an extra paragraph of his own at the end of the despatch, calling for more reinforcements to be sent to the front. The despatch had appeared in The Times on August 30. It told of ‘the broken bits of many regiments’, and of British soldiers ‘battered with marching’. The morale of the troops was still high, the despatch concluded, but reinforcements were urgently needed. The publication of this report caused consternation throughout Britain. Churchill did not believe that the alarm was justified. On September 5 he wrote to the proprietor of The Times, Lord Northcliffe128: ‘I think you ought to realise the harm that has been done by Sunday’s publication in the ‘Times’…. I never saw such panic-stricken stuff written by any war correspondent before; and this served up on the authority of the ‘Times’ can be made, and has been made, a weapon against us in every doubtful state….’ Northcliffe replied tersely on September 7 that Moore was ‘one of the most experienced correspondents in the service of the paper’, and that in view of F. E. Smith’s additions ‘there was no other possible conclusion except that this was the Government’s deliberate wish’. To this, Churchill could give no reply.


Asquith asked Churchill to draft a Press communiqué which might allay public fears. The communiqué, which was published anonymously on September 5, gave fuller details about the retreat than had yet appeared in the Press, and reassured the public that all was not lost. ‘There is no doubt,’ Churchill concluded, ‘that our men have established a personal ascendancy over the Germans, and that they are conscious of the fact that with anything like even numbers the result would not be doubtful.’ The Press clamoured for more information. ‘I am just going to tell Winston to repeat his feat of last Sunday,’ Asquith wrote to Venetia Stanley on September 5, ‘and to dish up for them with all his best journalistic condiments the military history of the week. K is absolutely no use for this kind of thing, and has an undisguised contempt for the “public” in all its moods & manifestations.’ Asquith then wrote to Churchill to explain what he wanted:




Private


My dear Winston,


The papers are complaining, not without reason, that we keep them on starvation diet.


I think the time has come for you to repeat last Sunday’s feat, & let them have thro’ the Bureau an ‘appreciation’ of the events of the week; with such a seasoning of condiments as your well-skilled hand can supply.


For all that the public know, they might as well be living in the days of the prophet Isaiah, whose idea of a battle was ‘confused noise & garments rolled in blood’.


Yrs always
HHA





In his memorandum of August 1911 Churchill had forecast that by the fortieth day of war the German advance would be halted. This was what occurred. On September 3, thirty-three days after the German attack had begun, the French and British forces began to move forward, across the Marne. After five days of intense and often confused fighting the immediate danger was over. The French armies, supported by the whole of the British Expeditionary Force, drove the Germans away from Paris. During the last phase of the battle, Churchill’s cousin Frederick Guest,129 who was serving on Sir John French’s staff, sent him a report from the front. ‘The tide of invasion seems to have ebbed,’ he wrote on September 8, ‘and without a serious conflict. One is inclined to think that they have shot their bolt and spent their strength within sight of their goal. It is clear that they suddenly realised that their great outflanking movement was being itself outflanked and sudden orders were given to turn about and trek NE.’ On September 10, when the battle was over, Sir John French himself hastened to inform Churchill of the dramatic upsurge of Allied fortunes:


Since I wrote last to you the whole atmosphere has changed and for 5 solid days we have been pursuing instead of pursued & the Germans have had simple Hell.


This very day we have captured several hundred, cut off a whole lot of Transport and got 10 to 12 guns—and the ground is strewn with dead & wounded Germans. Something like this happened yesterday & the day before. But that is nothing to what they have lost in front of the 5 & 6 French Armies which have been much more strongly opposed. They are indeed fairly on the run & we are following hard….


I was afraid of Joffre’s strategy at first & thought he ought to have taken the offensive much sooner—but he was just right.


Each day the German resistance has slackened—I was up with the Cavalry till almost dark last night and noticed a great change….


The Battle of the Marne was decisive, and the Germans began to fall back. But Churchill continued to worry about the small size of the British Army, and the potential weakness of the voluntary system. He wanted to plan for a swift and impressive victory on a large scale. ‘Winston was in his most characteristic mood,’ Balfour reported to his sister130 after dining with Asquith on September 8. ‘He talks airily of a British Army of a million men, and tells me he is making siege mortars at Woolwich as big, or bigger, than the German ones, in order to crush the Rhine fortresses.’


The German armies were in retreat; but they had no intention of returning to the Rhine. It was still within their power to make a dash for the Channel ports. If they could capture Calais or Dunkirk, it would be possible for them to try to reassert their military superiority. Churchill had sensed the danger to the Channel ports. On September 3, at the opening of the Battle of the Marne, he had expressed his fears in an official minute to Prince Louis. ‘The danger from aerial attack must not be underrated,’ he wrote. ‘The possibility of the Germans taking very heavy guns to Calais after taking the town, and getting submarines down from the Elbe to operate from Calais as a base, should also be considered. We could of course stop any surface craft, but submarines might slip through secretly and be a great nuisance when once established.’


Fearing danger to the Channel ports, and anxious to see if his airmen at Dunkirk could take a useful part in keeping the Germans from the coast, Churchill crossed over to France on September 10. His departure was kept secret, not only from the Press but also from the Cabinet. Asquith, who alone knew of it, told Venetia Stanley: ‘Entre nous, the adventurous Winston is just off to Dunkirk to superintend his new flying base: he will be back by lunch time to-morrow. Don’t say anything of this, as he doesn’t want the colleagues to know.’ Churchill did useful work during his brief visit. He was accompanied by two senior Admiralty officials, Admiral Hood and Admiral Oliver, as well as by Captain Sueter, the Director of the Air Department. They examined the fortifications of Dunkirk and discussed the defence of the port with the French authorities. Churchill promised them the assistance of British warships in the event of a siege, and was much impressed by the measures which they had already taken for the city’s defence. His visit was a success. The British Consul at Dunkirk, Philip Sarell, reported to the Foreign Office on September 10 that the Governor had ‘been very much encouraged’ by Churchill’s visit; on September 12 he telegraphed again that the visit had had a ‘most wholesome’ effect on the city’s morale.


Within a few days of Churchill’s visit to Dunkirk, Joffre asked Kitchener to send British reinforcements to the Dunkirk garrison. He wanted the British troops for a dual purpose: to defend the city in the event of a German attack, and to give the Germans the impression that a large British force was in the area. Kitchener brought the problem to Churchill, who agreed to send the Marine Brigade on condition that the War Office would contribute a Yeomanry force. Kitchener declared that he would send, not a small force but a whole regiment of Yeomanry. Colonel Ollivant took charge of the administration of the expedition. As Sir George Aston, who had commanded the Marines during their sortie to Ostend, had fallen ill, Major-General Paris131 was given the command. The Marines moved ostentatiously through Ypres, Lille, Tournai and Douai.


Kitchener had chosen the Oxfordshire Hussars as the territorial force to accompany the Marines. This was the regiment in which Churchill and his brother had served for many years, and of which their cousin the Duke of Marlborough was Colonel-in-Chief. Churchill arranged for the Oxfordshire Hussars to take with them eight 3-ton lorries and several other vehicles from naval stores. ‘Probably no regiment ever went to France,’ their regimental historian, Adrian Keith-Falconer,132 recorded, ‘accompanied by such a fleet of motor transport solely for its own personal use.’ Such special Admiralty patronage did not endear Churchill to the War Office.


On September 14, shortly before the regiment left for France, Churchill wrote to his brother:




My dear,


…I am hopeful that this business will not be serious. It is intended only as a demonstration on the enemy’s flank: & I expected that the armed motor cars wd do the work: you being merely a support & to enable the infantry to move. But now it seems that German cavalry in gt force has come all over this area. You will be kept in close relation to the perimeter of the fortress wh is extensive & well fortified—as I know from personal inspection….


I hope to come over in a day or two to see that things are well started. You know how much I care about you—but it is a gt honour for the regiment—& I am glad to have you in my hands.


Your ever loving
W





The armoured cars, together with fifty double-decker buses sent over by Ollivant, and the aeroplane detachment, were all under the command of Commander Samson. The drivers who had come with their buses from London were immediately enlisted in the Marine Brigade. When Asquith wrote to Venetia Stanley on September 19 he was critical of the arrangements for which Joffre had asked, and which Churchill had worked out with Kitchener’s support:


And what do you think I discovered? That he had (with K’s consent, who is heartily glad to get rid of them) despatched the Oxfordshire Yeomanry! his own corps, with brother Jack (who is a Major in it) &c…. There are about 450 of them, all told, and if they encounter the Germans in any force, I fear we shall see very few of them back again. I hope, however, that like that other little jaunt to Ostend, of wh I told you some weeks ago, they will follow the example of the ‘good old Duke of York’ who ‘led his men to the top of a hill’, and ‘led them down again’.


Three days later Asquith showed again his scepticism of the whole enterprise, writing to Venetia Stanley:


I have been talking seriously to Winston to-day about his ‘little army’: I am not at all comfortable as to its prospects, having little faith in the fighting or staying powers of the Oxfordsh Yeomanry. In addition to his 60 or so of armoured motor cars, he has now chartered & is despatching some 200 or 300 motor buses! Their immediate objective is Douai, wh you will see on the map, but as the Germans have now brought some 60,000 men to Brussels & the neighbourhood, who will be on their flank, it is clear that they must be very cautious. Happily we have a large reconnoitring force of the best aeroplanes.


[image: ]


TOWNS VISITED BY UNITS OF CHURCHILL’S ‘DUNKIRK CIRCUS’, SEPTEMBER AND OCTOBER 1914


On September 11 Churchill spoke at a ‘Call to Arms’ meeting at the London Opera House. It was the first joint meeting of senior members of the three political Parties. Churchill spoke for the Liberals, F. E. Smith for the Conservatives, and William Crooks133 for Labour. Apart from his brief interjection at the Guildhall a week earlier, it was Churchill’s first public speech since the outbreak of war. ‘Mr Churchill has made a speech of tremendous voltage and carrying power,’ the Manchester Guardian reported. ‘His comparison of the British Navy to a bulldog—“the nose of the bulldog has been turned backwards so that he can breathe without letting go”—will live. At the moment of delivery, with extraordinary appositeness, it was particularly vivid, as the speaker was able by some histrionic gift to suggest quite the bulldog as he spoke.’ In his speech, Churchill warned that although the French and British armies had turned back the German assault, facile optimism would be a mistake. ‘With battles taking place over a front of 100 or 150 miles,’ he said, ‘one must be very careful not to build high hopes on results which are achieved even in a great area of the field of war. We are not children looking for light and vain encouragement, but men engaged upon a task which has got to be put through.’ After giving details of the battle itself, Churchill introduced his personal attitude towards the war, realistic about its dangers but determined to overcome them:


We did not enter upon this war with the hope of easy victory; we did not enter upon it in any desire to extend our territory, or to advance and increase our position in the world; or in any romantic desire to shed our blood and spend our money in Continental quarrels. We entered upon this war reluctantly after we had made every effort compatible with honour to avoid being drawn in, and we entered upon it with a full realization of the sufferings, losses, disappointments, vexations, and anxieties, and of the appalling and sustained exertions which would be entailed upon us by our action. The war will be long and sombre. It will have many reverses of fortune and many hopes falsified by subsequent events, and we must derive from our cause and from the strength that is in us, and from the traditions and history of our race, and from the support and aid of our Empire all over the world the means to make our British plough go over obstacles of all kinds and continue to the end of the furrow, whatever the toil and suffering may be.


Churchill ended with an appeal for national unity which, after the war, could be geared to constructive action:


I hope, even in this dark hour of strife and struggle, that the unity which has been established in our country under the pressure of war will not cease when the great military effort upon which we are engaged and the great moral causes which we are pursuing have been achieved. I hope, and I do not think my hope is a vain one, that the forces which have come together in our islands and throughout our Empire may continue to work together, not only in a military struggle but to try to make our country more quickly a more happy and more prosperous land, where social justice and free institutions are more firmly established than they have been in the past. If that is so, we shall not have fought in vain at home as well as abroad.


In accord with the non-partisan spirit which had brought him to the Opera House, Churchill agreed to speak again at Birmingham on September 14. Austen Chamberlain134 was to take the platform with him. Chamberlain had been one of the leading Conservative critics of the Liberal Home Rule policy for Ireland. Before the meeting took place, Asquith put down an amending Bill which would allow the Home Rule Bill of 1914 to be put on the Statute Book immediately, even though Home Rule would not become operative until after the war. To the Conservatives it appeared that Asquith was abusing the promised suspension of the Irish controversy. Protest was immediate. Churchill explained to Lord Robert Cecil why it was necessary to proceed with the Home Rule Bill: ‘I do beg you to consider, as a military measure,’ he wrote on September 8, ‘the importance of giving the Irish their Bill, & so bringing them round in England & America to our side. The denial of this will certainly be repaid with disloyalty & rancour, & an element of weakness & discord introduced into our affairs. It is well worth while giving them their trophy, subject to proper conditions as to postponement of operation, and amendment.’ The Conservatives would not accept this argument. ‘The Govt propose to cheat us after all,’ Lord Hugh Cecil wrote to Churchill on September 11. If they proceeded in their course, he warned, the Conservatives would do their utmost to make their position ‘as difficult and painful as it can be made’, not only over Ireland but over every issue not directly connected with the war. In an attempt to dissuade the Government from continuing with the amending bill, the Conservatives threatened to cancel Churchill’s imminent appearance at Birmingham. They believed that this threat of political controversy would shake the Liberal resolve; but they were wrong. On September 11 Churchill wrote angrily to Austen Chamberlain:




My dear Austen,


I regret more than I can say the view you take of the arrangement proposed. I should hope that on reflection you will see that the practical differences between what you ask and what we propose are utterly disproportionate to the advantages of a friendly Ireland, and the disadvantages of a hostile Ireland, at such a time. It will of course be made clear that in no circumstances shall we ever be parties to coercion into Home Rule of Orange Ulster.


I cannot myself see the relevance of this controversy, however it be settled, to the object of our meeting on Monday. But in view of your wishes I am glad to escape from the labour of another speech, and shall be greatly indebted to you if you will take the necessary steps to have it all put off.


Yours sincerely
Winston S. Churchill





In his reply Chamberlain reiterated that it was impossible for him to appear on a public platform with Churchill ‘at the very moment which the Prime Minister chooses, in defiance of all he has said, to break the political truce’. Asquith, he wrote, was ‘trading on the patriotism of his opponents’ in order to accelerate the triumph of Home Rule. Churchill replied on the same day, having obtained Asquith’s approval for his letter:




My dear Austen,


The Irish policy to which you and your friends would condemn us means the alienation of Irish Nationalism all over the world, combined with serious disaffection in Liberal and Labour ranks. This would amount to a grave weakening in the forces that can now be gathered together for the prosecution of the war….


Greatly as I should deplore the renewal of party controversy, I am sure that the nation and the Empire will regard you as wanting in judgment and in sense of proportion if on the difference between our policy and yours you either weaken the unity which prevails in Great Britain or seek to force us into a quarrel with the Irish nation.


The Government had a right to claim the absolute support of the Opposition in the measures necessary to carry on the war, and Conservatives throughout the country would not have tolerated any other attitude. Recognizing as we do the advantages which have flowed from that support, and the high motives which evoke it, I am bound to point out in view of your letter that we command, for the purposes of the war and for all measures connected with it, an intact and independent majority of our own of about 100.


In these circumstances I cannot feel that the support which you and your friends were bound in honour to give to the prosecution of the war ought to be made a lever to force us into a breach of faith with our own supporters, or into a fatally unwise policy towards the Irish nation….


Yours very sincerely
Winston S. Churchill





On September 13 Chamberlain replied at length, ending with a bitter reference to Liberal criticism of the Conservative Government during the Boer War, and to Churchill’s own former Conservatism: ‘You must wish that the party with which you now act could show an equally good record for the last great war in which our country was engaged.’ Churchill made one further attempt to prevent a Conservative attack on the Government over its Irish policy:




My dear Austen,


I beseech you to realise what an act of recklessness and unwisdom it wd be for us—either party—to start a quarrel with Irish nationalism here, in the Colonies, and above all in America at this time of crisis. Really we ought not to be forced to choose between a scandalous row here, and open Irish disloyalty. Why should the State be impoverished by either catastrophe? Our plan prevents anything being done—except the sentimental satisfaction of having an inoperative bill on the Statute book—till the war and the election are both over. And even then—how nearly the differences were adjusted—one poor Irish county—At the end of all the delays, that is all that will be left to fight about.


And why shd we want to fight at all? No one can tell how parties will emerge from this war. And once the old party flags of the Victorian era have been hung up, new principles of action must prevail.


I am sure if you think about it all, you will see that the concession to the Irish of the sentimental point, while reserving every safeguard for the subsequent treatment of outstanding differences—is a prudent and necessary measure wh all parties shd take in common. It will rally to the Empire forces wh otherwise are utterly estranged. It will remove from party warfare the principal obstacle to a real unity of political action.


Never can the Ulstermen who have put aside their weapons to aid the Belgians, and have gone to the front to serve the country be the subject of coercion to put them under Home Rule. Never can Englishmen look upon Irishmen as traitors and rebels, if in this struggle they bear a loyal part and shed their blood willingly and generously with our own men.


It will be a new world. Don’t bar it out….


Yours very sincerely
WSC





On September 14 Chamberlain wrote yet again with increasing bitterness. The Liberals, he declared, had destroyed the Conservatives’ belief ‘in the honour of public men’, and had ‘shattered the hopes that some of us entertained’ that the war would bring the two Parties together. Churchill brought the acrimonious correspondence to a close with a final letter. ‘Compared to winning the war,’ he declared, ‘I do not care about Home Rule; but that does not mean apart from this comparison I do not care about it or think it a wise and hopeful policy…. Don’t bother to answer. With deep regret I must realise that we cannot understand each other’s point of view; and it remains for us to confront you with successful results at home as well as abroad.’


Once again the cause of Ireland had poisoned British politics. The Conservatives remained convinced that Liberalism would betray Ulster, despite Churchill’s specific pledges, given on Asquith’s behalf. Liberals were confirmed in their view that the Conservatives would use the claims of Ulster as an excuse to disrupt any Irish settlement, and as an opportunity to kill Liberalism. For over a week Churchill had found himself held up once more as an enemy of Conservatism; once more he appeared to be the leader of an aggressive Liberal move. As a result of the acrimonious exchanges, the suspicions of the Conservative leaders were strengthened. The effect of his appeal for Party unity at the Opera House was impaired. The inter-Party recruiting rallies went on; but Churchill’s hopes for a post-war polity freed from the old divisions and based upon a national reforming programme were undermined.


Churchill could not afford to be distracted by political controversy for long. The needs of the Royal Navy were paramount. On September 15 he summoned an aeroplane conference at the Admiralty in order to accelerate aircraft production. At the conference, Captain Sueter was asked to prepare a table showing the maximum possible deliveries of aircraft week by week over the next six months. Aircraft firms were told to furnish weekly timetables of their forthcoming deliveries. Parts which were proving difficult to manufacture were to be produced ‘at one centre and on the largest scale necessary’. Three companies were detailed to concentrate entirely upon seaplane construction. These details put in hand, Churchill left that same day, at Kitchener’s specific request and with Asquith’s approval, on his second visit to France. Together with the Duke of Westminster,135 he drove from Calais to Sir John French’s Headquarters at La Fère-en-Tardenois. Because information about the position of the German forces was imprecise, Churchill and the Duke had to make a wide detour to avoid being caught up in the German flank. Churchill later recalled his visit in The World Crisis:


Sir John had all his arrangements ready for me, and the next day between daylight and dark I was able to traverse the entire British artillery front… I met everybody I wanted to meet and saw everything that could be seen without unnecessary danger…. I had a long talk with Sir Henry Rawlinson136 on a haystack from which we could observe the fire of the French artillery near Soissons. I saw for the first time what then seemed the prodigy of a British aeroplane threading its way among the smoke-puffs of searching shells. I saw the big black German shells, ‘the coal boxes’ and ‘Jack Johnsons’ as they were then called, bursting in Paissy village or among our patient, impassive batteries on the ridge…. When darkness fell I saw the horizon lighted with the quick flashing of the cannonade. Such scenes were afterwards to become commonplace: but their first aspect was thrilling.


That evening Churchill dined with the officers of French’s staff. Among those present was his friend Hugh Dawnay,137 who had served with him both in the Sudan and South Africa. They had been at Omdurman together. This meeting in France was their last; Dawnay was killed in action shortly afterwards.


Kitchener had asked Churchill to explain to Sir John French the advantages of moving the British Army from its existing position on the Aisne to its ‘natural station’ on the Channel coast, in contact with the Royal Navy. As the German Army could no longer reach or outflank Paris, its next logical move, unless it were to retreat to Germany, was to race to the Channel ports. Churchill convinced French that Kitchener’s reasoning was sound. After a brief visit to the Marines and Yeomanry at Dunkirk, he then returned to England. Once more he had acted as an intermediary between Kitchener and French, and had succeeded in averting serious friction over the major question of future strategy.


***


On September 17, only a few hours after his return from France, Churchill left London by train for Scotland, having arranged to visit the Grand Fleet at Loch Ewe. Leaving the train at Inverness, he motored westwards towards the Loch, where the Grand Fleet was at anchor. With him were Admiral Hood, Admiral Oliver, and the two heroes of the Heligoland Bight, Commodore Keyes and Commodore Tyrwhitt. At Achnasheen, on the way to the Loch, Tyrwhitt drew Churchill’s attention to a searchlight on the roof of a large private house. The sailors were mystified. Oliver knew of no Admiralty searchlight in the area, and there seemed no explanation for this one. As they drove on, each wondered whether it might not be a spy’s searchlight, used to signal to a Zeppelin information about fleet movements, and able to direct Zeppelins to naval anchorages. On reaching Loch Ewe, they mentioned their fears to Jellicoe, who added to the alarm by saying that an aeroplane had been seen in the neighbourhood since the war began, but had never been traced. Churchill’s sense of adventure was aroused; he was determined to find out for himself what the searchlight was for, but if it belonged to a German spy, there was danger in a senior Minister arriving unexpectedly. Churchill decided that he and his companions would have to go armed, and persuaded Jellicoe to give them four pistols, and ammunition, from the armoury of the Iron Duke. Returning across the highlands, they stopped outside the house, put the pistols in their pockets and marched up the drive, prepared for violence. The butler answered the door, and calmly informed them that it was the house of a former Conservative MP, Sir Arthur Bignold.138 They demanded to see him, and he came at once. To their amazement, he admitted without demur that he did have a searchlight on the roof. Oliver then revealed that he was the Director of Naval Intelligence, and had a right to know what the searchlight was for. Bignold told them, to their total disbelief, that he used it to catch the gleam in the eyes of the deer lying on the hillside, so that he would know where to stalk them the next morning. This story seemed so improbable that Churchill was by then convinced that he had indeed stumbled upon a nest of spies. He insisted upon seeing the searchlight. Bignold led them to the bottom of a narrow, winding staircase. Fearing foul play, Churchill ordered Hood to guard the bottom of the staircase, while he, Oliver and Tyrwhitt, taking Bignold as a potential hostage, climbed to the top, their pistols ready for any emergency. But nothing untoward happened. They reached the searchlight, and, still sceptical of Bignold’s explanation, took away various essential parts of its mechanism. Bignold was indignant. But Churchill was still in doubt about the true story, and on September 19, after his return to the Admiralty, he wrote formally to Oliver:


I do not understand why the searchlight placed on the roof of Sir Arthur Bignold’s house in close proximity to an anchorage of the fleet, has not been made the subject of police report. Let the fullest report be made on the circumstances in which this searchlight came to be placed in position, together with all other facts about Sir Arthur Bignold, his guests, friends and servants. There are repeated rumours of aeroplane activities in the neighbourhood. Are there any suitable landing grounds for aeroplanes in the neighbourhood? It is reported that an aeroplane incident took place here last year.


On close examination, the facts proved unexceptional. The party Bignold was entertaining consisted of quite innocent and respectable people. No Germans could be found in the neighbourhood. No confirmation could be obtained of aeroplanes crashing or flying near the estate. Nor indeed, so the experts reported, was the searchlight itself capable of being used at that particular moment. The adventure had been harmless. But had the house contained German spies instead of patriotic Scotsmen it might have had a less simple ending, and the risk Churchill took in arming himself and his companions might have provoked even greater criticism than his actions at Sidney Street four years before.


***


On September 20 Churchill found time to write a personal letter to his friend, Jack Seely, the former Secretary of State for War who had resigned after the Curragh Mutiny in May 1914, and had gone to the western front on the outbreak of war in command of the Canadian Cavalry Division. Churchill was in a confident mood:




My dear Jack,


The days pass in an unbroken succession of events & decisions; & I have hardly had time to write the letters of sympathy wh our severe losses among cherished friends demand….


Here the feeling is absolutely united; & running breast high for a prolonged & relentless struggle. There will I think be no difficulty in putting a million men in the field in the spring of 1915. But we must keep the necessary minimum of officers to train them.


I rejoice more than I can say at the splendid deeds of the army and the military repute wh our army has by a few weeks of their achievements altogether revived.


The Navy has been thrilled by all their prowess & valour.


We sit still in the steady cold blooded game & can I think keep it up indefinitely.


Doom has fallen upon Prussian military arrogance. Time & determination are all that is needed.


Yours ever
W





One result of the Heligoland battle at the end of August was that the German High Sea Fleet remained cautiously in its harbours. The Admiralty were not at all pleased that this should be so. Naval thinking and planning before the war had been based on the belief that a decisive naval engagement would be fought in the North Sea within a few weeks of the outbreak of hostilities. Energetic naval officers like Tyrwhitt and Keyes were frustrated at the lack of action. Some officers feared a drop in naval morale should the Fleet not see action. Many of the plans which had been worked out by naval strategists were based upon an early British naval victory. The proposal which Churchill and the Grand Duke Nicholas had discussed for a joint Anglo-Russian landing on the Baltic coast depended for its feasibility on a German naval defeat in the North Sea.


On September 21, after only three days in London, Churchill spoke at an all-Party recruiting rally at Liverpool, giving vent to his, and the Admiralty’s, sense of frustration. ‘Although we hope the navy will have a chance of settling the question of the German Fleet,’ he told an audience of fifteen thousand, ‘yet if they do not come out and fight in time of war they will be dug out like rats in a hole.’ The audience cheered with delight. But the phrase ‘rats in a hole’ provoked hostile comment. On October 2 Vice-Admiral Sir Lewis Bayly wrote to the Second Sea Lord, Sir Frederick Hamilton, of ‘how very annoyed and angry the senior officers (and possibly juniors) in the First Fleet are’. ‘We all pride ourselves,’ he continued, ‘on keeping from any bombast, and remaining quiet and ready…. We feel that we have been dragged down to the level of boasting and breathing bombastic defiance, and we hate it.’ The Conservative newspaper, the Morning Post, also found cause for complaint: ‘It would perhaps have been more in accordance with the amenities,’ it declared, ‘to have adopted a less homely and more appropriate figure of speech. The German Navy remains in port for strategic reasons, and the Commander-in-Chief will come out to suit his own convenience, and not the convenience of his enemies.’ Churchill regretted having used the expression, which was often used against him. But the speech itself was a success. Churchill had judged that the time was right to win public confidence by blunt speaking. The Manchester Guardian responded at once, praising his refusal to pander to the prevailing optimism:


We like the strictness with which Mr Churchill in his speeches guards himself against raising our hopes of an easy and quick victory…. We all believe firmly that if we maintain whatever efforts we can make, the ultimate victory of the Allies is assured. Believing that, the country as a whole is just as well able as Mr Churchill himself to face any vicissitudes of fortune that may intervene before the end. Mr Churchill recognises the fact, and does not shrink from discussing publicly such possibilities as a reverse on the Aisne and even other reverses after it. It is what one Minister would do privately with another, and that it should be done calmly and frankly at a great public meeting is a credit to the relations between British Ministers and the British people.
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