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To


The Electors of Oldham




PREFACE


For the last two years the Conservative party have been confronted with a military policy little to their liking, and not at all to their interest. This policy originated from the hasty and excited decisions of war, and will not bear the scrutiny and reflection of calmer times. It is founded on no true appreciation of our needs, and shaped with a merry disregard of our resources both in money and men. If it be possible ever to carry the Army scheme of 1901 into complete effect, the normal expense cannot fall below 32 millions a year, and may largely exceed that sum; nor can the 50,000 recruits which are annually required be obtained without including thousands of men physically or morally unsuited to the profession of arms. The central conception of this scheme is the increase and organization of the Regular Army, so as to form with the addition of about a quarter of the auxiliary forces, six Army Corps for Home Defence; and three of these, comprising 120,000 men, are also to be available for foreign expeditions. Now, putting aside all questions as to money and men, it is submitted that the organization by Army Corps is suited to neither purpose, that it includes only a fraction of those Auxiliary Forces to whom Home Defence should be entrusted, and that some more handy division of troops will always be needed for the foreign expeditions which Great Britain may be forced to make; and this is now generally admitted even by the authors of the scheme.


From the very first I have fought against this Army policy, and lately stronger hands have taken up the battle, so that the prospects of success seem brighter every day. It may be assailed almost equally on moral, financial, and strategic grounds. Nor is there, as some might suppose, any necessary contradiction between these various sets of arguments. The desire to provide three Army Corps almost immediately ready for oversea war—a provision without parallel among modern States—is unhealthy. It betrays immoral yearnings, and cannot fail to multiply suspicion and hatred against us. But it is also intensely stupid, for we cannot wisely afford the money, nor can voluntary enlistment supply enough good men to maintain such a large force of soldiers under these conditions; so that any dislike excited abroad matches only waste of money at home, and finds no real counter-growth of power. And moreover it is unpractical; for, as most soldiers of distinction will readily confirm, smaller forces of superior men, better trained, posted in good strategic situations, while threatening less the security of other States, would be, in fact, of far more service to the Empire.


Continual inquiry has been made of Ministers concerning the necessity of these three expeditionary Army Corps, and of the large increase which they involve over what has hitherto been considered sufficient. And in the House of Commons this inquiry has been one long advance-guard action. Ridge after ridge of argument has been successively abandoned by the Government, and the ignominious shufflings of retreat are only to be measured by the boldness with which each new position is assumed. Two years ago the talk was of European entanglements and of military excursions on the Continent. That excuse is not now much esteemed, and only Mr. Brodrick continues to disquiet the Colonial Premiers by proposals for ‘pitting’ British (and Colonial!) forces against European troops, and to adumbrate schemes of war in England, ‘having regard to the possibility of our, at any time, losing the command of the sea.’ Two years ago we had ‘commitments’ which might require three Army Corps ‘in three continents’—presumably America, Africa, and Asia. This year America and Africa have disappeared from the argument, and in the debate on the Address the Prime Minister was content to stand on Asia alone. It was for the Indian frontier that these three Army Corps were needed: 120,000 men and no less, or Perish India! With that force India was unassailable, without it she was an easy prey. It is pointed out in return that so far as the defence of India is concerned, the South African war has proved us much stronger than before, that India has never and does not at this moment expect a force of such dimensions, that of all the organizations into which soldiers have been formed, an Army Corps is the one least suited to troops designed for the reinforcement of India, and lastly, all other points being, for the moment, conceded, that the Navy cannot guarantee the convoy of such a force in a war with a maritime Power for at least six months. Thus when we come to the debate on the Guest amendment for the reduction of the Army by 27,000 men, the Indian argument follows its predecessors into obscurity; some of the Army Corps are to go to India, and the rest may be variously employed in undefined skirmishing elsewhere or in ‘stiffening’ the Volunteers and Yeomanry at home.


All this is full of encouragement. So far as the debates have advanced during the present Session, they have embraced many aspects of a considerable controversy. The Beckett amendment to the Address raised the general question of military policy. The reduction of 27,000 men, moved on vote A, set the issue of quality versus quantity before Parliament, and asserted the principle of a smaller army. Colonel Welby’s motion to reduce the cost of the Army Corps Staff brought into prominence the peculiar merits of that organization. Mr. Vicary Gibbs discussed the question of whether the enlistment of really worthless men is an additional strength to the Army. Moreover, the future is full of possibilities. There can be no doubt that the Conservative party will be given many opportunities of making up their minds as to whether the Army Scheme of 1901 is or is not to be made one of their articles of faith. And I think many classes of Englishmen who, perhaps, for the first time in their lives have begun to feel taxation which really hurts, will watch their decisions with close attention.


I am not under any illusions about the merits or the importance of these speeches; and they do not pretend to be a complete indictment, concerning which, indeed, a whole book might easily be written. But they contain a certain number of strategic and financial objections to the military policy of the last five years, set forth in a form which neither Parliament nor the public has refused to hear. I am indebted to the proprietors of the Morning Post for the use I have been permitted to make of their reports. They have been carefully revised and condensed so far as is necessary to make the difference between what can be listened to and what should be read. But with the exception of one passage which though it only consisted of harmless chaff has, so I learn, caused annoyance where I would gladly spare it, and which is not at all essential to the argument, very little has been altered or excluded. For the rest, they constitute a humble but sincere protest against the plan of creating a vast and costly regular army in England. This design derives no sanction from Lord Beaconsfield. It was not the policy of Lord Salisbury’s earlier administrations. It has been uncompromisingly condemned by Sir Michael Hicks-Beach. It would assuredly have been resisted to the utmost by Lord Randolph Churchill; and if pursued it cannot fail to bring disaster upon the Conservative party. I shall, therefore, cheerfully run the risk of adverse criticism in the hope that here and there some one may be persuaded of the dangers and folly of this policy, and encouraged to labour for its correction.


WINSTON SPENCER CHURCHILL


House of Commons,
    March 18th, 1903.




THE
NEW ARMY SCHEME.


HOUSE OF COMMONS.


May 12th, 1901.


I wish to complain very respectfully, but most urgently, that the Army Estimates involved by the scheme lately explained by the Secretary of State for War are much too high, and ought to be reduced, if not this year, certainly at the conclusion of the South African campaign. I regard it as a grave mistake in Imperial policy to spend thirty millions a year on the Army. I hold that the continued increase in Army expenditure cannot be viewed by supporters of the Government without the greatest alarm and apprehension, and by Members who represent working-class constituencies without extreme dislike. I desire to urge considerations of economy on His Majesty’s Government, and, as a practical step, that the number of soldiers which they propose to keep ready for expeditionary purposes should be substantially reduced. First of all I exclude altogether from this discussion the cost of the South African War. Once you are so unfortunate as to be drawn into a war, no price is too great to pay for an early and victorious peace. All economy of soldiers or supplies is the worst extravagance in war. I am concerned only with the Estimates for the ordinary service of the year, which are increasing at a disturbing rate. Does the House realise what British expenditure on armaments amounts to? See how our Army Estimates have grown—seventeen millions in 1894, eighteen in 1897, nineteen in 1899, twenty-four in 1900, and finally in the present year no less than twenty-nine millions eight hundred thousand. Indeed we are moving rapidly, but in what direction? Sir, I see in this accelerating increase the momentum of a falling body and a downward course. I do not wish to reproach the Secretary of State for War for the enormous Estimates now presented. He is not solely to blame. The Secretary of State for War does not usually direct, or even powerfully influence, the policy of a Government. He is concerned with his own Department, and it is his business to get all he can for that Department. I must say the right hon. gentleman appears to have done his work remarkably well. Indeed, if the capacity of a War Minister may be measured in any way by the amount of money he can obtain from his colleagues for military purposes, the right hon. gentleman will most certainly go down to history as the greatest War Minister this country has ever had: but I think Parliament ought to take a wider view of our Imperial responsibilities than is perhaps possible from the windows of the War Office.


If I might be allowed to revive a half-forgotten episode—it is half-forgotten because it has passed into that period of twilight which intervenes between the bright glare of newspaper controversy and the calm lamp of history—I would recall that once upon a time a Conservative and Unionist Administration came into power supported by a majority, nearly as powerful, and much more cohesive, than that which now supports His Majesty’s Government. When the time came round to consider the Estimates, what used to be the annual struggle took place between the great spending Departments and the Treasury. The Government of the day threw their weight on the side of the great spending Departments, and the Chancellor of the Exchequer resigned. The controversy was bitter, the struggle uncertain, but in the end the Government triumphed, and the Chancellor of the Exchequer went down for ever, and with him, as it now seems, there fell also the cause of retrenchment and economy, so that the very memory thereof seems to have perished, and the words themselves have a curiously old-fashioned ring about them. I suppose that was a lesson which Chancellors of the Exchequer were not likely to forget in a hurry. I should like, if I may be permitted, to read the passage, which appears extremely relevant to the question now before the House. From the Carlton Club on the 22nd of December, 1886, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, resigning his office, wrote to Lord Salisbury, who had pointed out the desperate state of Europe and the possibilities of immediate war.


‘The great question of public expenditure is not so technical or departmental as might be supposed by a superficial critic. Foreign policy and free expenditure upon armaments act and react upon one another. A wise foreign policy will extricate England from Continental struggles and keep her outside of German, Russian, French, or Austrian disputes. I have for some time observed a tendency in the Government attitude to pursue a different line of action, which I have not been able to modify or check. This tendency is certain to be accentuated if large Estimates are presented to and voted by Parliament. The possession of a very sharp sword offers a temptation which becomes irresistible to demonstrate the efficiency of the weapon in a practical manner. I remember the vulnerable and scattered character of the Empire, the universality of our commerce, the peaceful tendencies of our democratic electorate, the hard times, the pressure of competition, and the high taxation now imposed: and with these facts vividly before me I decline to be a party to encouraging the military and militant circle of the War Office and Admiralty to join in the high and desperate stakes which other nations seem to be forced to risk.’


Wise words, Sir, stand the test of time, and I am very glad the House has allowed me, after an interval of fifteen years, to lift again the tattered flag I found lying on a stricken field. But what was the amount of the annual Estimates on which this desperate battle was fought? It may be difficult for the House to realise it, though it is within the memory of so many hon. Members. ‘The Estimates for the year, for the two services,’ said the Chancellor of the Exchequer, in resigning, ‘amount to no less than £31,000,000, and I cannot consent to that.’ What are the Estimates we are asked to vote now? We are now asked to vote, quite irrespective of the drain of a costly war still in progress, something more than fifty-nine millions for the ordinary service of the year. This incident which I have been bringing to the mind of the House did not happen a century ago. It is quite recent history. The Leader of the House was already a famous Minister, the present Chancellor had already been Leader of the House. Lord Salisbury was already Prime Minister when thirty-one millions was considered by the Treasury a demand which ought to be resisted, tooth and nail. What has happened in the meanwhile to explain this astonishing increase? Has the wealth of the country doubled? Has the population of the Empire doubled? Have the armies of Europe doubled? Is the commercial competition of foreign nations so much reduced? Are we become the undisputed master in the markets of the world? Is there no poverty at home? Has the English Channel dried up, and are we no longer an island? Is the revenue so easily raised that we do not know how to spend it? Are the Treasury buildings pulled down, and all our financiers fled? What has happened to explain this extraordinary change? During the few weeks I have been a Member of this House I have heard hon. Members advocate many causes, but no voice is raised in the cause of economy. The Financial Secretary to the Treasury,1
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