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PREFACE

I

N his will Bonar Law expressed the wish that, if it were deemed
desirable to write his life, his youngest son, Richard (now Lord
Coleraine), should be given the first refusal. The pressure of

politics and business upon his time has, however, made it impossible

for Lord Coleraine to do this, and with his full agreement the task

has been entrusted to me by Lord Beaverbrook, who was Bonar
Law’s closest friend and is his executor.

The title of this book is taken from a remark attributed to Asquith

after he had attended Bonar Law’s funeral in Westminster Abbey.
‘Tt is fitting,” he is reputed to have said, ‘‘that we should have

buried the Unknown Prime Minister by the side of the Unknown
Soldier.” I have used this phrase, not because I consider that

Asquith’s remark was either just or true, but because, however un-

fairly, it has come to be the verdict ofmost people to-day. Even in his

own lifetime Bonar Law’s origins, career, character, and the reasons

for his success acquired something of an aura of mystery which the

passage of time has done nothing to remove. It is my hope that this

book may help to dispel that erroneous impression.

The biography of an important political personage, especially

when it is the first to be based upon his private papers, requires no
special justification. The biographer must bear in mind that he is

not only producing the first reasonably authoritative account of his

subject’s personality and impact upon events, but also that he is

making available in the form of letters, memoranda, speeches, etc.,

the raw material upon which future historians of the period will have

to rely. For fliese reasons such a book, if it is to have any real value,

cannot be short, and I therefore make no apology for the length of

this biography.

If this book has a theme, other than one of pure narrative, it is to

illustrate some of the problems and difficulties facing the leader of a

great political party, who believed in preserving his party’s unity

and, for good or ill, succeeded in doing so through twelve dramatic

years of convulsion, crisis, and revolutionary change. Those who
regard party poHtics with contempt as a paltry or ignoble pursuit

will think little of Bonar Law and still less of this book.

13
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The principal source upon which I have relied has been Bonar
Law’s private papers in the possession of Lord Beaverbrook. These

have been admirably catalogued and calendared by Mrs. Elton

whose work has greatly reduced my labours. Lord Beaverbrook has

also allowed me access to the Lloyd George papers and his own
political papers for this period. I would like to express my gratitude

to him for giving me such a free hand in using these papers and also

for all the personal recollections and other information which he has

contributed.

The other principal collections of unpublished documents which

I have used are the Royal Archives at Windsor Castle, Mr. Balfour’s

papers in the British Museum, Lord Oxford’s papers in' the Bodleian

Library, the papers of Sir Austen Chamberlain in the possession of

Colonel Maxwell, and Lord Derby’s diary. Acknowledgements are

made below.

I have used two forms of note references. Those of substance are

numbered and appear at the foot of the page. The lettered references
^a, b, c, d, sources, documentary and printed, a full list

of which appears at the end of the book. These are intended for

historians and scholars, and can be disregarded by the ordinary

reader.

I have had much useful information of a non-documentary nature

supplied to me by individuals from their personal recollections. It is

impossible for me to list them all, but I hope it will not seem invidious

if I mention Lady Sykes (Bonar Law’s elder daughter) and Lord
Coleraine, whose kindness and help have been invaluable. I should

also hke to thank Lord Davidson, Sir Patrick Gower, Sir Geoffrey

Fry, Sir Horace Hamilton, Dr. Thomas Jones, Mr. L. S. Amery,
Lord Swinton, Lord Inverforth and Mr. Kenneth LyoS. It must not,

however, be assumed that all or any of them would approve of all or

anything which I have said.

Christ Church, Oxford

8th July, ig55

ROBERT BLAKE
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CHAPTER 1

YOUTH
1858- 1891

Andiew Bonm Law bom September i6th, 18^8 - Reasons for his name - Life in

New Brunswick - Character ofJames Law - Frugality ofBonar Law^s early life -
He goes to Scotland - His education - The Kidstons and their wealth - Helensburgh
- Bonar Law's life as a young man - His voracious reading - HU love of Carlyle

and Gibbon - His Conservatism - The Glasgow Parliament - Bonar Law^s tastes ~
Hisfondnessfor games - HU dislike of scenery^ the arts, and alcohol - He becomes

a partner in William ^cks & Co. - Nature of the business - Bonar Law's
marriage to Miss Robley

ANDREW BONAR LAW was bom OH September iGth, 1858, in

Ljl New Brunswick.^ The actual place of his birth was the old

JL X. manse of Kingston (since renamed Rexton), a small town on

the Richibucto River which flows out on the north shore of the

province. His father, the Reverend James Law, was Presbyterian

minister of the Free Church of Scotland in charge of the parishes of

Kingston and Richibucto. His mother was Elizabeth Annie Kidston,

formerly of Halifax, Nova Scotia. He was their fourth son and fourth

child.

The reason why he was thus named is of some interest, and the

usual explanations are incorrect. Neither his mother nor his father

had any connexion with the then celebrated Bonar family which

produced two brothers, Andrew and Horatius, who both became
Moderators of the General Assembly of the Free Church. Nor was

he so named because his parents had any special admiration for the

Reverend Andrew Bonar. The reason was that his mother had re-

cently acquired a great respect for the life and works of the Reverend

Robert Murray McCheyne, known as the ‘‘Saintly McCheyne”, a

preacher already famous when he died in 1843 at the early age of

thirty. She would have named her newly-born child after this eminent

divine, but she already had a son called Robert. Therefore she

decided to do the next best thing and name him after McCheyne’s
^ New Biunswick was not in those days a part of Canada, which indeed had not yet

come into existence in the modern sense. It was one of the Maritime Provinces which,
together with Upper and Lower Canada, formed the Federal Dominion of Canada in 1867.
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biographer who happened to be the Reverend Andrew Bonar.^ As
Bonar Law himself observed, writing to an enquirer sixty-two years

later, '‘This is a curious way of getting a name, but my father gave

me that account of it.”

Of his two names, Andrew was hardly ever used. He was known
as Bonar by his family and friends from his earliest youth to the end
of his life.

The old manse at Kingston still stands. With its white fagade, low

verandah and single upper window, it is a typical Canadian dwelling

of that day. It was surrounded by farm buildings, for the minister

had to supplement his meagre stipend by farming on a modest scale.

No human habitation was visible from its window. Only the white

spire of St. Andrew’s Church could be seen above the trees. A narrow

stretch of turf separated the manse from the river. In those hard days

the Richibucto River dominated the settlers’ lives. There were few

roads and no railways. In the summer the river was a thoroughfare,

and till recently people were still living, who could remember funeral

processions floating down its waters, the coffln lashed to a canoe, the

black-coated mourners following in their boats behind. In winter

the river froze. One of Bonar Law’s earliest recollections, which he

would describe to his children^ was of skating with his brothers to

school over the black ice.

Of the majestic scenery which formed the background to Bonar

Law’s boyhood little need be said here. He left it for ever at the age

of twelve and it appears to have made no great impression upon him.

All his life he showed a singular indifference to his physical surround-

ings. Nature in the semi-frontier existence of the New Brunswick

settlers was an enemy to be conquered, not as in England or even

Scotland - an agreeable object of contemplation. Whether for this or

for some other cause, Bonar Law’s attitude to the beauties of nature

and scenery remained to the end of his life one of dista^e, amounting

at times to positive aversion.

Far more important in their influence upon him were the per-

sonalities of the home in which he was brought up. We know little of

his mother. She was connected with the wealthy Kidstons of Glasgow

and Helensburgh ~ which was to be a fact of great significance in

Bonar Law’s life - but her own branch of the family was not well off.

She was delicate, and her upbringing cannot have been the ideal pre-

paration for the arduous and austere existence of a minister’s wife at

Richibucto. Nevertheless she brought to it courage and steadfastness,

^ Memoir of R. M. McCheyne, by Andrew A. Bonar, 1844, 2nd edition, 1892.
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and a sweet kindliness of character which made her long remem-
bered. Bonar Law may well have inherited some of her qualities, but

it is impossible that she could have had much personal influence

upon him. She died shortly after the birth of her daughter Mary,
when Bonar Law was only two years old. Her place in the family

was taken by her sister. Miss Janet Kidston, who came out from Glas-

gow in order to keep house for James Law and look after his family.

Inevitably it was his father who loomed largest in Bonar Law’s

early life. James Law was, indeed, a man of formidable and domi-

nating personality. His very appearance suggested his power - the

commanding presence, the broad frame, the black beard, the deep-

set and sombre eyes. He was born in 1822 at Coleraine in Northern

Ireland, the son of a prosperous farmer whose forebears had migrated

to Ulster from the lowlands of Scotland at the end of the seventeenth

century. He was educated at Glasgow University, was minister at

Coleraine for a short time, and in 1845 went out to New Brunswick

where he remained as minister in Kingston and Richibucto for

thirty-two years.

The population of New Brunswick was largely Scottish or of

Scottish descent. The minister therefore had all the prestige which

a Presbyterian minister possessed in contemporary Scotland - and

this was considerable. The place which the Sunday service occupied

in men’s minds at that time is difficult to conceive today. It not only

satisfied the deeply-felt religious and devotional needs of that simple

Scottish community, it also supplied the elements of drama and

emotion which were lacking in the drab hardworking lives of the

great majority of the settlers. People came long distances to St.

Andrew’s Church. The service lasted from eleven to three, and

between those hours every Sunday there would be some twenty or

thirty saddle horses tethered to the posts outside the porch, patiently

awaiting th^end of their owners’ lengthy devotions.

There is general testimony as to the remarkable eloquence and

power of James Law both in extempore prayer and in preaching.

His delivery was dramatic in the extreme. He was speaking once of

the revilement of Christ: “You see me here a minister of the Lord.

You see the cloth that I wear. You may think me a meek man. I try

to be so, but if anyone were to spit upon me I should strike him in

the face.” And he shot out a powerful arm in a gesture of illustration.

Again, he was picturing the remorse ofJudas Iscariot, and describing

the terror of a man who has contracted a debt so fearful that it can

never be repaid on earth. His sermon came to an end with the
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minister falling upon his knees, his arms outstretched above his head,

and crying aloud in an agony of supplication: ‘'A rope, a rope! Fll

pay, Lord, with a rope.”

Many years later Bonar Law once said that he had never in his

Parliamentary career heard a single speech of real eloquence. This

seems a surprising statement from someone who had listened to

nearly all the greatest political orators of the time. But it may be
that he was comparing, consciously or unconsciously, the speeches

of his contemporaries with the sermons of his father which he had
heard long ago in the days of his youth.

It would be wrong to envisage James Law as entirely dominated
by the rigorous Calvinist creed in which he had been brought up.

On the contrary there was in him, as in many people, a certain

dualism of mind. His intellect might oblige him to preach his some-
what gloomy and fatalistic theology, but his emotions rebelled at

insisting upon every outward observance which orthodoxy demanded.
For example, he did not see why Sunday should be made a day of

joyless boredom for little children. On Sundays he used to shut his

children in a barn. To his devout neighbours, who regarded the

young as ‘‘limbs of Satan” and as particularly susceptible to the

whisperings of the Devil, this must have seemed an admirable prac-

tice. But in fact the minister’s motives were less orthodox. He shut

his family in a barn not to punish them, but to give them a place

where they could play together, safe from the censorious eyes of his

parishioners.

James Law was never a happy man. At times a strange darkness

would descend upon his spirit. The effort of preparing himself for

Sunday became a terrible ordeal, a nightmare which obsessed his

waking thoughts. He was always a lonely man and he grew, as time

went on, more and more remote from the settlers amongst whom he
dwelt. Intellectually he might as well have been living v^on a desert

island. He knew no one with whom he could even discuss on equal

terms the new and perturbing theories of Darwin and Huxley -

theories which, as he perhaps dimly saw, threatened to bring the old

universe crashing down in ruins upon his head. Whatever the cause,

there were periods of weeks on end when he seemed sunk in apathy
unable to perform, even perfunctorily, the duties of his office. For
the last ten years of his ministry he never recorded the names of those

whom he baptized or married. For day after day he would sit in his

dark study, gazing vacantly at the peaceful flow of the river and the

still reflections of the forest trees.
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Such was the sombre yet beloved figure who dominated Bonar

Law’s earliest days. It has been necessary to describe the father’s

character at length because he transmitted a part at least of that

character to his son. This did noL indeed, become apparent in Bonar

Law’s boyhood, for he appears to have been carefree and cheerful

then. But in later life a certain melancholy, not to be explained

solely by his tragic bereavements, obsessed his spirits. Many have

commented upon the indefinable sadness which seemed to linger

around his presence. He never succumbed to the malady which

paralysed his father’s mind, but he knew well enough what his father

had been, and he may easily have feared lest he himself might fall a

victim to the same strange affliction. Something of this fear can be

seen in his almost unnatural anxiety to fill every waking hour of his

life with an occupation - no matter what it might be. To brood in

solitude was not only wrong; it was, in his case, dangerous too.

However, there was no peril of this sort in Bonar Law’s childhood.

As a boy he was energetic, vigorous, and mischievous. He had excel-

lent health and a sturdy body. He enjoyed the simple open-air life

on the farm. He was in fact a normal high-spirited boy, not particu-

larly studious or devoted to books, but quick at his lessons and able

to learn more easily than most children of his age. There is a story

of his reciting, at the age of twelve, a poem one hundred lines long

at an entertainment in the Temperance Hall of Richibucto. Those

who search for examples of later qualities in early life may choose

to see here an early sign of the powers of memory for which Bonar

Law was to be famous. But in general it is not easy to discern in the

robust and uninhibited boy any of the characteristics which marked

the business man and politician of later years.

A contemporary who knew him in his days at Kingston writes:

“My vivicf recollection is of a stocky, eager boy, tirelessly active and
apparently frivolous beyond cure. He was quick tempered but unresentful,

and there was about him a kind of impudent frankness which was very

engaging. He was noticeable for his courage. I remember how, when he

was playing in the big barn into which he and his brothers and sister were
turned on Sundays to amuse themselves out of sight and earshot of easily

scandalized neighbours, he fell from a rafter fifteen or twenty feet from

the ground. Dazed as he was, he immediately challenged his companions

to leap as he had done from the roof

“On another occasion we were getting in the hay from the field. Bonar
was astride the horse between the shafts of the hay wain when, without

warning, the animal threw up its head and knocked the boy to the ground.

He fell with one arm doubled up beneath him so that it sustained a slight
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fracture In silence he picked himself up and in silence was led to the

doctor, holding with his free hand the useless limb. Such self-containment

was impressive in a child of his years,”

The life that he and his brothers led was anything but luxurious.

Their father was a poor man. It is difficult to say exactly what his

income was, nor would a mere statement of figures have very much
meaning, but it is clear that his children were expected to work on
the farm in their holidays and spare time, that domestic servants, and
labour of all kinds were difficult to obtain, and that the household,

though never impoverished, was run with the maximum of economy
and frugality. Bonar Law learned that meals do not appear by magic

at regular intervals, but that food must be cooked and plates washed
up. He learned that if he was not to starve and freeze in winter, he

must work at the harvest and saw logs in summer.

It is impossible to say how much effect this frugal upbringing

had upon Bonar Law’s character. Its significance can easily be

exaggerated. For in 1870, when he was only twelve, an event of far-

reaching importance in his life occurred. His father married again,

his wife being Miss Sophia Wood, a New Brunswick schoolmistress.

There was clearly no longer any place for Miss Janet Kidston in

her brother-in-law’s household. She decided to return to Scotland,

but before doing so she made an offer to James Law which was to

reshape the whole career of his youngest son. She suggested that she

should take Bonar with her to Scotland and that she and her Kidston

relations would be responsible for his education and for starting him
off in a business career. James Law, however sorry he was to lose a

son, must have seen the advantages which this offer would give to

his boy, and he may have welcomed having one less child to support

from his exiguous stipend. At all events, he agreed to let Bonar go.

In 1870, accompanied by his aunt, Bonar Law sailed to Glasgow.

He never returned to New Brunswick.

It is convenient at this point to say briefly what became of the rest

of the family. Bonar Law’s father was compelled by ill health to leave

New Brunswick in 1877. He returned to his native Ulster where he

died five years later. Bonar Law’s distress at his father’s death was
intense, indeed almost excessive in its expression - at all events by
modern standards of convention. During these five years Bonar Law
visited his father nearly every weekend. He thus came both to know
and love the land of his ancestors - a fact destined to be of much
significance in the political campaign which he was to fight thirty

years later.
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Bonar Law’s stepmother died in 1914. Her two daughters - Bonar
Law’s half-sisters - outlived him by many years. Of his full brothers

the eldest, Robert, remained in Kingston and farmed. The second

brother returned to Ireland and practised as a doctor at Coleraine.

The third brother eventually went into business with Bonar Law and
became a partner in the firm of William Jacks & Company. The
closest to him of all his family was his sister Mary. She came over

from New Brunswick with her father in 1877, and when he died she

came to live with Bonar Law until the latter’s marriage in 1891. She
was deeply devoted to her brother, and she never married. She died

in 1929.

The world into which Bonar Law was so abruptly transported at

the age of twelve was as remote as can be imagined from anything

that he had experienced before. After an almost primitive life upon
the edge of civilization he had abruptly moved near to the heart of

one of the richest civilizations that had ever existed. Yet it may be

doubted whether this transition made much impression upon a boy

of his age. He may have observed that Sunday at Helensburgh,

where the Kidstons lived, was even more dismal than at Kingston.

There was no barn to play in, and one of his early memories was of

long Sunday afternoons at his cousins’ house ‘Terniegair”, when he

would lie under a bed with the blind just raised enough to cast a dim
light on to the novel of Sir Walter Scott that he was illicitly reading.

But in general, new interests, a new school, and new companions

must have absorbed his time sufficiently for him to take little notice

of the great change in the circumstances of his life.

His education was resumed as soon as possible after their arrival

in Helensburgh. At first he was sent as a boarder to a small school

called Gilbertfield in Hamilton, which is today a suburb of Glasgow

but was in those days a country town some eight miles from the city.

Little is knoV?n about his progress there, but it was evidently quite

good, for in his last term in May 1873 he won a first prize for Greek

in the Junior Class. He then left Gilbertfield and went to Glasgow

High School which both had - and has - a very high academic

reputation. Once again he was successful at his work, and in Septem-

ber 1874 was awarded the first prize for French in the Junior Class

of the Senior Division. His school reports were good, except in one

respect: his handwriting was condemned as atrocious. If it was the

same then as it became in later life, his biographer can testify to the

justice of this judgment. In 1875 his school career came to an end,

and he left at the age of sixteen before he had even matriculated.
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His cousins had offered him a post in their Glasgow office, and there

he was to remain for the next ten years.

The Kidstons were first cousins of Bonar Law’s mother and they

played a most important part in his early life. There were three

brothers, Charles, Richard, and William, all partners in a very

successful firm of merchant bankers which became merged in the

Clydesdale Bank in the eighteen-eighties. Two of the brothers -

Richard and William - remained bachelors and lived with their only

sister, Catherine, who also never married. The third brother, Charles,

was married but had no children. All four took the greatest interest

in their young cousin from New Brunswick and treated him with

every kindness, both personally and financially. They regarded him
not as a poor relation but, rather, as an heir. They were very wealthy.

Some idea of their means may be gained from the fact that Mrs.

Charles Kidston, who outlived her husband and inherited most of

her money from him, left nearly £200,000 when she died in 1896,

and Miss Catherine Kidston who died ten years later left over

^150,000.

Helensburgh, which was to be Bonar Law’s home for nearly forty

years, is situated about twenty miles north-west of Glasgow on the

northern shore of the Firth of Clyde. Despite all that has happened
in the past eighty years, the place cannot have altered very much
since the days of his youth. Its wide and spacious streets slope gently

upwards from the Clyde. The upper windows of the houses command
a splendid view across the water towards Greenock. The town is

neatly laid out in rectangles according to the plan imposed by its

landlords, the Colquhouns of Luss, at the end of the eighteenth cen-

tury. The houses are mostly of a later date. Large and solid, built of

grey stone in the mid-Victorian Gothic style - and built to last - they

have a sober and substantial appearance not always found in English

architecture of the same period. They stand in ample*»'grounds, and
those which still survive with their inevitable conservatories, walled

gardens, and the monkey puzzles beloved of the Victorians, remain

silent witnesses to the sedate, prosperous -- and now long-vanished -

way of life led by the rich Glasgow business men who built them and
lived in them.

It was a way of life in many respects peculiar to the Scotland of

that time. The Scots of all classes are highly conscious of their family

connexions, often extending to very distant cousins. In those days

one’s circle of acquaintance tended to be confined to what was
known as ‘'the connexion”, but since families were large and “the
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connexion’’ was held to cover all sorts of remote relatives together

with the families into which they had married, this circle was often

a very wide one. The Kidston “connexion” dominated Helens-

burgh, and, in his boyhood, the invitations and hospitality which
Bonar Law received must have come very largely from relatives of

one kind or another.

Miss Janet Kidston, with whom Bonar Law actually lived, owned
a small house by the name of “Seabank”. It was built about 1830
in classical Palladian style, and, as the name suggests, was situated

only a few yards from the water’s edge. It has now been demolished.

About half a mile away stood - and still stands - “Ferniegair”, the

home of the unmarried Kidston cousins. It is a large Victorian man-
sion in spacious grounds, on the outskirts of Helensburgh, about a

hundred yards from the sea. Bonar Law spent much of his early

youth in this house. Outside Helensburgh proper, about a mile from

“Ferniegair” and high up the hill, was “Glenoran”, the home of

Mr. and Mrs. Charles Kidston. It had beautiful grounds and a

magnificent prospect across the Clyde. Bonar Law was a frequent

visitor there. Had he lived long enough he would have inherited the

house, for his cousin had tied it up in an entail of which he was the

ultimate beneficiary, but he died before this could happen and it

went to his children. The house still stands somewhat forlornly amidst

its overgrown gardens. It has long passed out of the family into other

hands.

The Kidstons’ world was very self-contained. The wealthy Scottish

middle classes to which they belonged were divided by a clear line

not only from the class below but from the class above also. Their

attitude, their prejudices, their pleasures, their voices even, were

quite different from those of the Scottish nobleman or laird. An even

deeper gulf lay between them and the territorial aristocracy of

England. They had their own values, and they had no desire to move
up into a class of whose outlook upon many matters they strongly

disapproved. The Kidstons were generous and rich. Had they wished,

they could easily have sent Bonar Law to an expensive public school

followed by Oxford or Cambridge. But they would have regarded

such a choice as ridiculous. They considered it more sensible to send

a boy who was destined to earn his living in business to Glasgow

High School, and give him a clerkship in their office when he was

sixteen.

The years which Bonar Law spent in the Kidstons’ office were the

formative years of his life. He was a boy when they began; he was a
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mature young man of twenty-seven when they ended. It is safe to

say that few people change fundamentally in character after that

age. It is disappointing therefore to have to admit that on the whole

we know very little about the processes and influences at work in

Bonar Law’s inner mind during this period -- far less than we do
about the great majority of eminent men who have lived in recent

times.

There are various reasons for this gap. He kept no diary, he wrote

few letters - at any rate scarcely any that have survived from this

time. He was not given to confidences. He was very self-sufficient,

with the reserve which often marks a boy who has been brought up
away from his parents by relatives however kind. Nor did he in later

life indulge much in reminiscence. It was characteristic of him that

he seldom went back either in mind or body to the scenes of the past.

He never revisited New Brunswick. After he finally moved to London
in 1909 he scarcely ever returned to Helensburgh except for family

events which he had to attend. All his life he lived very much in the

present. He neither looked back to the past, nor attempted to stare

far into the future. It was perhaps a part of the strange anonymity

of his character that he never bothered to reflect upon the events

which had made him what he was. He took little interest in his own
early days and saw no reason why anyone else should do so.

His external mode of life can be reconstructed easily enough.

Every morning he would travel up from Helensburgh on the 7.10

train. In winter the oil lamps which lit the carriages were so dim
that in order to play chess - to which he was even then addicted -

he and his companion used to bring little candle lamps which they

fixed to the cushions, so that they could see the board. The train

wound its way for about fifty minutes through some of Glasgow’s

more dismal suburbs and finally deposited its passengers in the acrid

and sulphurous gloom of the station known as Queen Street Lower
Level. It was a brief walk from the station to the Kidstons’ Queen
Street office. Bonar Law worked there in the morning, snatched a

hasty luncheon at Lang’s Coffee House nearby and sometimes had
time for a game of chess before returning to work in the afternoon.

He went back to Helensburgh in the evening. It was a humdrum
unexciting sort of life. Thousands of clerks and young business men
led just such an existence then, and thousands from the same class

lead one not very different today.

But Bonar Law’s leisure time was spent, at least in part, in a

manner which is less familiar now. It was still the age of Samuel
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Smiles, of earnest self-improvement - anyway in Scotland. Bonar
Law was very much a Victorian in this respect, if not in others. He
was conscious of the gaps in his education, and he sought to fill them
by voracious reading and by attending lectures, debates, and essay

societies. He went to classes given under the auspices of Glasgow
University, and used to recall that the most interesting and memor-
able were the philosophy lectures of Sir Edward Caird, who later

became Master of Balliol. In 1879 he was present at the installation

of Gladstone as Lord Rector of the University. The spectacle fired

his youthful ambition. ‘T left that great meeting”, he said, many
years later, “^‘with the hope and indeed the intention of one day
occupying the post that was then filled by Mr. Gladstone.” When
he said these words his ambition had come true: they are to be found

in his own Rectorial address delivered to the students of Glasgow
University in 1921.

During these early years Bonar Law was an avid reader. The
author whom he most admired was Carlyle, and throughout his life

on the rare occasions that he used literary quotations in his speeches,

it was almost invariably Carlyle that he quoted. He had an encyclo-

paedic knowledge of the works of that prolific writer, and could

often name not only the page on which a particular passage could

be found in the edition that he used, but the exact place where it lay

on the page. His favourite book was Sartor Resartus. Carlyle is not a

fashionable author today, and few people read him, but in the

’seventies and ’eighties of the last century he was very much in vogue,

especially in his own native land. To some extent the influence of

Carlyle may have contributed to Bonar Law’s Conservatism. It is

not easy to define the exact political doctrine that emerges from the

cryptic utterances of the Sage of Ecclefechan, but whatever else it

may be, it certainly cannot be described as Liberal.

The other authors whom he greatly admired were Walter Scott,

Dickens, and above all. Gibbon. Austen Chamberlain many years

later in conversation with Bonar Law confessed that he personally

had never been able to finish the Decline and Fall, Bonar Law was
astonished and declared that he had read it through three times

before he was twenty-one. On another occasion he told H. A. L.

Fisher that Gibbon’s narration of the extraordinary vicissitudes of

the Roman Emperors, of common soldiers achieving the highest

position only to fall to yet another successful adventurer, was a

subject of perpetual fascination to him.

When did his ambitions first lean towards politics? It is impossible
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to say for certain^ but all who knew him agree that from a very early

age he hoped ultimately for a political career. That goal may at

times have seemed remote. It was necessary to command both money
and influence in order to enter Parliament, and in his younger days

Bonar Law possessed neither. But it seems clear that he never re-

garded his business career as an end in itself, rather as a means for

acquiring the independence without which politics is neither a safe

nor an honourable profession. Money-making did not attract him
for its own sake. As a young man he once delivered a paper entitled

‘Ts Life Worth Living?’’ to the Helensburgh Eclectic Society. He
came to the comforting conclusion that on the whole it is, but in the

process of reaching that conclusion he commented severely and
somewhat rhetorically on the man who devotes his entire life to

accumulating a fortune:

‘‘He heaps up riches, and knows not, and does not dare to ask, who shall

gather them. He spends his days like a mole in grubbing with blinded eyes

in the mouldy earth, but unlike the mole his grubbing is altogether

aimless.”

There was never any doubt about the party which Bonar Law
would join if he entered politics. The Kidstons, unlike the great

majority of the Scottish merchant class to which they belonged, were

ardent Conservatives. Middle-class Scotland was in general at that

time a stronghold of Liberalism. Why the Kidstons should have been

an exception it is difficult to say, but the fact is beyond dispute. Con-
servative politicians who came to speak at Glasgow were naturally

glad to accept hospitality from such distinguished members of a

group which normally opposed them. Bonar Law was, therefore,

brought up in an atmosphere of Tory politics. He must have met at

his cousins’ houses many of the most prominent Conservatives of the

day. There is even a tradition that Disraeli once visited*^‘Ferniegair”,

and an expression used by Bonar Law many years later suggests that

he may have met - or at least seen - the great man in person. How-
ever that may be, Bonar Law had all his life a profound admiration

for Disraeli. He studied his speeches, and could quote long extracts

from them. He was an ardent reader of Disraeli’s political novels.

He had a corresponding aversion to the personality and works of

Gladstone whom he persisted in regarding as a fraud and a humbug.
It would of course be wrong to suggest that Bonar Law was a

Conservative solely because of environment and family tradition. He
had too independent a mind for that. But the political atmosphere
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in which he was brought up was, as it happens, congenial to his

whole temperament and outlook upon life. A person who is by nature

cautious, who views Utopian plans with scepticism, who believes that

the art of politics lies in choosing the least disastrous course rather

than discovering the panacea of human ills, is more likely to be a

Tory than a Radical - and Bonar Law had all these qualities and

beliefs.

The first necessity for anyone with political ambitions is to learn

the art of public speaking. Accordingly, at an early age Bonar Law
became a member of the Glasgow Parliamentary Debating Associa-

tion which held its meetings at the Assembly Rooms in Bath Street.

It was a mock Parliament founded by some enthusiastic young men
in 1876. It copied as closely as possible the rules of procedure in the

House of Commons, and its ‘‘Speaker’’, James Turnbull, spent some

weeks at Westminster studying the proper way to manage debates.

Members had imaginary constituencies; there was a Prime Minister

and a Cabinet; bills were introduced, and carried, rejected, or

amended. There was even for a time a sort of Hansard - a weekly

journal called The Mace which devoted much of its columns to

reporting debates and had, surprisingly, quite a wide circulation in

Glasgow. A mock Parliament of this sort might easily have de-

generated into farce but for the strong personality of the Speaker. In

fact, however, it was taken very seriously, met regularly every week,

and was as invaluable a training ground in politics for the young
business men of Glasgow, as the Oxford and Cambridge Unions'were

for the sons of the upper classes in contemporary England.

Bonar Law was the “member” for North Staffordshire. He is first

recorded as taking part in debates early in 1879, shortly after-

wards as occupying the post of Home Secretary in a Conservative

“Government”, which unfortunately only lasted for one night. How-
ever he was frequently to hold that position again when a Conserva-

tive majority prevailed. The Mace did not believe in flattering the

members of the Association, and on more than one occasion Bonar
Law was singled out for criticism:

“The hon. gentleman’s style of delivery”, said the paper, “reminds one
of the verses of the ‘Sexton’s Daughter’ as read aloud by its author and
described by Carlyle. ‘A dreary pulpit or even conventicle manner; that

flattest moaning hoo hoo of predetermined pathos, with a kind of rocking
canter introduced by way of intonation, each stanza the exact fellow of the
other, and the dull swing of the rocking horse duly in each’. Why does not
Staffordshire give up this style which mars but does not altogether spoil

the fine matter of his speeches?”
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On another occasion he was accused of insufficient seriousness -

always a grave charge in Scotland:

"‘It is a great mistake for members who possess ability, as North
Staffordshire undoubtedly does, to devote themselves to uttering common-
places or jocularities. Frivolities, even from an able speaker, are still

frivolities, and are of no assistance in furthering argument in debate.”

However, the comments are not all adverse. In September i88i

we find Bonar Law being held up as a model to be imitated by
maiden speakers:

“It is at once evident that he understands his business - down even to

the by no means unimportant detail of where to take his position for

speaking. He makes just enough of reference to preceding speeches to give

a colour of spontaneity to the carefully prepared attack which he is going

to deliver.”

Bonar Law himself was always grateful for what he had learned

in the Glasgow Parliament. It was a most valuable experience, and

it taught him much that he could hardly have acquired in any other

way. He remained an active member for ten years, until his increased

business commitments, and finally his marriage in 1891 made regular

attendance impossible, but the result of his experience was that when
he entered Parliament in 1900 he was far more familiar with its

traditions and procedure, and had to learn far less, than most new
Members. His early success in the House can be attributed very

largely to the technique that he had mastered in the Glasgow Parlia-

ment fifteen years earlier.

It is perhaps convenient to record briefly what was happening in

the politics of the real world while Bonar Law was thus being appren-

ticed in the mock politics of the Parliamentary Debating Association.

From 1874 to 1886 Disraeli was in power. In 1880 Gladstone’s

Midlothian campaign resulted in a Liberal victory. He was Prime

Minister till May 1885 when he was replaced by a Tory minority

administration headed by Lord Salisbury, The General Election of

autumn, 1885, put Gladstone back in office, but his decision to intro-

duce an Irish Home Rule Bill broke his party in half and resulted

in his own defeat, first in the House of Commons and then at the

polls. Supported by the dissident Liberal Unionists, Lord Salisbury

was Prime Minister from 1886 to 1892.

Keen though he was on self-improvement Bonar Law devoted some
of his leisure during his time at the Kidstons’ office to recreation. In

his early youth he liked walking, and with a companion would tramp
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the roads round Helensburgh. He did this not from any love of

scenery - though in fact there is splendid scenery in that district - but

for the sake of exercise. He was very fond oflawn tennis, played with

much energy, and in a deceptive style that made him surprisingly

difficult to beat. Together with some friends, he founded a tennis

club at Helensburgh and secured the hard courts upon which the

club still plays. He also became a keen though not very skilful golfer,

and after his marriage spent nearly every holiday near a golf course.

He played off a handicap of about sixteen. During these early years

he must have spent some of his holidays in France and Germany,

though it is not clear exactly where and when. He certainly acquired

a competent working knowledge of both languages, but the soft

Scottish Canadian accent which betrayed his origin when he spoke

his own tongue was equally apparent when he talked French.

He was devoted to indoor games, in particular to chess, billiards,

and whist, later of course to bridge. He was a good performer at all

of them, especially chess, in which he excelled. It was a game which

fascinated him, and going up and down in the train, he would amuse
himself by solving chess problems ifhe could not get someone to play

with him. For an amateur player he was exceptionally good although

inclined by expert standards to be rather reckless. Jacques Mieses, an
Austrian chess master who played with him a good deal in later life,

declared that he was one of the best performers of the amateur class

whom he had ever encountered.

To certain categories of pleasure he was from the first totally

indifferent. At a very early age he became a teetotaller and he never

touched alcohol except on doctors’ orders for the rest of his life. It is

not clear why he made this resolution. He did not preach it to others,

and later when he had a house of his own he offered guests wine or

spirits as a matter of course. This abstinence made him an unusual

Conservative, for it was in the ranks of the Liberal Party that the

vast majority of Temperance men were to be found. Ginger ale or

lime juice seems to have been his favourite drink. As a nightcap,

when orthodox persons consumed a whisky and soda, he would
invariably take a glass of milk and some gingerbread. Moreover he

cared nothing for the other pleasures of the table. A meal was

something that was necessary for human sustenance but should be

despatched as quickly as possible. He scarcely noticed what he ate,

and, when he could, he left the table as soon as he had finished. He
was, on the other hand, a devotee of tobacco and smoked cigars and

pipes incessantly.
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Although he was fond of reading history and literature, he cared

nothing for art or music. Theatres and operas bored him to distrac-

tion. He never attended if he could possibly escape them, and the

daughter of the then Master of Trinity College recalls how special

arrangements were made for him to be spared the music in King’s

Chapel when he received an honorary degree at Cambridge in 1920.

All these aversions, which became a matter ofamused comment when
he grew famous, appear to have existed from his very earliest days.

The Kidstons’ office gave Bonar Law a valuable insight into the

methods and technique of business, but it did not fully occupy his

time. The truth was that his cousins, who were getting on in years,

did not wish to continue the firm for much longer. By 1885 they had
for_ some time been contemplating a merger with the Clydesdale

Bank, and it was clear that there was no real future for Bonar Law
in their office. William Kidston & Company was largely concerned

with the financing ofthe iron and steel trade, and one ofthe principal

firms with which they did business was that of William Jacks &
Company. William Jacks had started up as an iron merchant on his

own in 1880. He was an active Liberal politician and in the early

’eighties he successfully stood as Liberal candidate for Leith. He
often travelled up to Glasgow in the same railway carriage as Bonar

La\v. Anxious to find a suitable person to whom he could delegate

his work, now that he was in Parliament, he decided in 1885 to offer

Bonar Law a partnership, reserving to himself a right of veto.

Bonar Law consulted his cousins. They saw that it was an oppor-

tunity not to be missed, and they agreed not only to release him from

their office but to put up the money needed to buy him his partner-

ship. At the age of twenty-seven, therefore, he was suddenly trans-

ferred from a relatively subordinate position to that of the effective

partner in an important and prosperous concern. It was a big step

upwards and a clear indication that he was regarded^as an able

business man. It must, moreover, have meant almost immediately a

large increase in his income.

Although economic historians have subsequently traced the begin-

ning of its slow decline to this period, the Glasgow iron market

appeared in the middle ’eighties to be in a flourishing condition.

Indeed, the five years that immediately followed Bonar Law’s entry

into William Jacks were years of boom and strenuous activity. The
essence of the system was somewhat similar to that of the Liverpool

Cotton Exchange. The ironmasters ~ the firms which actually made
the pig iron - deposited their products at Connal’s Stores on the
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south side of Glasgow. ConnaFs issued what were called warrants

against any iron deposited thercj i.e. documents which entitled their

owners to a specified quantity, usually 500 tons, ofpig iron. The iron

merchants, acting as intermediaries between the ironmasters and
the firms which ultimately purchased the pig iron, made their profit

by dealing in ConnaFs warrants on the Glasgow iron market. This

was conducted at the Royal Exchange. Every day from eleven to

twelve o’clock and from two to three, the iron merchants would sit on

their chairs in a circle, their clerks standing behind them, and

carry on their business. At the close of the day’s transactions

settlement was made in the basement. Warrants changed hands

and balances were settled in cash. It is said of Bonar Law that

he never needed to take a note of his purchases and sales but could

remember every detail in his head when the time came for settle-

ment.

It was a highly speculative form of business. Prices were liable to

violent fluctuation. Scares, rumours, changing trade conditions, the

monetary policy of the Bank of England, all affected the price of pig

iron. Evidently the basic prosperity of the Glasgow iron market

depended upon the ability of Scottish manufacturers to supply large

quantities of cheap pig iron. The larger the supply in Connal’s stores,

the greater the number ofwarrants, and the more business conducted

on the Glasgow market. But at just this time the primacy of Scottish

pig iron was beginning to decline. The Cleveland iron industry based

on Middlesbrough was beginning to rival it. The growth of the

Bessemer process was another blow, for it required haematite or non-

phosphoric ore, which in Britain existed only in Cumberland. This

spread in the geographical basis of the iron industry inevitably

reduced the importance of Glasgow. Towards the end of the century

the London metal market became increasingly predominant.

These changes did not cause any immediate difficulties to William

Jacks. For one thing pig iron was not their only business. They dealt

with iron ore on a large scale and were agents in Britain for the Nova

Scotia Steel & Coal Company. Among their clients was the great

German firm of Krupps, and, although this fact was destined in 1914

to have serious consequences which will be described in due course,

it was a source of high profit during the earlier years. Moreover,

the firm endeavoured to meet the new conditions in the pig iron

business. In 1888 a branch was established in Middlesbrough under

the management of Bonar Law’s brother Jack who had returned

from tea planting in Ceylon. In 1894 another branch was set up in
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London under the control of Mr. Gray Buchanan who was, as it

happened, a connexion of Mrs. Charles Kidston. This branch soon

became a totally independent firm, and William Jacks of London is

today a very large and prosperous concern. William Jacks of Glas-

gow, however, was destined to fall on bad times towards the end of

Bonar Law’s life, and his large holding in its preference shares was, at

his death, almost worthless. But during the period that Bonar Law
was a partner in the firm it was a lucrative business from which he

made a very comfortable income.

William Jacks’s Glasgow office was at 7 Royal Bank Place, a

stone’s throw from the Royal Exchange. Mr. Gray Buchanan has

kindly supplied an account ofBonar Law’s working day which throws

an interesting light on his mode of life and his character.

“He would arrive in his office at 8.50 from the early Helensburgh train,

open all the letters himself, and have round him the various heads of

departments, Foreign, Pig Iron, and Warrant. Some quotations would
have to be made at once which he would attend to, taking a view of what
the markets would do that day. Then the time sheet would be brought m
to him and those clerks who had arrived after nine with their entries in

red ink would get a wigging.

“By 10.55 would be on his way down to the Royal Exchange where
business on the Iron Ring was announced by a bell being rung, A circle

of chairs and 40 or 50 brokers sitting with their clerks behind them -

Warrants each for 500 tons of Pig Iron were dealt in . . .

“Back to the offices, lunch, a quick lunch, as a game of chess followed.

Back to the Iron Ring 2-3 p.m., and then making of quotations for the

post for pig iron, steel plates, generally for Canada.
“About 3.30 he came out of his private room and sat at a desk in the

general office signing all the letters and quotations and contracts until

4.10, when he left for the Helensburgh train - a short day, but it began
early and the pace was hot while it lasted. Glasgow business men who lived

at Troon or Helensburgh liked a game of golf at night and worked for it.”

Mr. Buchanan goes on to say:

“In business he did not like lieutenants. He wanted to guide everything,

and this was not easy working from 8 45 to 4.10, while we were m the

offices to 10 p.m. or later . . .

“Our memories of him are of a shrewd business man carrying on busi-

ness on the lines of his favourite game of chess, forming Iris own opinions,

and pinning his faith to them, using his pawns as pawns, straight, firm and
upright in his own actions and insisting upon the same with others. He
asked for absolute obedience and preferred that his orders should be
carried out literally.

“He never asked for favours and therefore never expected to be asked

for them. Perhaps because of that he stood more alone than most men.”
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Such was the way in which Bonar Law spent his working days for

the next fourteen years from 1886 to 1900. Quick, efficient, hard-

working, straightforward, a trifle dictatorial, he was a successful

business man. He soon acquired the general respect of the Glasgow
business world, and towards the end of the time received numerous
directorships. By the time he was forty he had become both finan-

cially and in repute a man of substance, whose judgment was sought

after and highly valued.

Meanwhile an important event occurred in his life. In 1890 he met
and fell in love with Miss Annie Pitcairn Robley, the daughter of a

Glasgow shipbroker who lived in Helensburgh at a house called

‘‘Kintillo'’, which was later to be Bonar Law’s own home. She was
twenty-four, and eight years younger than Bonar Law. Although the

Robleys were residents of Helensburgh, they did not belong to the

Kidston “connexion”, and appear to have moved in a somewhat

less austere circle than the grave society which was frequented by

Bonar Law and his relatives. Annie Robley was fond of dancing and

of such entertainment as Helensburgh and its neighbourhood pro-

vided in those days. Bonar Law was induced for a short time to relax

from his rather solemn mode of life, and even to go to dances. It is

recorded that he actually went to a fancy dress ball on one occasion,

dressed as a sailor, Miss Robley being disguised as a Swiss peasant.

With his hatred for music he must have found all this a strain and

his elder daughter can remember being reproved at a dancing class

for biting her lip in just the same way as her father used to do when

he attended balls at Helensburgh years before. He became engaged

towards the end ofthe year, and on March 24th, 1891, their marriage

took place at the West Free Church of Helensburgh. It was followed

by a honeymoon in Paris. When they returned the couple settled

down to live at “Seabank”, which Bonar Law’s aunt had handed

over to him.^There is little to record about the marriage. Mrs. Law
was a person of spontaneity, sweetness, and charm. She was univer-

sally loved, and he was a most devoted husband. They had seven

children, the eldest being stillborn. This large family soon necessi-

tated a move, and on his father-in-law’s death Bonar Law bought

“Kintillo”. It was a biggish Victorian house standing in an acre of

garden, about half a mile from the sea. There he and his family

remained until in 1909 his political duties obliged him to move finally

to London.
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T
he years that followed Bonar Law’s marriage saw a steady rise

in his prosperity. William Jacks & Company was flourishing

and he was earning a substantial income. The financial inde-

pendence which he deemed necessary for a political career was

suddenly brought much nearer in 1896 when Mrs. Charles Kidston

died.^ As we saw, she left nearly ^{^200,000. Among her many be-

quests was a legacy of ;{^30,ooo for Bonar Law. This, together with

his directorships and the investment income from the money he had
made in business, was enough for him to consider the possibility of

abandoning his partnership in William Jacks and entering into

politics. Early in 1897 began looking for a constituency.

A good many errors are current about Bonar Law’s finances. Even
at the risk of anticipating the main narrative, it is as well to make
the situation quite clear. When he entered Parliament in 1900 he

gave up active business, but retained his directorships. He did not

relinquish them until his election to the leadership of the Party in

the House of Commons in 1911. Perhaps the most important was

that of the Clydesdale Bank, and for many years he used to travel

from London to Glasgow even during Parliamentary sessions, at

considerable inconvenience, in order to attend board meetings. It is

^ Her husband died in 1894. Richard Kidston died earlier in the same year. William
Kidston died in 1889.

36
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interesting to notice that in those days a post in the Government did

not necessitate the abandonment of directorships^ as it would today.

Bonar Law retained his directorships throughout his three years as

Parliamentary Under-Secretary at the Board of Trade. His income

during his first ten years in the House seems to have been about

^6,000 per annum, of which some ;^45500 came from investments,

the rest from directorships. During this period he received another

legacy from the Kidston family. Miss Catherine Eadston, the last

survivor of the cousins, left him ^^30,000, thus bringing his total

inheritance from that family to at least ^£*60,000. The income from

this legacy almost exactly balanced the loss of directors' fees from

1911 onwards, and his income continued to be just below £6,000

until the war broke out. When he entered the Cabinet in 1915 it rose

to over ^10,000, and remained about this figure for several years.

Bonar Law's will was proved at ^^7 1,324 (after deduction of estate

duty, ;^6 i,2I3), but he had been, for nearly all his political life, sub-

stantially better off than this figure suggests. Its relative lowness can

be explained by the heavy losses that he sustained at the very end of

his life owing to the collapse of WilliamJacks of Glasgow, and to the

fact that he had personally guaranteed the overdraft of one of the

partners.

To sum up: Bonar Law was not, as some people supposed, a man
of great wealth, but on the other hand he was very comfortably off,

in those days oflow income tax and a pound worth three times what

it is now. Nor was he, as others supposed, a purely self-made man

who had accumulated a fortune by his own unaided efforts. He cer-

tainly knew how to make money, and was successful in doing so, but

he received very substantial legacies, and but for that good fortune

he might not have entered politics when he did.

Although Bonar Law took a good deal of trouble to prepare him-

self for a political career, he did not follow the orthodox path to

national politics. He was not conspicuous in local politics for example,

and even in the Helensburgh Conservative Association he occupied

no higher post than that of a temporary acting vice-president. He

preferred to train himself as a speaker first by attending the Glasgow

Parliament, and in later years by the somewhat curious method of

going to bankruptcy meetings. Whenever there was a bankruptcy in

which William Jacks were creditors he used to make a point of

attending and speaking. It was, he maintained later, a very useful,

if unorthodox, training for Parliamentary debates. From 1892 on-

wards he began speaking at political meetings in and near Glasgow.
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In April 1897 we find for the first time a reference in his cor-

respondence to the possibility of his becoming a Parliamentary

candidate. His name had been mentioned by one of his colleagues

in the Glasgow Parliament to Mr. Lewis Shedden who was secretary

of the Glasgow Unionist Association, and Shedden suggested it to

the Blackfriars Conservative Association, which was seeking a can-

didate at the time. Bonar Law was not willing to commit himself at

once, because he did not wish to have the trouble of nursing a con-

stituency for some years before the election. Nevertheless he agreed

to speak to the Association. Shedden recalls in a letter to Lord
Coleraine^:

“I do not think it is true to say that your father displayed great nervous-
ness on his first appearance as a candidate. He spoke without notes and
rapidly - too rapidly in fact. He showed no hesitation in his delivery,

never had to fumble for the right word and rather conveyed the impression
that his speech had been carefully prepared beforehand and memorised
perfectly.”

Bonar Law had no rival claimant, and the local Association gladly

accepted him. Early in 1898 he allowed his name to be officially

announced as prospective Conservative candidate for the Blackfriars

and Hutchesontown Division of Glasgow.

The constituency, one of seven into which Glasgow was divided,

had, ever since its creation by the Reform Bill of 1884, invariably

returned a Liberal Member to Parliament. The sitting Member, one

A. D. Provand, even survived the General Election of 1895, although

the Liberals had fared very badly in most other places. Bonar Law’s

prospects of success, therefore, were remote. It was reasonable to

suppose that the next Election would show some swing of the pen-

dulum against the Conservative Government, and that seats like

Blackfriars would remain safely occupied by Liberal Members. It is

unlikely that Bonar Law expected to win. He probably Eoped to put

up a good fight and establish his claim to a less difficult constituency

next time.

But events turned out very differently from anything that could

have been predicted early in 1898. For within two years the country

was engaged in a war with the Boer Republics of the Transvaal and
the Orange Free State. It is unnecessary here to discuss the highly-

disputed rights and wrongs of the South African War. It is enough
to say that whereas the Conservatives were united in believing that it

was a righteous war, the Liberals were deeply divided, an important
^ Richard Law, Bonar Law’s youngest son
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section bitterly opposing it on the ground that the whole affair

was engineered by the capitalists of the Rand, and the financiers

of the City. The Conservatives could therefore declare with some
plausibility that a vote for the Liberals was a vote for the Boers. This
opportunity of enlisting patriotic sentiment was too good to miss. As
soon as the war seemed safely won -and this appeared (though
incorrectly) to be the case by summer 1900 - Lord Salisbury recom-
mended a dissolution. In October began what the angry Liberals

later called “the Khaki Election”.

These unexpected events greatly favoured the fortunes of the Con-
servative Party. It was easy to tar even those Liberals who supported

the war with the brush of “Little Englandism”. The Government in

general held its ground throughout the country, only losing about

twenty seats, and in some places they actually captured traditionally

Liberal strongholds. One of these places was the Blackfriars Division

of Glasgow, and Bonar Law found himself head of the poll, having

converted a Tory minority of some five hundred into a majority of

exactly 1,000, which for those days was large. The figures were:

A. Bonar Law, 4,140; A. D. Provand, 3,140. The Election was in

many places fought with great bitterness. Lloyd George, for example,

was nearly lynched in Birmingham and had to escape from the town

hall disguised as a policeman. But Bonar Law’s contest, though

vigorous, appears to have been fought with good humour, and

the Glasgow Press commented upon his “genial temper” and his

“equable manner”.

And so Bonar Law crossed the first fence in a career of politics

both more easily and more quickly than he could have expected.

When he became a candidate early in 1898 there was little reason

to anticipate an Election before the beginning of 1902, and still less

reason to anticipate a Conservative victory in that particular con-

stituency. Hdwever, having once taken the plunge Bonar Law was

not the man to do things by halves. He promptly arranged to relin-

quish his active partnership in William Jacks. Politics necessitated a

new mode of life and, although he did not at first give up his house

in Helensburgh, he spent only half the year there from then on-

wards. During the Parliamentary session which normally lasted from

February to the end of July he moved with his whole family to a

furnished house in London. The duty of finding each year a satis-

factory house for the children, and of arranging the annual move

from Scotland to London and back again fell upon Mrs. Law. To-

gether with the task ofbringing up a family of six, it must have made
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her life a busy one^ but she carried out her duties with zest and

enjoyment. She was intensely proud of her husband and of all his

successes. If she did not fully understand the intricacies of politics,

she certainly understood how to organize a home and provide a

happy if unobtrusive background to the career that he led.

The political world into which Bonar Law now moved for the first

time was essentially an aristocratic world. Despite all the changes of

the nineteenth century, the Conservative Party remained the party

of the traditional landed governing class which had ruled England

for two hundred years. The composition of the Liberal Party was

indeed somewhat different though it too contained great Whig
magnates like Lord Rosebery, Lord Spencer, and Lord Crewe. But

the Liberal Party had been convulsed, ever since the resignation of

Mr. Gladstone in 1894, by a series of bitter internal feuds, and had
temporarily ceased to be an effective political force. For eleven of

the last fourteen years the Conservatives had been in office, and in

1900 they seemed well set for another six years of tranquil power.

At the head of the Party, survivor of the battles of a vanished

political era, towered a solitary figure, Robert Cecil, the third Mar-
quess of Salisbury. Although he was an intellectual who despised

Society and Clubland, Lord Salisbury believed intensely in the pre-

servation of an aristocratic hierarchy. The progress of democracy he

regarded with profound apprehension and, throughout his long

political career, he steadily opposed almost every move made in that

direction. His chief interest was in foreign policy. Until 1900 he had
combined the post of Foreign Secretary with that of Prime Minister

~ a conjunction, with one exception, unique in modern political

history. No one could have been more remote than Lord Salisbury

from the “common man”. This remoteness was enhanced, almost

symbolized, by the fact that he was a peer and a great landowner,

and conducted foreign affairs by personal correspondence from his

vast and venerable mansion at Hatfield almost as if they were the

private business of his own estate. Yet he was by no means unpopular

in the country, and he was regarded with great respect, if not

affection, by the public. His position in the Party was unchallenged;

no rival had dared to threaten him since the day some fourteen years

earlier when Lord Randolph Churchill crashed to disaster in a rash

bid for the party leadership.

The future, however, could not lie with Lord Salisbury. He was
old and his health was beginning to fail. The future lay rather with

his two principal lieutenants in the Lower House, The first of these
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was his own nephew Arthur James Balfour, who was leader of the
House of Commons and was generally expected to be his uncle’s

successor. He too was an intellectual, an aristocrat and a large land-

owner. He too believed in the preservation of an order of society

which would continue to entrust the government of the country to

the abler members of the great landed families. Eton, Trinity, Hat-
field, “the Souls” - these were the influences that moulded him. He
possessed great talents, he was a most formidable debater, he was an
able minister, he was a brilliant talker. His charm, his affability and
his wit gave him a wide and devoted circle of friends. Yet behind all

this glitter there lay a hardness. “He always seemed to me”, wrote
Neville Chamberlain in his diary, 'To have a heart like a stone.”

Sir Winston Churchill has commented upon the “cool ruthlessness”

underneath Balfour’s unfailing courtesy. His conduct was always one

of scrupulous honour and rectitude, but he was not the man to be

easily outmanoeuvred by persons less scrupulous than himself “Had
his life been cast amid the labyrinthine intrigues of Renaissance

Italy”, writes Churchill,^ “he would not have required to study the

works of Machiavelli”.

The other leading figure in the Party was Joseph Chamberlain.

His background was marked by none of the effortless ease which had
characterized the career of Balfour. He had fought all his life, and

fought hard. He did not belong to the ruling class. He was, like

Bonar Law, a business man who had made enough money to retire

and who entered Parliament when he was over forty. He began as

the leader of the radical group in Gladstone’s Cabinet of 1880-85.

Then, just when it seemed as if he would inevitably inherit the

leadership from the G.O.M., he resigned on the question of Irish

Home Rule. For ten years he wandered in the political wilderness,

detested by his old colleagues, yet reluctant to join the Conservative

Party. But ki 1895 Lord Salisbury offered him any position in the

Cabinet that he wished. To the surprise of the political world he

chose the Colonial Office - a department hitherto regarded as a

backwater. It soon ceased to be so under Chamberlain’s regime, for

he now devoted the same restless energy, with which ten years earlier

he had prosecuted the cause of Social Reform, to the movement for

consolidating, unifying and developing the British Empire. He put

himself at the head of the imperialist sentiment which swept the

country during the ’nineties. He was a master at the art of popular

leadership, and a great platform speaker. By 1900 he was probably

far better known in the country than either Salisbury or Balfour. In
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the events leading up to the Jameson Raid and in the South African

War he was the most prominent member of the Government.

Regarded with implacable hatred by the Liberals, adored by the

imperialists, Joseph Chamberlain stood forth as the most contro-

versial, and the most famous statesman of his time.

There could be no question as to which of these two great political

figures would inspire the emulation of Bonar Law. Joseph Chamber-
lain had a personal background similar to his own. Both ofthem were

business men who understood economic and industrial problems,

both of them came from outside the traditional governing class,

neither of them belonged to the Church of England - an unusual

characteristic among Conservatives of those days. It was almost

inevitable that a man who had entered politics in the way that

Bonar Law had done would seek to model himself upon Chamber-
lain. When the great imperialist died in 1914 it fell to Bonar Law as

party leader to pronounce an encomium upon him in the House of

Commons. He said: ^^At the time when I first entered this House I

was young enough - and indeed I hope I still am - to be a hero-

worshipper, and for me at that time the very essence of my political

faith was belief in Mr, Chamberlain.'’

What exactly did this belief entail? It was not simply a matter of

personal devotion. Joseph Chamberlain was not only a brilliant

leader, he had a political creed which inspired the thoughts and

actions of all the more ''progressive” members of the Conservative

Party. That creed was above all else a belief in the vital importance

of converting the heterogeneous territories of the British Empire into

a vast political unit which, if properly developed both economically

and strategically, would be able to face with equanimity a challenge

from any other great power. The imperialism of this period must be

seen against its world background. Britain's hitherto unchallenged

industrial supremacy, the long lead which we had gained over other

nations thanks to our early exploitation ofmodern industrial methods

and to our island position, were beginning to be threatened at the

end of the nineteenth century. Both the U.S.A. and Germany were

formidable trade rivals, and the latter, though late in the field,

seemed a menace to our whole imperial position too. During the

South African War Britain had been isolated, and found herself

one of the most unpopular nations in the world. Only our naval

supremacy and the feuds of our enemies saved us from a hostile

intervention by the European Great Powers.

Yet at this very moment when our international position had
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become less secure than at any time since 18155 we seemed to be
threatened with the loss of our overseas dominions. South Africa had
only been preserved by war. Canada seemed to be drifting into the

orbit of the U.S.A. It was necessary therefore - or so it seemed to

the imperialist party - to revitalize the whole concept of Empire.

The policy of Tariff Reform had not yet been adumbrated, but there

was a widespread feeling that^ whether by political federation or by
economic unification, some method must be found to arrest the

centrifugal tendency of the dominions. A powerful and consolidated

Empire could face the rivalry of Germany or America, but a Britain

bereft of her overseas territories would in the long run succumb to

the greater resources of these formidable powers. Moreover a policy

of imperial development would have immense internal advantages

too. It would lead to a rise in the prosperity of every class in the

community. Not for nothing had Joseph Chamberlain begun his

political career as the tribune of the people, the champion of the

have-nots against the haves. On his side were all those who believed

that the old-fashioned Toryism of the Cecils was now obsolete, and

that only a positive policy would save the Party from defeat sooner

or later at the hands of the Liberal Radicals who could offer so much
more to the discontented masses.

In other words, the Conservatism that appealed to Bonar Law was

the imperialist Conservatism of Rhodes and Chamberlain, the creed

of the successful industrialists, of the engineers nnd technicians who

were opening up a new world by their enterprise and their not always

over-scrupulous vigour - the Conservatism ofwhich Rudyard Kipling

was both prophet and high priest.

The first entry of a new Member into Parliament is often a dis-

illusioning experience. Enthusiastic and anxious to make a mark by

loyally expounding the philosophy of his party, he is all too apt to

find, after hi? maiden speech, that what the party wants is not his

voice but his vote. Bonar Law’s maiden speech was delivered during

the debate on the Address in February 1901. It was a perfectly com-

petent reply to a bitter attack by Lloyd George upon the punitive

measures taken by the British Army against the Boer farmers, but

it received no publicity. Bonar Law was perhaps unlucky, for on the

very same day Winston Churchill made his first speech in the House

of Commons, and inevitably the d^but of the son of Lord Randolph

Churchill excited more notice than that of a middle-aged business

man from Glasgow.

Soon after this Bonar Law appears to have been in a despondent
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mood. He had little to do. Despite his experiences in the Glasgow
Parliament, much of the ritual and procedure of the House of
Commons must have seemed at first maddeningly futile to someone
accustomed to the brisk conduct of business on the Glasgow iron

market. The life of London was unfamiliar to him. He was utterly

indifferent to the glittering world of Edwardian Society into which
an aspiring Tory politician could so easily enter. He hated social

functions, and the prolonged dinner parties of those days with their

many wines and their endless courses bored him beyond measure.
There were times when he wondered why he had given up the
familiar routine of Helensburgh and Glasgow. On such an occasion

he once confided in Austen Chamberlain who was one of his earliest

political acquaintances:

“He was sitting alone with me”, writes Chamberlain, “in the old
smoking-room of the House of Commons, a prey to one of those moods of
depression which beset him from time to time in his life. I tried to cheer
him up. ‘No, Austen,’ he replied, ‘this is no place for me. It’s all very well
for men like you who came into it young; but, if I had known then what I

know now, I would never have stood for Parliament.’ ”

The Parliamentary session of 1901 was calm and tranquil. The
Liberal Party was still rent by internal feuds. The Government en-

gaged in some placid domestic legislation of an unimportant nature,

but the chief interest in affairs was the South African War. For,

contrary to the expectations so confidently entertained at the time
of the Khaki Election, the Boers continued to resist with surprising

obstinacy and success. There was indeed much to criticize in the

conduct of the war, but the Liberals were in no position to do so at

all effectively. The session of 1901 saw little discussion of the subjects

which interested Bonar Law, foreign and imperial trade, the pro-

motion of Empire unity.

But in the next session a much more promising field as opened up
for him. Sir Michael Hicks Beach, the Chancellor of the Exchequer,
decided that the cost of war could only be met by imposing a duty
of one shilling per quarter upon imported wheat. This was not
intended to be in any sense a concession to the doctrine of Tariff

Reform, which indeed had not yet been officially propounded by
Joseph Chamberlain. The essence of that doctrine was Imperial
Preference, i.e. the imposition of a general duty on imports in order
that it might be remitted in favour ofimports from the Empire. Hicks
Beach was, however, a Free Trader. His proposed duty was intended
for revenue only and neither for Protection nor for Imperial Prefer-
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ence. Nevertheless, Liberal speakers, for lack of any other argument,
claimed to see in this proposal the thin end of a Protectionist wedge
capable, they said, of breaking the whole structure of the Free Trade
economy, upon which British prosperity was alleged to depend.

It was in reply to these criticisms that on April 22nd, 1902, Bonar
Law made the first speech which singled him out from ’the rank and
file of the Party. It was delivered without notes, and perhaps some-
what too rapidly - a defect which he later outgrew - but with a
remarkable command of figures and facts which at nncp imnrcticpH
the House ofCommons. Sir Arthur Boscawen who was present writes:

‘‘He seemed to speak with the full practical knowledge of a man of
business but with the detached and theoretical method of a Scottish
metaphysician . . - Members were amused but also greatly interested;
and from that day Mr. Bonar Law had the ear of the House ”

The details of Bonar Law’s speech are of no interest today. It was
not an exposition ofImperial Preference, but rather a good-humoured
rebuttal of the theory that Free Trade must always and invariably
remain sacrosanct, like the articles of some theological creed The
question ofFree Trade and Protection, ofthe imposition or remission
of duties, was one to be decided not on grounds of dogma but of
common sense in the light of changing conditions. Bonar Law was
inclined to think that for Britain at present Free Trade was the best
policy, but It did not follow that Protection would never be necessary,
and he pointed to the epmple of German industrial prosperity built
up under a system of high protective tariffs.

The effect of this speech on his career’ was important. Today
almost every Member of Parliament is able - or considers that he is

able - to discourse with authority upon industrial and fiscal topics
but in those days far fewer could do so. Economics was still to most
educated me» the dismal science . The average Conservative M P
might have learnt a smattering of classics, law, and history, but he
knew very little about trade, interest rates, and tariffs. A man of
Bonar Law’s evident capacity m this increasingly important field
was marked for promotion. He did not have to wait for long In
July 1902 Lord Salisbury resigned, and was succeeded by Balfour.
A number of older mmsters took the opportunity of leaving the
Government, and in the resulting reshuffle Bonar Law was appointed
as Parliamentary Secretary to the Board of Trade After only eigh-
teen months apprenticeship in politics he had done weU to receive
such early promotion.
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His duties at the Board of Trade were not unduly arduous. The
President was the Prime Minister’s brother, Gerald Balfour, who was
also in the House of Commons. To Bonar Law fell only the duty of

answering questions on relatively minor matters, and of occasionally

speaking on the business of the department when the President was
for any reason absent. In November he had occasion to make a

speech on the subject of the Brussels Sugar Convention and its effect

upon the West Indies. Once again the content is not of any historical

interest, but it was evidently a very effective performance. Joseph
Chamberlain, speaking afterwards in the same debate, described it

as ‘‘one of the most admirable speeches, short though it was, to which

I have ever listened in the House of Commons”. This was praise

indeed from such a quarter, and it must have been intensely gratify-

ing to Bonar Law to receive such warm commendation from his

political hero.

It was not long before the fiscal problem came even more to the

forefront in politics. In the autumn of 1902 a Conference of Colonial

Prime Ministers met under the presidency of the Colonial Secretary.

A substantial measure of agreement was achieved, and a declaration

made in favour of a measure of Imperial Preference. Joseph Cham-
berlain’s mind had for some while been moving in this direction. The
core of the argument was that political unity could only be achieved

ifeconomic unity came first. Just as a zollverein^ or customs union, had
preceded the political union of the numerous kingdoms into which

Germany had been divided fifty years earlier, so a great tariff union

embracing the whole of Britain’s possessions overseas would be the

surest way of preserving the political unity of the British Empire.

Now that he had the Colonial Prime Ministers on his side. Chamber-
lain resolved to hesitate no longer. He was determined to take a first

step in the direction of Imperial Preference, and for this purpose

Hicks-Beach’s revenue duty on imported wheat supplied a perfect

opportunity. Why not retain the duty in the next Budget as far as

foreign wheat was concerned, but remit it in the case of wheat im-

ported from the colonies? The public had become accustomed to

the principle of an import duty, but would have no objection to its

relaxation in the case of the colonies. In this way the principle of

Imperial Preference could be gradually and painlessly introduced

into the fiscal system. Chamberlain persuaded the Cabinet to agree

to this plan, and then in late autumn of 1902 departed to South

Africa.

But the Free Trade party in the Cabinet were not to be so easily
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overcome. Hicks-Beach had indeed retired, but his successor C. T.

Ritchie was an equally ardent Free Trader and was reinforced in his

views by Sir Francis Mowatt, the permanent head of the Treasury.

Lord George Hamilton and Lord Balfour of Burleigh strongly sup-

ported this attitude. Balfour was on the merits of the case totally

impartial, but he was determined not to allow the unity of the Party

to be broken. Since the revolt of the Free Traders threatened to do
this, he decided to reverse the policy which Chamberlain had advo-

cated. On his return from South Africa early in 1903 Chamberlain

was dismayed to find that the duty on wheat was to be wholly

abolished and the policy of Imperial Preference definitely abandoned
in the coming budget.

There is no occasion here to detail the elaborate political man-
oeuvres that followed. Chamberlain at once created a tremendous

sensation by publicly declaring in May his adherence to Imperial

Preference. Three months later he resigned in order to have a free

hand to prosecute a great national campaign for tariffs. A series of

intrigues and misunderstandings resulted in the resignation of several

leading Free Traders - which Balfour wanted - and, a fortnight later,

in that of the Duke of Devonshire - which Balfour would gladly have

averted. The Prime Minister tried to hold his Party together by an

ingenious compromise formula which pleased no one. He recon-

structed his Cabinet in autumn and kept links with both the dissident

groups, installing Joseph Chamberlain’s son Austen as Chancellor of

the Exchequer, and Victor Cavendish, nephew and heir of the Duke
of Devonshire, as Financial Secretary to the Treasury. It was under-

stood that Joseph Chamberlain would have Balfour’s blessing in an

attempt to convert the country to his views, but that no action would

be taken until enough time had elapsed to gauge the effect of his

propaganda.

Bonar La# was of course a strong adherent of the Chamberlain

school. His own position at the Board ofTrade remained unchanged.

The presence of Austen Chamberlain in the Government indicated

that there was no obligation for a Tariff Reformer to resign, or to

conceal his views. From now onwards the theme ofBonar Law’s ever

more numerous speeches up and down the country was Imperial

Preference and the fallacies of Free Trade. It would be wearisome to

recapitulate the arguments that he used. As was natural for a business

man, he dwelt not only on the subject of imperial unity but also on

the advantages of protective tariffs from a purely industrial point of

view, and it may have been this emphasis which induced Joseph
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Chamberlain to say of him once to Mr. Amery,'" “He is no Tariff

Reformer.” By this^ Mr. Amery says, Chamberlain meant that

Bonar Law was interested in trade figures, rather than “a national

and imperial policy of expansion and consolidation”. Bonar Law’s
opinions on Tariff Reform will be dealt with in a later chapter. It is

enough to notice that his recorded speeches do not bear out Cham-
berlain’s contention. He used, as a good debater should, all the

arguments which he thought would appeal to his audience, but he
never neglected the imperial aspect of the question, and, indeed,

devoted many of his speeches to it.

It was during his three years at the Board of Trade from 1902 to

1905 that Bonar Law first emerged as an important %ure in his

Party, and since he did so almost entirely through his effectiveness

on the platform and in the House, sorhe account of his method of

speaking should be given. He was never either an original or an
eloquent speaker. He did not possess the ability of a Lloyd George

or a Churchill to illumine a whole vista of thought by a single phrase

like a flash of lightning on a black night. On the contrary, he was a

master of the commonplace. His audience left him with the feeling

that he had put into words exactly what they themselves had been

thinking all the while. He never spoke above their heads. On the

other hand, he never talked down to them. He had a great clarity

of mind and he was adept at punching home with a series ofhammer
blows the arguments which he wished to put across to his listeners.

He had much of the vigour and trenchancy which marked his hero,

Joseph Chamberlain, and after the latter was incapacitated, Bonar

Law came nearer than anyone else in the Party to replacing him.

His technique was unusual. He never needed any notes. His pheno-

menal memory enabled him to learn by heart with comparative ease

a long and complicated speech. His experience on the Glasgow Iron

Ring gave him the same mastery of figures and of swifTarithmetical

calculation which sixty years earlier another unorthodox Tory, Lord

George Bentinck, had acquired through his speculations on the Turf.

If he was ever challenged for a fact or a figure he would produce a

small notebook from his waistcoat pocket and immediately give

chapter and verse for his statement with a reference to Hansard or

a Blue Book. His adversaries soon learned to be chary of disputing

any quotations or statistics which he mentioned in his speeches. He
spoke with a soft Scottish Canadian accent which sounded unusual

in the House of Commons of that day. At first he was inclined, as

we saw earlier, to speak too quickly, but with practice he soon cured
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that defect. In the whole question of tariffs and trade he was a

genuine expert. His views were listened to with respect and attention,

and he rapidly became one of the leading spokesmen in his Party

upon that contentious topic.

But this same subject which brought Bonar Law into the political

limelight was bringing the Conservative Party to disaster. It is im-

possible nowadays to realize how passionate an article of faith Free

Trade had become to the great majority of Englishmen. Like the

Welfare State today, Free Trade was a sort of sacred cow. To ques-

tion it was to brand oneself as a heretic of the most dangerous type.

The Liberal Party at once closed its ranks. Liberal Imperialists and
Litde Englanders alike believed passionately in theiniquity of Tariff

Reform. The feud between Asquith and Campbell-Bannerman was

quickly forgotten, and the Party rallied to the support ofthe doctrines

which for sixty years had been at the very centre of its creed.

Every weapon was used against the Tories. Asquith followed

Joseph Chamberlain up and down the country answering point by

point the case for Tariff Reform. In the summer of 1903 a lengthy

letter to The Times was signed by fourteen professors of economics.

Worded in the language of a Papal encyclical, it denounced in grave

terms the perils and fallacies of protectionism. Everywhere the

Liberals prophesied dire consequences. One formidable recruit was

gained by the Liberal Party. The young Winston Churchill, aban-

doning the political tradition of his father and his family, crossed the

floor of the House and became a Liberal.

If the Conservatives had been united on the desirability of change

they might perhaps have fared better. But despite all Balfour’s efforts

to preserve a fagade of unanimity, it soon became clear to everyone

that the Party was hopelessly divided, and that its leader had no

policy of his own. In these circumstances victory at the next election

was most unSkely, and every month that went by made the prospect

blacker. In 1905 a new issue arose ~ the question of Chinese Labour,

or, as the Liberals alleged, Slavery, on the Rand. Milner had recom-

mended - and Balfour had agreed to - a policy of importing inden-

tured Chinese workers in order to put the gold mines ofthe Transvaal

into operation after the end of the war. The conditions in which

these labourers were employed were, by any European standards,

atrocious, though apparently not so bad by the standards of the

Chinese themselves, for they were anxious to come and unwilling to

go. The Liberals were soon able to raise an outraged protest from

humanitarian sentiment in England, and when the General Election

c
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came the country was plastered with pictures of manacled Chinamen
in an attitude of piteous supplication.

On December 4^, 1905, encouraged by a speech of Rosebery
which suggested that the right wing of the Liberal Party might refuse

to serve under Campbell-Bannerman, Balfour suddenly resigned. His

calculation was incorrect. Rosebery spoke only for himself. Campbell-
Bannerman did indeed at first have some difficulty in enlisting the

support of Asquith, Grey and Haldane, but they soon came over, as

politicians nearly always do when confronted with the reality of their

leader installed as Prime Minister. Campbell-Bannerman dissolved

as soon as he had formed his Cabinet and the country went to the

polls early in January 1906.

Bonar Law was in Scotland when the dissolution was announced.

He at once began his campaign for it was quite clear that he would
not find it easy to hold his seat. The only encouraging feature was
the presence of a third candidate G. N. Barnes, who represented

Labour and might be expected to split the anti-Conservative vote.

On the other hand Glasgow was traditionally Free Trade, and Bonar
Law’s prominence as a supporter of Chamberlain was likely to do
him harm with the floating vote. His prospects were none too good,

as he was doubtless himself well aware.

At that time an election was spread over several days, and it was
possible from the early results to gain an idea of the general trend

ofvoting in the country. One ofthe first cities to poll was Manchester,

and when the news was announced that Balfour had lost East Man-
chester by 2,000 votes it became clear that something like a landslide

was in process. Up and down the country the same tale was told.

Posters of Chinese slaves, ofthe big and little loaf (the litde one being

what the public could expect if Free Trade was ended) effectively

advertised the electoral programme of the Liberals. Venerable work-

ing men would stand on Liberal platforms and, with aff improbable

accuracy of detail, testify in quavering voices to the horrors of the

hungry ’forties, when Protection still prevailed. These tactics to-

gether with the swing of the pendulum after ten years of Unionist

rule made Liberal victory a certainty.

Glasgow was among the later cities to vote and Balfour, in no way
discouraged at his own defeat^ came and supported Bonar Law on

the eve of the poll. But nothing availed. For a moment during the

counting it was believed that he was in by 33 votes, and to quote a

local paper, ‘Tor five minutes wild jubilation reigned” in his com-

mittee room, but at eleven o’clock the bad news was announced:
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Bonar Law was out; Barnes had defeated him by 310 votes. The
figures were: G. N. Barnes, 3,284; A. Bonar Law, 2,974; A*

Provand, 2,058. Bonar Law accepted defeat philosophically enough.

He made a brief speech to his supporters regretting that Socialist

views had made such progress in the constituency, but congratulating

his victor on the way he had conducted the fight. He then retired

to console himself with his usual beverage, and it is on this occasion

that another Scottish Unionist Candidate who had just been hearing

the news of the Party’s defeats is said to have come in and exclaimed:

‘^Ma God! Milk!”

At his home in Helensburgh the news was received less philoso-

phically. His elder daughter, a keen partisan at the age of ten, cried

herself to sleep that night, and, the following day, wrapped herself

in a sack, poured ashes on her head and sat at the entrance of the

drive, to the amusement of the many callers who came to condole.

The Conservative defeat had indeed been overwhelming. From

334 in the previous House their numbers had fallen to 157, of which

109 were Chamberlainites, 32 were supporters of Balfour’s com-

promise, and II were out-and-out Free Traders. There were 401

Liberals in the new House, 29 Labour, and 83 Irish Nationalists.

The Liberals thus had a conclusive majority over any combination

of parties, and fortified by such a popular mandate were in a position

at once to begin on a large scale pro^amme of reformist legislation.

In view of this debacle it was not immediately possible to find Bonar

Law a seat, although his services were badly needed. It was not till

March 1 2th that even Balfour himselfcould get back into Parliament.

Eventually, however, in May a safe seat was found for Bonar Law
in Dulwich, where a Conservative had been victorious in the late

election by 357 votes. He had little difficulty here and on May 15th

was returned by 1,279 against the opposition of the same Liberal

candidate who had fought in the General Election.

In the interval between the two elections he went to Canada, on a

business trip. He appears to have asked Mr. Churchill, who was now
Parliamentary Secretary at the Colonial Office, for some sort of

introduction. Churchill gave it, and added

*‘Yes the wheel has swung full circle in the country and we may be at

work for sometime. I resist all temptation to say, T told you so’. Perhaps

if you had had a clear run you might have got across your fence, but the

double objective was fatal. It would be great fun to be a Tory now. I

expect you will not be out of the House for long. The wheel may swing

again as suddenly and completely as before.”
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The three years following his re-entry into the House were perhaps

the happiest period in Bonar Law’s life. The Conservative Party was,

it is true, in a parlous state, but on the other hand his own reputation

was steadily rising, and he soon established himself as an important

figure in the Party. The emptiness and lack of employment which

depressed him when he first entered the House had long disappeared.

He was a much-sought-after speaker, upon public platforms, and
during the session he assiduously attended Parliament. His time was

almost as fully engaged as if he had been in office. Moreover he had
a theme which he understood and could expound far better than

most Conservatives. He was soon regarded as one of the Party’s

leading spokesmen upon Tariff Reform.

His domestic life was placid and agreeable. In 1905 the last of

his children, his daughter Catherine, was born. He now had six, four

sons and two daughters. He liked to have them all around him, and
was quite content to spend at home the evenings that he did not

devote to politics. He went out in society as little as possible. During

these years he continued to move between Helensburgh and London,

taking a furnished house for the session - usually somewhere in the

South Kensington or Chelsea areas. From late summer to Christmas

would be spent at Helensburgh, and it was the place which his family

regarded as their real home. His holidays were invariably devoted

to tennis and golf. He would sometimes go for a week on his own
golfing with friends. His brotherJack and his brother-in-law, Douglas

McIntyre, who was also a competent chess player, were favourite

companions on those occasions. It was a contented domestic exist-

ence. Bonar Law had no money troubles, and no serious worries. He
could safely devote himself to the great game of politics which as the

years went by began to enthral him more and more.

His talents and the palpable straightforwardness of his character

soon gained him friends in the House ofCommons, although he never

became the centre of a wide circle. One of his earliest friends was

Edward Goulding, later Lord Wargrave, a genial and wealthy Irish-

man who owned Wargrave" Manor, an attractive house on the

Thames. Goulding was one of those back benchers who are never

serious aspirants for office, but who, by their hospitality, their energy

in party manoeuvres, their love of gossip, and of intrigue in the

better sense of that word, exercise an influence upon party politics

which is apt to be overlooked by the historian. He liked Bonar Law,

recognized his ability, and often invited him to stay. Of the more
prominent Conservatives Bonar Law’s chief friend was Austen
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Chamberlain. He was friendly too at an early stage with F. E. Smith
who had entered Parliament for the first time in 1906 and had at once
made his mark by one of the most briUiant maiden speeches that the

House had ever heard. Of Walter Long who was later to be a pro-

minent candidate for the leadership he saw comparatively little. The
two men represented the extreme opposite poles ofTory politics, and,

apart from an acrimonious exchange of letters early in 1907 concern-

ing a statement of Bonar Law to which Long took exception, they

had few dealings. Nor at this time does Bonar Law appear to have

been at all intimate with Carson who was subsequently one of his

closest allies.

The political scene to which Bonar Law returned at the end of

May 1906 was calculated to inspire despondency in the hearts of

most Conservatives. The triumphant Liberal majority would have

been in a position to carry all their most radical measures but for

one weapon which the Conservatives still controlled - the House of

Lords. Yet to make use of this archaic institution in order to frustrate

the will of the nation as expressed in the Lower House was a perilous

course. It might all too easily end by bringing the already discredited

Tory Party into still greater obloquy and finally in wrecking the

House of Lords itself. Nevertheless this was the pohcy upon which

the Party leaders embarked. It was, declared Balfour during the

election campaign, the duty of everyone to see that ‘^the great

Unionist Party should still control, whether in power or whether in

Opposition, the destinies of this great Empire’’. Asquith claimed to

see in this imprudent statement a threat to use the powers of the

Lords to wreck the whole legislative programme of the Liberal Party.

His claim was justified. It was precisely this policy which the Tory

peers - with the full agreement, indeed encouragement, ofthe Party’s

leaders in the Commons - now proposed to carry out.

Bonar Law was not yet a sufficiently important person to be con-

sulted on these matters of high policy. In 1906 and 1907 the most

that he could reasonably expect would have been a good chance of

appointment as President of the Board of Trade in the next Unionist

administration. He was consulted on financial and economic matters,

and his opinion given its full weight, but he had not so far strayed

outside this field. There is, however, nothing to suggest that he

differed from his leaders, or saw the perils which were involved in

the unrestricted use of the powers of the House of Lords. It is a

remarkable feature of the political climate of the time, and a striking

example of the intense partisanship which prevailed, that even the
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left wing of the Conservative Party regarded the wholesale exercise

of the Lords’ veto as a perfectly legitimate move in party tactics.

Balfour’s leadership was, indeed, much criticized in the Party for

other reasons. It was widely believed that his vacillation over tariffs

was the cause of the 1906 debacle. Leo Maxse, editor of the National

Review^ was a friend and admirer of Bonar Law. He wrote at the end

ofJanuary 1906:®

. unless the Party is prepared to realise the impossibility of recover-

ing the confidence of the country under the present regime we may
remain in opposition for half a generation. Your absence from the new
House is most serious, but I trust an opportunity may soon present itself

of your getting back.”

On April 24th H. O. Arnold-Foster, the former Unionist War
Secretary, referring to Balfour in a letter to Bonar Law saidJ

'‘Indeed his intelligent mind and his excellent dialectic are of immense
value in the House. But somehow he does not inspire - not me at any rate

- and his leadership is simply the public expression of his family affections

and personal preferences.”

This last comment was a hit at the remarkable number of Balfour’s

cousins and relatives in the late Cabinet which had at one time been

described as the Hotel Cecil. Bonar Law’s reply to these letters has

not survived, but, from all that we know of his later conduct, and his

opinion ofBalfour, it is very unlikely that he endorsed these criticisms.

He remained throughout a loyal supporter of Balfour, and although

his real hero was Joseph Chamberlain, his allegiance to the Party’s

official leader never faltered. There was, indeed, no question of

divided loyalties. Chamberlain did not intend to challenge Balfour’s

leadership. Whether in the long run events would have obliged him
to do so, it is impossible to say. For the day after the celebration of

his seventieth birthday onJuly 8th, 1906, Chamberlain was suddenly

struck down by a paralytic stroke. His poweis of speech and move-
ment were permanently impaired, and, although at first it was hoped

that he might recover, after a few months it became clear that he

could never again return to public life. His mind was perfectly clear,

and for eight years he lingered on, the pathetic ghost of his former

self, an impotent spectator ofthe political stage which he had so often

dominated in the past.

This unexpected calamity had two important consequences. First,

there could now be no question of Balfour’s replacement. An alterna-

tive leader did not exist, and, despite grumbles and complaints, it
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was certain that Balfour would remain at the head of the Party for

the time being. Secondly^ Bonar Law’s own position was at once

affected. The disappearance ofJoseph Chamberlain threw the prin-

cipal burden of advocating Tariff Reform upon his son Austen and
upon Bonar Law. Moreover it soon became clear that in some
respects Bonar Law was the abler advocate of the two. His vigour

and punch as a platform orator was very reminiscent of his hero and,

as time went one, he effectively established a claim to be, if not the

heir, at least one of the most prominent coheirs, of the great 'Joe”.

Throughout 1907 and 1908 he was tirelessly active in speaking on
fiscal reform at political meetings all over the country. At the same
time he strengthened and consolidated his already high reputation

as a most formidable Parliamentary debater.

Bonar Law did not confine his utterances exclusively to Tariff

Reform. The session of 1908 was largely taken up with a Liberal

licensing Bill which aroused much party feeling. Bonar Law in a

speech made an unflattering reference to the malevolence of the

Liberals towards the Liquor Trade, and credited Mr. Churchill with

some remarks which seemed to confirm that malevolence. Churchill

protested. Bonar Law replied,®

“Dear Churchill,

“The report which you enclose is a condensed one. ... So far as I can
now remember what I said was, ^The true spirit in which this Bill is being

pressed on by the Government was shown incidentally by Mr. Churchill

the other day in Wales when he said the Tory party were dependent on the

Trade while the Government was independent The Government are

independent and they can be trusted to give no mercy to the publicans

who are their political enemies.’

“I may add that in my opinion the sentences you quoted in your letter

are an admirable summary of the attitude of the Government towards

one section of the Trade that supplies the public with alcohol. Since the

debate in the H. of C., however, on the question of including off-licences

in the Bill there is room for improvement in such a summary which should

now read: ‘Death to the publicans, they are all Tories; bless the licensed

grocers, they are mostly Liberals.’

“Yours very truly,

A. Bonar Law.”

Not unnaturally this reply dissatisfied Churchill. He wrote

“.
. . But the words which you now tell me you employed and which

purport to be a paraphrase if not an actual quotation are only separated

by a small degree ofinaccuracy and misrepresentation from the inaccuracy

and misrepresentation of the condensed report. ... I presume you will

have no objection to the publication of this correspondence.”
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Bonar Law replied that he had no objection, but unfortunately at

this stage some of the early letters in Churchill’s possession were
accidentally burned, and so the matter had to lapse. There is a

certain acerbity in these letters which suggests that the two men did

not get on particularly well. As we shall see it was one of the first

episodes in a series of clashes. There was something about Churchill’s

flamboyance and panache which aroused a profound mistrust in

Bonar Law. It was not merely the fact that Churchill had gone over

to the other side, nor was it in any way a matter of Tory feeling

against Liberal. The two men were to be involved in many issues

which cut clean across ordinary party lines. Yet in almost every one

of those issues Bonar Law is to be found on the opposite side to

Churchill. They had numerous friends in common; they frequently

met socially; Churchill did all he could to bridge the gap. But Bonar
Law remained obdurate. He admired Churchill’s great talents but

he did not trust him, and he did not like him.

By the end of 1908 Bonar Law had definitely established himself

as one of the most effective members of the Conservative Opposition.

A letter from Goulding dated January 9th, 1909, is of some interest

in this respect:^

. Don’t you think that you should take the chairmanship of the

National Union (of Conservative and Constitutional Associations) this

year. ... I think that it would strengthen your rapidly growing power in

the country as second man to A.J.B.

^Tet me know what you decide and I’ll talk to Ridley and put the matter

in motion. ...”

Allowance must of course be made for Goulding’s personal friend-

ship for Bonar Law. It was no doubt an exaggeration to suggest that

Bonar Law was already second in the Party to Balfour. Even two

and a half years later when Balfour retired, Bonar Law was not in

that position. But it is significant that such a statement could be

made at all at this time, and the fact is part refutation of those who
have seen in his election to the Leadership, the appearance of a dark

horse, and the victory of a complete outsider.

Early in 1909 Bonar Law decided that the time had come to take

a permanent house in London. The fatigue of moving from Helens-

burgh every year and finding a furnished house for the session was

beginning to be too much for Mrs. Law. Moreover he was now so

fully occupied with politics, even in opposition, that a permanent

residence in London had almost become a necessity. Accordingly he

sold ‘‘Kintillo” and bought for £^^500 the lease of Pembroke Lodge,
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a biggish house just off Edwardes Square in South Kensington. By
London standards the house had a large garden and so was suitable

for the children. Mrs. Law was busily engaged on redecorating and
furnishing the house during the summer so that it would be fully

prepared for occupation by the time the children had gone back to

school after the end of the summer holidays.



CHAPTER III

THE CONSTITUTIONAL CRISIS

1909-1911

The Session of igog - The Lords reject the Budget - Illness and death of Mrs, Law
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Privy Councillor - The Lords and the Parliament Act - Hedgers and Ditchers -

Bonar Law^s letter to The Times

T
he session of 1909 was the prelude to one of the most bitter

political battles of the twentieth century. The Liberals after

three years of rule with an unprecedented majority behind

them had accomplished very little. Bill after Bill passed the House
of Commons only to be rejected or amended out of recognition in

the House of Lords. Moreover these tactics, however partisan, were

remarkably successful. Campbell-Bannerman might move resolutions

asserting the supremacy of the Lower House and carry them by an
immense majority, but the country remained placid and unmoved
by the alleged iniquities of the peers. By-elections throughout 1908

went adversely for the Government, culminating with the defeat at

North-West Manchester of Winston Churchill who was seeking re-

election on being appointed President of the Board of Trade.^

The Liberals were therefore confronted with somethiiig of an im-

passe. They were pledged to far-reaching measures of social reform

and their supporters were becoming more and more restive. Yet

every important Bill was blocked by the House of Lords. Unless this

situation could somehow be changed, the Liberal Party would lose

its appeal to radical sentiment, and Labour would gain much of the

support which the working classes had hitherto accorded to the

Liberals. In 1908 an important change had occurred in the Cabinet:

Campbell-Bannerman resigned, and died shortly afterwards; Asquith

replaced him as Prime Minister, and the leading member of the

^ He found a safe seat at Dundee almost immediately.

58
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Party’s left wing, David Lloyd George, replaced Asquith in the key
position of Chancellor of the Exchequer. It had become clear by
now that the only method left open to the Government was to bring

forward a really radical Budget. Drastic taxation was necessary, in

any case, to meet the increased cost of old-age pensions and naval

rearmament. If the necessary money to meet social services could be
raised by such imposts as death duties, super tax, and a tax on the

unearned increment on land, the Budget would accomplish two
valuable services: first it would rally the radical sentiment of the

nation to the Liberal banner; secondly it would cut the ground from
under the feet of the Tariff Reformers who had long been declaring

that the necessary money could only be raised by a revenue tariff.

There was a further important consideration: although the Lords

had an undoubted right to amend or reject ordinary Bills their status

with regard to a Money Bill was different; ever since the seventeenth

century a binding convention of the constitution prohibited them
from amending such Bills. They could, in theory, reject a Money Bill

outright, but they could not modify it. Despite subsequent claims it

is doubtful whether Lloyd George framed the ‘'People’s Budget”
with the dehberate purpose ofinducing the Lords to commit political

suicide by rejecting it. There is certainly no evidence that he had
this intention, and it seems unlikely that he or any other Liberal

minister seriously expected that the Upper House would act so

foolishly. It is more likely that Lloyd George regarded the Budget
as a genuine method of by-passing the Lords’ veto, and that, though

he was delighted when the Unionist leaders finally took their fatal

decision, he did not originally expect that outcome.

The session of 1909 was one of the longest and most exhausting

that the House of Commons has ever known.^ The Conservatives

fought every clause of the Budget with implacable determination.

There was no" summer recess, and the battle continued long into the

autumn. Bonar Law took the orthodox party line. He maintained

that the Budget was a confiscatory measure actuated by class hatred

and spite and that it was the thin end of the Socialist wedge. Like

all keen Tariff Reformers he was particularly irritated because Lloyd

George seemed to have discovered a means of raising money, that

was compatible with the retention of Free Trade. He was one of the

most active of the Budget’s critics. At length, after no less than

^ There were 895 divisions, of which 554 were on the Budget. In the session of 1 946-7,
reckoned to be a busy one, there were only 383 divisions altogether. Roy Jenkins, Mr,
Balfour''s Foodie, p 53.
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seventy Parliamentary days, the Finance Bill was carried in the

House of Commons on November 4th, whence it went to have its

final fate determined in the House of Lords. Before this day, however,

private tragedy had temporarily removed Bonar Law from the

political scene.

Mrs. Law had for sometime been feeling unwell. When the sum-
mer holidays came she took a house at Monckton, a small place on
the Ayrshire coast. All the children were there and, whenever he

could snatch some time off politics, Bonar Law came down and
played golf with his usual energy - two rounds a day, followed by
bridge or chess in the evening. Mrs. Law was not as high spirited as

she normally was on these occasions, and - unusually for her - rested

every afternoon. However she said little about her illness and made
no complaint for she was anxious to get the children back to school

before consulting a doctor.

As soon as the holidays were over she saw a specialist in Glasgow

who sent her to Leeds to see the eminent surgeon Mr. (later Lord)

Moynihan. He advised an operation on the gall bladder, and,

accordingly, arrangements were made for her to enter a nursing

home in Leeds at the end of October. While these consultations were

in process Bonar Law and his wife stayed at Harrogate. One day

when they were together Mrs. Law suddenly came across a photo-

grapher, and had herselftaken, telling her husband that ''some of the

children” had asked her for a new photograph. Rightly or wrongly

Bonar Law always looked back to that day as the moment when his

wife realized that she might not survive the operation, but this may
have been a mere fancy. The operation took place at the end of

October and appeared successful, but three days later on Sunday,

October 31st, Mrs. Law collapsed and died.

The funeral took place at Helensburgh; the service was at "Fernie-

gair”, and the burial at the cemetery two miles away up the hill on

the outskirts of the town. So great was the crowd of mourners that

the last carriages were only leaving the house when the first arrived

at the cemetery. According to the Scottish custom Bonar Law and
his sons (except for his youngest who was only a child) each held a

cord as the coffin was lowered into the grave. The scene with the

black-coated mourners all around, and the bright autumn sunlight

glinting on the distant waters of the Clyde, must have remained

indelibly printed upon his memory as it is upon the memory of his

children.

To Bonar Law the loss was a blow from which, in one sense, he
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never recovered. It was a terrible shock, all the more terrible for

being so sudden. He depended very much upon the unobtrusive but
cheerful and happy domestic background which his wife supplied.

As is often the case with men engrossed in a career of business or

politics he had perhaps come to take this background too much for

granted, and now that it had vanished for ever he was morbidly
stricken by grief, and by a certain remorse. Moreover Bonar Law
cotdd never bring himself to accept death. Most men, however great

their sorrow, come in the course of time to recognize the fact of
death as a part of the common lot of humanity - something which,
however tragic, is inevitable and must be faced. Bonar Law was
unable to do this, not through want of courage, for he was a brave
man, but through some curious streak in his temperament which
compelled him all his life to dwell with an almost pathological

despondency upon the loss of those who were dear to him. Nor had
he any consolation from religion. The sombre faith in which he had
been brought up did, indeed, leave a lasting impression upon his

behaviour and his way of thought, but its actual content meant
nothing to him. He did not believe in a hfe after death, and could

not bring himself to do so merely because he had suffered such a

grievous loss. Lacking both the cheerfulness of the pagan and the

consolations of the puritan, he was a prey to a gloomy despair which
threatened for a time to paralyse his whole existence.

A flood ofcondolatory letters poured in from every quarter. Among
the most notable was one from Austen Chamberlain.

“I keep on thinking and thinking of you and wishing that I could help
you. If deepest heartfelt sympathy could lessen grief you are assured of
ours ... I hope you may find some little comfort in the sympathy of
friends and in the knowledge and regard which your wife inspired even in

those who knew her so slightly as we did. For we could see all that she was
to you and you to her and how beautifully your lives were knit together. . .

.

‘‘Time does heal our wounds - even in spite of ourselves - time and
work. And when you are able to think about these things again you will

find that there is much and great work for you to do. Your friends have
need ofyou. You can help our cause as none of us can. You bring peculiar

qualities and a special knowledge to the work and we shall claim your
help again when the time comes, knowing indeed how hard and irksome
it will be to you to resume it without her help but knowing also that it is a
duty from which you must not and will not shrink, and hoping that - hard
as that duty is - it may yet help you to bear the heavier burden of your
private grief by occupying a part of your thoughts with public cares.”

Bonar Law followed this advice. To abandon politics, as he perhaps
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recognized himself, would have been folly at a time like this, for it

was the only thing that could occupy his mind and prevent him from
becoming obsessed with his private tragedy. Moreover any inclina-

tion that he felt to give up public life was counteracted by an even

more potent force than Austen Chamberlain. At Bonar Law’s urgent

request his sister, Mary, came to live with him and join his household

at Pembroke Lodge. She was a woman of strong character. Tall,

with dark hair and flashing blue eyes, she stood forth at once as a

person who could not be forgotten or ignored. She was only thirteen

months younger than her brother, was deeply devoted to him, and
had an unbounded faith in his talents. She was highly intelligent and
had a clear, if somewhat cynical, understanding of the intricacies of

politics and the motives of politicians. Bonar Law discussed with her

nearly all his problems, and, by influence rather than direct advice,

she was able to affect many of his most important decisions. During

the twelve years of Bonar Law’s supremacy in the Tory Party she

was perhaps the person upon whom he depended most for counsel

and encouragement. Her influence upon him was profound, and no

account of his life would be complete without some reference to it,

though by the nature ofthings no written evidence of it has survived.

Fond though she was of her brother it was something of a sacrifice

to join him, for she was not and, never pretended to be, fond of chil-

dren. At first her nephews and nieces were a little frightened of her,

but they soon came to regard her with deep affection. On social

matters she made strict terms with her brother. She would be at

home when he brought back friends to luncheon or dinner, but she

refused to go out with him to parties and social engagements, and
allowed it to be known that she did not expect to be asked. This

arrangement suited Bonar Law. After his wife’s death he was even

more reluctant than before to accept social engagements, and it was

much easier to refuse if no lady was involved.

It was perhaps fortunate for Bonar Law that in the winter of

1909-10 the political world provided ample distraction for anyone

who wished to forget private sorrow by plunging into public affairs.

A political and constitutional crisis of the first magnitude impended.

At the end of November the Lords rejected the Budget - an action

without precedent in British history. This meant an immediate dis-

solution and a General Election fought on the question of “the Peers

against the People”. Writs were issued onJanuary loth, and polling,

spread over a fortnight, began on January 15th, 1910. The result

disappointed the hopes of the more optimistic Unionists. The action
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of the House of Lords did not completely reverse, but it greatly modi-

fied, the anti-Government trend of the by-elections. The Unionists

recovered a good deal of ground, especially in the south of England,

and made a net gain of 116 seats, giving them a total of 273, The
Liberals declined from 401 to 275. But their effective majority was
much greater than this figure suggests, since there were 40 Labour
M.P.s who normally voted against the Unionists and 82 Irish

Nationalists who would support the Government on certain con-

ditions. Asquith thus had a majority of 124 but he was in a far less

secure position that he had been before the Election. He had to

manage the Irish Nationahsts, and his enemies were not slow to

point out that Redmond rather than Asquith held the real balance

of power in the country. From now onwards it was the normal Con-

servative Party fine to declare that the Government’s actions were

wholly dominated by an immoral bargain with Redmond, whereby

the latter contrary to his true convictions agreed to support the

Budget in return for a promise by Asquith to destroy the veto of the

House of Lords and to carry Home Rule. This belief was sincerely

held, and it goes far to explain the extraordinary bitterness which

soon began to mark party politics.

Bonar Law personally had no difficulty m his own constituency at

Dulwich. He concentrated as much as he could on Tariff Reform,

which was a more congenial and also a safer topic than the rights

ofthe House of Lords. He doubled his previous majority and defeated

his Liberal opponent by 2,418 votes.

From the first the new Parliament was dominated by the constitu-

tional question. The Lords, after the verdict ofthe election, no longer

contested the Budget, and passed it without a division, but the

Liberals naturally had no intention of letting the matter rest at that.

Asquith promptly announced the Government’s intention of modify-

ing the veto power of the House of Lords, and early made it clear

that he intended to deal with this question independently of any

question of reforming the composition of the Upper House. On
March 21st he put on the paper of the House of Commons a series of

resolutions, depriving the Lords of any veto over Money Bills, giving

them a suspensory veto of two years over other Bills, and reducing

the duration of Parliament from seven to five years.

It is not the task of the biographer of Bonar Law to describe in

any detail the complicated manoeuvres which finally resulted in the

passing of the Parliament Act some sixteen months later. Bonar

Law took a vigorous part in these debates but he was not one of the
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principal actors, and a history of that turbulent Parliamentary battle

would have no reason to single out his name from among many
others.

The course of events must, however, be briefly outlined- By the

middle of April a Bill based on Asquith’s resolutions had been

drafted and sent to the King. Then on May 6th an unexpected

complication arose. King Edward VII died suddenly. His successor

had little or no experience of public affairs, and it was natural that

the leaders of both parties should try to spare him an immediate

constitutional crisis, and seek an agreed compromise. Accordingly

on June 1 7th a constitutional conference met, consisting of Asquith,

Lloyd George, Birrell and Lord Crewe from the Liberals, and Bal-

four, Austen Chamberlain, Lord Lansdowne and Lord Cawdor from

the Unionists. For the next six months the crisis was transferred from

the limelight of Parliament to the secrecy of the conference room.

Agreement seemed near at times, but it broke down on a crucial

point. The Conservatives wished to put certain measures of an

‘‘organic” or constitutional nature into a different category from

other Bills and make them the subject of a referendum, if they had
been twice rejected by the House of Lords. What the Unionists had

in mind was of course an Irish Home Rule Bill. But on this the

Liberals, with their dependence on the Irish vote, could not com-

promise.

On November loth the conference came to an end. The King had

made it clear that, like his predecessor, he would insist on another

General Election in order to determine finally the verdict of the

nation upon the powers of the House of Lords. He agreed that in the

event of the Government receiving a majority he would, if necessary,

use his prerogative to create enough peers to carry the Parliament

Bill. But no public announcement of this promise was to be made
until the occasion for implementing it actually arose. The^issolution

was fixed for November 28th.

Meanwhile an important event had occurred which was to affect

profoundly both Bonar Law’s private and public life. Two years

earlier he had made the acquaintance of a young Canadian financier

by the name of Max Aitken^ who had, like himself, been born in a

manse in New Brunswick. In 1908 Aitken was in London and, wash-

ing to place some bonds, decided to try Bonar Law on the strength

of the connexion between William Jacks and the Nova Scotia Coal

& Steel Company. The meeting was not a success. Bonar Law was

^ William Maxwell Aitken, 1878—, created Lord Beaverbrook, 1916.
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bored by his visitor and bought some bonds only in order to get rid

of him. Aitken, who at that time had a theory about the relationship

of ability with the shape of a man’s head, decided that Bonar Law’s
head was the wrong shape and that he would get nowhere.

In September 1910 Aitken returned to England with the intention

of settling down there and entering pohtics as a protagonist of im-
perial unity and Tariff Reform. In the previous two years he had
emerged the victor of a fierce financial struggle in Canada. He was
now, at scarcely over thirty, a millionaire and, to quote his own
words, ''was determined never to put these grave matters to the test

again”. On the strength of his former acquaintance he called on
Bonar Law. This time their meeting was much more successful.

Aitken’ s colourful conversation amused Bonar Law. He invited him
to stay to lunch.

‘'The food”, writes Lord Beaverbrook,a "was not very good, and I

noticed with a little annoyance that I was given one glass of whisky and
water, whereas my host helped himself twice to what appeared to be a
special whisky out of his own bottle. This keeping of a special tap in one’s

own house is a thing I have a prejudice against.

"It was a week after that when I found out that he was a teetotaller and
his 'special whisky’ was a bottle of lime juice. I had remorse for my lack of

charity. Henceforward I saw more of him and it was plain that my con-

versation amused him.

"Next, to my surprise I found him dining with me. But perhaps his

surprise was greater than mine for he never dined with anyone if he could

help it.”

To Bonar Law, lonely and prone to despondency, still broken by

his tragic loss ofbarely a year before. Max Aitken came as a welcome

breath of fresh air. Here was someone who had not been concerned

in any way with his past life, someone young, amusing, witty, often

outrageous, but above all full of vitahty and energy. Moreover, no

one can entirely resist flattery and even Bonar Law was not indifferent

to what was palpably a genuine hero worship. He began to enjoy

the visits of his new friend, and soon saw more of him than he did

of anyone else. This development did not inspire unmixed approval

from his own circle. Miss Mary Law observed suddenly one day with

her usual directness:^ "I don’t care about the growing influence of

Max Aitken here.” Bonar Law, who was lying on a sofa reading

a book, paused, slowly took off his glasses, and quietly said, "Do
let me like him.” Miss Law resolved that she would never again try

to interfere with her brother’s friendships, and from then onwards

made a point ofwelcoming his new acquaintance whenever he came
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to the house. Perhaps she thought that it would be wiser to ally her-

self than quarrel with him. As time went on she too became a close

friend ofMax Aitken. When she died in 1929 she bequeathed to him
a legacy of ;^^3>6oo and her house in London.

The forthcoming General Election resulted in an important change

for Bonar Law. Lord Derby and a number of others decided that it

would be a good thing to put forward one of the principal Tarijff

Reformers as a candidate in the traditionally Free Trade area of

Lancashire. Bonar Law was selected for this role and he readily

agreed to take the risk of abandoning his own safe seat at Dulwich.

He was at first offered Ashton-under-Lyne, but in the end the choice

fell on North-West Manchester which was a truly marginal seat. In

1906 Winston Churchill won it for the Liberals. In 1908 he lost it to

Joynson-Hicks at a by-election. In January 1910 Joynson-Hicks was
beaten in his turn, and the sitting Member was now a Liberal again.

A Unionist victory here would be a great triumph, and since Man-
chester was one of the first cities to poll it might set the tone for the

whole election.

Balfour was at first uneasy about the proposal. He wrote privately

to Lord Derby who exercised the patronage of the Conservative

Party in Lancashire in a manner reminiscent of a great territorial

magnate of the eighteenth century, and whose approval was regarded

as an essential preliminary to any Conservative manoeuvres in that

county. He observed that Bonar Law might be a member of the next

Conservative Cabinet, and that his loss would be a very serious

matter if he (Balfour) had to form a Government. Derby assured

Balfour that in the event ofBonar Law’s defeat he would at once find

him a safe seat in Lancashire. If necessary his own brother, Arthur

Stanley, would vacate Ormskirk. Thus reassured Balfour wrote to

Bonar Law on October 15^:*^

“I have been requested by Derby and others to ask yorTwhether you
would consent to stand for N.W. Manchester. They are of opinion that

unless a man of light and leading’ like yourself fights our battle in Lan-
cashire we shall not be able to make a sufficient impression upon the mass
of seats which now return Radical members in a part of the country where
Unionism was once so strong.

‘‘I replied to these requests in the first instance by saying that I was very
reluctant to see you leave a seat which had always shown such splendid

loyalty to the Unionist Party, If by any chance you fail in Manchester our
Front Bench would be most seriously weakened in the House of Commons
and highly as I estimate the services you could render as a candidate they

can hardly equal those which you render as a Parliamentary debater. The
electioneering authorities have, however, now convinced me that there
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would be no difficulty in finding you a seat, should things go against you
in your new constituency, and, this being so, I no longer hesitate to lay the

matter before you. . . .

this I am sure, that if you accept Derby’s invitation you will both
deserve and earn the gratitude of the whole Party.”

Bonar Law resolved to go ahead and fight the Unionist battle at

North-West Manchester. Meanwhile there was still the question of

Ashton-under-Lyne, where the local Conservatives were anxious to

persuade him to stand. He could not now do this, but before their

deputation arrived to see him he thought of an answer to their

problem. Accordingly he wrote on November 14th to the chairman

of the local Conservative Association:^

. As regards your constituency, ifyou want an outside man, there is

a young friend of mine who, I think, would make a very good candidate.

He is a young Canadian, not much over 30, who without any outside help

has made a large fortune; he is a keen imperialist and for that reason

wants to stand for Parliament. He has not had any political experience,

but he has a distinct personality and, I believe, would be attractive in any

constituency.

‘‘Of course I always think that a good local man is to be preferred but

ifyou have to go outside, it might be worthwhile to think ofmy friend, and,

if there is a chance of your Committee favourably considering him, you

might communicate with me.”

The members of the deputation were introduced by Bonar Law
to Aitken who promptly invited them to lunch. It was an instant

success, and by the time the meal was over he had been selected as

Conservative candidate for Ashton-under-Lyne.

The election in Lancashire was fought with much vigour. At an

early stage Bonar Law was engaged in a clash with Churchill who

came down to speak for the Liberal candidate. Bonar Law challenged

him to fight in person for his old constituency, with a gentleman’s

agreement"4hat whichever one of them lost should remain out of the

House for the whole of the next Parliament. Fortunately for Bonar

Law this challenge was not accepted. On one occasion they met in

the evening at one of Manchester’s principal hotels. Churchill was

about to address a Liberal meeting. 'T suppose”, said Bonar Law,®

“I had better speak to you tonight, because I imagine after I’ve read

your speech tomorrow we shan’t be on speaking terms.”

Eventually, despite a strenuous campaign, Bonar Law was defeated

by 445 votes. The figures were: Sir George Kemp, 5,559; Bonar Law,

5,114. It was a great disappointment, and Bonar Law felt it keenly

though he did not show it. To C. P. Scott, the editor of the Liberal
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Manchester Guardian^ who observed a trifle sententiously, ‘‘You may
have lost our votes but you have won our respect”, Bonar Law
merely replied that he would have preferred the votes. In fact his

struggle had been by no means without effect. The Unionists won
nine seats from the Liberals in Lancashire as compared with the

previous Election and only lost one. F. E. Smith, who was also a

Lancashire Member, wrote

“I think your great fight considerably increased your already high
prestige in the Party. You didn’t win in your own constituency but you
damned nearly won all Manchester, which would have been stupendous.”

One of the Unionist victors in Lancashire was Max Aitken who
conducted a highly unorthodox campaign in which he scarcely men-
tioned the stock Tory topics of Home Rule, the Welsh Church, and
the House of Lords, but concentrated exclusively on Tariff Reform
and Imperial Unity.

In the Election as a whole the situation of the parties was almost

unchanged. The Unionists fell by one, the Liberals by three. These

losses were counter-balanced by two gains to Labour and two to the

Irish Nationalists. A surprisingly large number of seats actually

changed hands - altogether fifty-six - but as far as the House ofCom-
mons was concerned the Election made practically no difference.

It was clear now to all except fanatical partisans that the Liberals

had won the game and that the powers of the House of Lords must

inevitably be clipped by the next Parliament.

Bonar Law was not out of the House for long. Within six weeks of

the new Parliament’s assembling a vacancy was created at Bootle,

the sitting Conservative Member, Colonel Sandys, retiring through

ill health. Bonar Law received the Conservative nomination and
defeated his Liberal opponent by over 2,000 votes, doubling his pre-

decessor’s majority.^ During the interval before he returned he seems

to have been curiously reluctant to go near the House of Commons.
It was almost as if he were ashamed of his defeat. At all events he

declined to go into the precincts of the House and preferred to stay

at home and hear political news and gossip from his friends, until he

could enter again as of right.

On June 22nd, igii, the Coronation of George V took place and
this led to a temporary lull in party feeling. It is a tradition for some

all-party honours to be given on this occasion, and Bonar Law’s high

position in the political world was recognized by the award of a Privy

^ The figiires were: Bonar Law 9,976, Max Muspratt 7,782.



70 THE CONSTITUTIONAL CRISIS [iQU]

were anxious to draw Lord Halsbury, who was eighty-eight, in

triumph from the Strand to his home in Kensington and only desisted

for fear of the effect upon his health. The feeling between the two
factions of the Unionist Party was almost as intense as the feeling

between Unionists and Liberals.

Bonar Law regarded the actions of the Die-hards as foolish and on

July 26th wrote a letter to The Times in support of Balfour and
Lansdowne. Among other observations he said:

‘T am certain that six months hence if Lord Lansdowne had allowed
the House of Lords to be swamped and the Government to be carrying in

a single session Bills to establish Home Rule, to disestablish the Church in

Wales, and to gerrymander the constituencies, then the Unionists in this

country would not be praising the courage but would be cursing the folly

of their leaders.’*

He then considered what powers a Tory dominated House of

Lords would still have. There was the two years’ delay which might

have some value. '‘Time, therefore, though it may not be worth

much is worth something.” There was an even more important

consideration. The House of Lords, despite the cutting down of its

powers, might still be able to force a General Election, and Bonar

Law ended:

“They can delay for instance the Expiring Laws Continuance Bill or

the Army Annual Bill, and such action on their part would undoubtedly
make the continuance of the Government impossible and compel an
election. ... It might or might not be wise to use this power, but if I am
right in thinking that the House of Lords, would have the means of
compelling an election before Home Rule became law that surely is not a
power which ought to be lightly abandoned.”

In view of the feuds which were now raging in the Tory Party this

letter is a significant declaration. It put Bonar Law definitely on the

side of the Hedgers and in support of the Party’s official policy. He
had shown his loyalty to Balfour and Lansdowne and haff definitely

declared himself against Chamberlain, Carson, F. E. Smith and the

Cecils on this issue.

In the event the policy of the Hedgers prevailed. After scenes of

intense bitterness, and after one of the most exciting debates ever

held in the sedate precincts of the House of Lords the Parliament

Act was carried on August nth by 13 1 votes to 114. The constitu-

tional crisis had ended but its repercussions were to echo long after-

wards, not only in the affairs of the nation but in the counsels of the

Tory Party, with important and unexpected consequences for Bonar
Law’s own career.
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THE LEADERSHIP
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the Party

I

T
he events described in the last chapter caused profound dis-

satisfaction in the Conservative ranks. The Party had lost two

General Elections in quick succession, had been utterly defeated

over the Parliament Act, and was now confronted with another long

period of fruitless opposition. As is usual in such circumstances the

malcontents directed their attacks first and foremost upon the party

leadership. Ever since the death of Disraeli in 1881 the Conservative

Party had been governed by the House of Cecil, first in the person

of the great Lord Salisbury, then of his nephew Arthur Balfour, but

by the summer of 19 ii it became clear that what J. L. Garvin once

called “\he Byzantine theory of Unionist leadership - the theory of

speechless loyalty to an hereditary succession’’ was about to be

seriously challenged.

Balfour’s handling of the Parliament Act crisis - although today it

seems that he pursued the only sensible course - provoked furious

dissension in the Party. The activities of the Die-hards headed by

Lord Halsbury have already been described. Moreover, among the

followers of that venerable but by no means decrepit peer were

several members of Balfour’s own family. The House of Cecil was

divided against itself. Lord Robert and Lord Hugh Cecil, Balfour’s

own first cousins, were among his severest critics. There was a

vigorous agitation in the Conservative press, headed by Leo Maxse

of the National Review who devised the celebrated slogan B.M.G. -

71
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“Balfour Must Go”. It is not surprising that Balfour’s thoughts

turned towards resignation and in September and October rumours

began circulating to that effect.

The problem of the succession at once became a subject for intense

speculation and assiduous intrigue. The two obvious rivals for the

post were Austen Chamberlain and Walter Long. Since these two

men^ in various ways, played so large a part in Bonar Law’s political

life, a few words about the politics and character of each may be

appropriate here.

Austen Chamberlain represented the Liberal Unionist wing of the

Conservative Party. In general he was believed to stand for the more
progressive and enlightened elements upon the opposition side of the

House. He was the heir to all his father’s doctrines. He preached the

pure gospel of Tariff Reform and Imperial Preference in its most

uncompromising form. He was also ~ surprisingly enough ~ a keen

Die-hard on the question of the House of Lords. Together with Car-

son, Wyndham and F. E. Smith he was one ofthe foremost supporters

of Lord Halsbury. Here too, however, he was following his father’s

views. For by a strange irony of fate Joseph Chamberlain, who had

once described the Peerage in bitter terms as “the class that toils not,

neither does it spin”, had become in his old age a violent opponent

of the Parliament Act, and from his sick bed at Highbury fulminated

against the very measures which, thirty years earlier, he would have

ardently supported.

But, although Austen Chamberlain was heir to his father’s beliefs,

he inherited a very different character. Joseph Chamberlain, who at

times almost resembled Achitophel in Dryden’s satire - “resolved to

ruin or to rule the State” - was a man of vast ambition, iron will,

and ruthless energy. But Austen Chamberlain, for all his talents, was
only a thin echo of his formidable father, a mere shadow of that

extraordinary figure who, rising from obscurity, had become the

most famous, the most hated, the most admired, personality in

English politics, and who in the course of his stormy career had
smashed in turn both the great political parties of the country.

Austen Chamberlain was altogether kinder than his father, more
likeable, more honourable, more high minded - and less effective.

The truth was that, although an able speaker and a good Parlia-

mentarian, he lacked that ultimate hardness without which men
seldom reach supreme political power. It was singularly easy to

deflect him from his chosen path by the merest hint that he might
be thought to aim at personal advancement. As a result at many
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critical moments of his life he missed the supreme chance; and the

words which are said to have been applied to him by Sir Winston

Churchill might serve as his epitaph: ‘*He always played the game
and he always lost it’’.

The other claimant to the succession was Walter Long. He had
been Chief Secretary for Ireland in Balfour’s Cabinet, a position

inferior to that of Austen Chamberlain who had been Chancellor of

the Exchequer; but Long was ten years older than Chamberlain and
in every other respect senior in the Party hierarchy, A country

gentleman of an ancient lineage, upon which he was wont to dwell

at some length if encouraged, Walter Long represented the best

tradition of what Lord Salisbury once described as ‘“^pure Squire

conservatism”. He was a lukewarm supporter of Tariff Reform,

regarding it as an affair of Birmingham business men, nor had he

the sort of mind which readily understood economic and financial

arguments. Moreover he differed from Austen Chamberlain on the

course to be followed over the Parliament Act, and he had warmly

repudiated some of the actions of the Die-hards. Indeed the political

position of the two rivals was somewhat paradoxical. Long, the

representative of the old rural England, was an opponent of the food

taxes, which might have been supposed to protect agriculture, and

was hostile to the Die-hards. Chamberlain, the representative of the

traditionally Free Trade business interest, was an ardent Tariff

Reformer and a passionate supporter of the privileges of the House

of Lords.

Walter Long was neither an intelligent nor a quick-witted man.

He was hot tempered and inclined to be impulsive. He was an

indifferent and discursive debater. Balfour observed of him,^ ‘"^The

compliments which he pays to his opponents are the only features

of his speeches I ever recall”. But, despite these defects, he had a

substantial bloc of supporters in the Party. He was universally

respected for his character, if not for his intellect. The old county

families, although their influence had declined with the long decline

of agriculture since the ’seventies, were still powerful on the Con-

sei’vative back benches, and Walter Long seemed the ideal repre-

sentative of that class which had for so many years been the back-

bone of the Tory Party.

2

Such were the political opinions and the personal characters ofthe

two principal rivals for the succession. What was the position of
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Bonar Law? It must be admitted that his chances of becoming leader

cannot have seemed good. He had been a Member of Parliament

for only eleven years, and, although his abilities as a debater were
generally respected and he had recently been made a Privy Coun-
cillor, he had never held Cabinet rank, or any position approaching

it. Moreover, he altogether lacked the subtle social influences which,

spreading from Hatfield, Chatsworth, Bowood, Londonderry House,

could make or mar the fortunes of political aspirants in those days.

Nor did he have behind him, like Austen Chamberlain, the prestige

of a great name and the well-disciplined support of a powerful

political machine.

Nevertheless in the early part of October his name was already

beginning to be mentioned as a possible leader. The following letter

from Aitken, undated but evidently written about the middle of

October igii, shows the position.^

On Board the

Cunard R.M.S. Lusitania,

‘‘My dear Bonar,

“I hope you like your own name in my handwriting - if not I will call

you A.B. . . . Goulding and I have had a row, first night on board, and
none since. He hasn’t bored me a bit. I can’t answer vice versa. Our
quarrel was over politics. He is a canvassing agent for Austen - or was. I

told him Smith^ had no chance at all and he agreed. I then said you had
some chance even if only an off chance He agreed. Then I charged him
with disloyalty and further urged that, if Garvin and Smith now came
out or came out at the critical moment for you, that you would win. He
straightway wrote to Garvin posted his letter at Queenstown and since

has talked of no other thing.

“I have stated that you told me you would take the leadership if the

chance offered. That your present line of conduct was your best plan for

winning, etc. He urged you promised Austen you wouldn’t contest first

place with him. I ridiculed this statement, if made, having any effect on
your friends, using the obvious arguments. ^

‘T don’t know what influence Paddy ^ had with Garvin and Smith Ifhe
has enough influence and strength to persevere something may come of

this. I build no hopes on him. Smith dominates him entirely and I would
rather deal with Smith. . . .

“Yours faithfully,

W. M. Aitken.”

It is clear from the tone of this letter that Bonar Law’s candidature

had already been for some time the subject of discussion, and that

Bonar Law himself was not averse to the idea. However he seems to

^ F. E. Smith. ^ Goulding.
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have made no immediate reply to these suggestions. He was doubtless

ruminating carefully upon the problem, examining it from every

aspect, as was his custom, before coming to a conclusion.

It was indeed a difficult problem. Evidently some sort of under-

standing existed between Chamberlain and Bonar Law to the effect

that the latter would not contest with Chamberlain the leadership

of the Party. Bonar Law did not intend to go back on his word in the

somewhat cavalier manner recommended by Aitken. On the other

hand the situation was not the same as it had been when this pledge

had been given. Chamberlain was no longer the undisputed heir to

Balfour. On the contrary there was now a powerful challenger in

the field - a challenger, moreover, who represented an old-fashioned

rural Toryism which was anathema to the section of the Party

supported by Chamberlain and Bonar Law. The relations between
Chamberlain and Long, and between their respective groups of

partisans were at this time extremely hostile- a fact not always

sufficiently emphasized by subsequent historians. Might not the

Party’s interests - and the interests of the wing to which Chamber-
lain and Bonar Law belonged - be better promoted by the candi-

dature of a third person acceptable to the friends of both Long and
Chamberlain, than by allowing a straight fight between the two
senior rivals - a fight which would leave bitter feelings behind, who-
ever won?

However, there seemed to be no hurry for Bonar Law to make up
his mind. Balfour had not shown the slightest sign in public that he

was even aware of the agitation against his leadership, and his well-

known boast that he never read the newspapers made it seem quite

possible that he really was ignorant of the attacks which were daily

being made upon him.

In fact, however, he was deeply offended at the agitation against

him. At the end of September he invited Lord Balcarres, the Con-
servative Chief Whip, and Arthur Steel-Maitland, the Party Mana-
ger, to his country house in Scotland, and informed them that he

contemplated resignation. On October 7th the Die-hards declared

open war on the Tory leader by forming the Halsbury Club, an
organization evidently designed - at least by some of its members -

to oust Balfour. A complete split in the Party now seemed imminent,

and Balfour’s resolution hardened. At the end of October he told

Lord Lansdowne, the leader in the House of Lords, that his decision

was irrevocable. It only remained to inform the public. The date for

this was fixed for Wednesday, November 8th, and Balfour announced
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his decision that afternoon in a speech to the Conservative Associa-

tion of his constituency in the City of London.

The exact course to be followed after the leader’s resignation was
not entirely clear for no obvious precedents existed. Balfour^ as the

only Conservative ex-Prime Minister, was naturally leader of the

whole Party as well as of the Party in the House of Commons, but
his retirement did not mean that a new leader would be elected for

the Party as a whole. In those days when a party was in opposition

and when there was no former Prime Minister to take command, the

leadership went, as it were, into abeyance between the leaders in the

House of Lords and in the House of Commons. Balfour’s resignation,

therefore, merely vacated the leadership in the House of Commons
and there was no guarantee that his successor would be the next

Conservative Prime Minister. That post might equally well fall to

Lord Lansdowne. It was generally agreed that the sovereign body
for electing the leader of the Party in the House of Commons should

be a meeting of all the Unionist M.P.s. This had to be held as soon

as possible, since a conference of Constituency Representatives from

all over the country was due to meet in the following week, and it

was important to settle the matter before that event, in case the

Constituency Representatives endeavoured to claim some share in

the choice. Accordingly Balcarres summoned a meeting of all Con-

servative M.P.s to be held in the Carlton Club on the following

Monday, November 13th.

To the general public and to the rank and file of the Party the

news of Balfour’s resignation came as a great shock, but the principal

figures in the Party were informed of what impended some days

before the official announcement, and on November 4th Balfour

personally told Bonar Law of his decision. Bonar Law was much
disturbed at the news. He had a profound respect for Balfour and
expressed it in a speech at York on November 6th, two days before

the public announcement of Balfour’s retirement:

“I have never admired him so much as in the hour when his fortunes

and those of his party were at their lowest ebb. You remember the

Manchester election. Directly after that election he came to Glasgow and
addressed a great audience without a note of despair, a speech full of

confidence and courage. It was a speech which, as I listened to it, recalled

to my mind the words applied to Cromwell in his darkest hour just before

Dunbar: ''He was a strong man. Hope shone in him like a pillar of fire

when it had gone out of all the others’.”

Bonar Law concluded:
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‘‘And now there is no member of the House of Commons in whatever
quarter he sits who does not look upon Mr. Balfour as the greatest parlia-

mentary figure of our times.”

As soon as Balfour’s resignation had been publicly announced on
Wednesday afternoon, November 8th, Bonar Law telephoned to

Aitken who was at his country house, Cherkley, near Leatherhead,

and asked him to come at once to London. Aitken was his most

active supporter and, as we have seen, had already been busy can-

vassing on his behalf He promptly came up to London, for there

was no time to be lost. That very evening, as chance would have it,

Chamberlain and Bonar Law were billed to speak at a great dinner

for the Tariff Reform League. It was hkely to be the occasion of a

lively demonstration by the various groups of partisans on behalf of

their candidates. The dinner duly took place, the speeches were

made, and the supporters of each candidate endeavoured to raise the

loudest possible cheer for their man. It was a disappointing moment
for those who favoured Bonar Law. The cheer for him was noticeably

'weaker than the cheer which greeted Chamberlain.

This was not surprising. Out of some 280 M.P.s it is doubtful

whether at this stage more than 40 were supporters of Bonar Law.

Nevertheless, at a meeting of his friends held after the dinner, Bonar

Law decided to allow his name to go forward as a candidate for the

leadership. Even if he failed on this occasion, which seemed more
than likely, he would at least have made his name known as that of

a potential leader, and this might be very useful when the next

vacancy occurred. Moreover there was always the chance that he

might succeed, and, as we have already seen, he had good reason to

believe that his success would be in the best interests of the Con-

servative Party.

3

It is now necessary to return to the two rivals. Walter Long and

Austen Chamberlain were at this time on the very worst of terms

with one another. This fact should be remembered, for otherwise

the course of events may seem more puzzling than it really was. The
kindness and generosity which the two rivals referred to each other

in later years must not be allowed to conceal the very bitter animosity

which prevailed between them and their partisans in the autumn of

19 1 1. The sort of feeling that existed is well illustrated by Chamber-

lain’s own account of meeting Long outside the House of Commons
on the very afternoon ofBalfour’s resignation. Chamberlain had just
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arrived in a taxi and was accompanied by Henry Chaplin, the senior

Conservative ex-minister:'^

''
'Ah, here is Walter,’ said Chaplin who had just got out.

"
'Chaplin picked me up at the Tariff Conference,’ I began. 'He was

just telling me ’

" 'Ohr interrupted Long, 'you don’t think it is necessary to explain
why you are in a taxi with a man, do you? You haven’t come to that have
you?’

"You may imagine my feelings. I made one step towards him and had it

on my lips to tell him he was a cad and slap him across the face, but I got
a grip on myself, turned round and went in with Chaplin. At the top of
the stair I turned to Long and said:

" 'You interrupted me in the middle of a sentence. I was going to tell

you that Chaplin was telling me of his conversation with you. Will you
join us? We had better go into Balfour’s room’.”

The ensuing discussion was anything but cordial and it was quite

clear that neither of the two men had the slightest intention of

withdrawing in favour of the other at this stage. Only if a trial

ballot showed a conclusive majority for one of the rivals would the

other concede a walkover. Both agreed, however, that they would
withdraw if there seemed to be a third candidate who had any
substantial backing and who was reasonably acceptable to their

adherents.

The following day, Thursday, November 9th, was one of crucial

importance. The battle was now fully joined. Chamberlain had the

backing of nearly all the Tory ex-nainisters and also of the Party

managers. Carson, F. E. Smith, and the leading members of the

Halsbury Club were on his side, and naturally the whole weight of

the Tariff Reform Party was behind him too. Long was supported

by a solid phalanx of back benchers and - for what it was worth -

the influence of Londonderry House, as soon as it became clear to

Lady Londonderry that there was no chance of Carbon standing.

Balfour’s views - as far as the public was concerned - remained veiled

in a discreet silence. Privately, however, he favoured Chamberlain

and had told Balcarres so, over a month earlier.'^

Balcarres, upon whom fell the responsibility of conducting the

election, seems to have been actuated by three main motives. First

he was anxious to avoid an open contest at the Carlton Club, Such
was the prevailing bad temper that there seemed every probability

of angry speeches, bitter disputes, and a general exhibition of dis-

sension which could only discredit the Party and delight the Liberals.

Secondly he wanted if possible to get Chamberlain in. Thirdly he
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wanted to keep Long out. ‘Where should 1 be”, he said to Chamber-
lain,® “with him (Long) changing his mind every hour.” Balcarres

hoped that, if an informal poll was taken of the opinions of the Con-
servative M.P.s, it might be possible to discover that one or other of

the two rivals had a clear lead. In that case he intended to press the

loser to withdraw his candidature and allov/ a unanimous election

at the meeting on Monday.
In view of the general confusion, and the very short time (only

four days including a weekend) before the Carlton Club meeting,

Balcarres’ plan was evidently likely to run into serious difficulties.

The problem, awkward enough in the case oftwo candidates, became
even more awkward when the news was announced on Thursday
that Bonar Law was a runner too. How was the final vote to be

taken? Would it be on the basis of a simple majority, i.e. victory to

whichever of the three got most votes on the first ballot? Or would
there be a second ballot in which all but the top two would have
been eliminated? In that case how were the votes for Bonar Law
most likely to be distributed? Moreover the matter was further con-

fused because the leading members of the Long party declared that,

ifLong seemed likely to lose, they would transfer their votes to Bonar
Law in order to keep Chamberlain out at all costs. The final touch

was added to this complicated picture by the tactics of Beaverbrook

who, seeing that Bonar Law’s best chance lay in a total deadlock

between Long and Chamberlain, urged the Bonar Law party to vote,

during Balcarres’ successive attempts at canvassing, not for Bonar
Law, but for whichever of his two senior rivals seemed at the time

to be losing.

Bonar Law’s candidature at once alarmed the Chamberlain camp.
There was already disturbing evidence about the quantity, if not the

quality, of Long’s support and it seemed probable that Bonar Law
would still fcther reduce the numbers of Chamberlain’s side. A
letter from Goulding to Bonar Law dated Thursday, November gth,

shows the position, as it appeared to one of his strongest supporters:^

“My dear Bonar,

“I have seen several since and I also told Bal that you had decided to

comply with the request of many friends and stand and serve if the Party

so desired next Monday.
“Lowther, Thynne, Goldman are among those who will support you.

Enclosed letter Hope^ gave me with a wish that I should convey same to

you. Read and destroy.

^James Hope, M.P
,
later Lord Rankcillour.
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“I hear that Helmsley and party are going strong for Long and from
what I hear he must have a very large if not the largest poll - the Irish

Unionists will be divided, most, however, going Long.^
“The latter’s friends are working and I hear little or no mention of

Austen’s name.
“Yours ever,

Edward Goulding.'’

The enclosed letter from James Hope read as follows:

“Dear Goulding,

“I confess I hear with consternation the idea of Law standing for the
leadership - and that largely for his own sake. I like and admire him
immensely, but I do not think that he has a chance of election, and his

standing may gravely prejudice Austen’s chances and in any case cannot
fail to leave a nasty taste. I am hardly intimate enough with him to beg
him to desist, but I hope that you will use your influence in that direction.

“Ever yours,

J. A. Hope.”

Nor was Hope the only one to advise Bonar Law to withdraw,

J. L. Garvin, editor of the Pall Mall Gazette and a person of much
influence in Unionist circles, saw Bonar Law on this same Thursday
and tried hard to dissuade him from standing. Bonar Law at the

time showed no signs of yielding: according to Austen Chamberlain,

Garvin reported “that he had found Law inflexible, quite determined

to get the position if he could and quite satisfied that he was fully

qualified for it’’. In fact, however, these appeals had more eflFect on
Bonar Law than Garvin realized. Bonar Law did not really expect

to get the leadership unless the others withdrew, and since there was
no sign of this he was reluctant to appear in the role of one who, by
his personal ambition, was spoiling the chances of the section in the

Party, to which he himself belonged. His principal purpose - that of

making his name known as a possible leader at some future vacancy

-had already been achieved. Therefore, after reflecting upon the

matter overnight, Bonar Law prepared a letter to Hope on the

following morning, Friday, November loth. The draft of this letter

is among Bonar Law’s papers.

After some prehminary courtesies it continues*®

“I am not in the ordinary sense a ‘candidate’ for the vacant position.

It never occurred to me that I had a chance of obtaining it; but after the

Tariff meeting^ the other night some of our friends who are members of

^ The Irish Unionists’ first choice was Carson but he declined to run. He had no real

chance of securing general support in the Party.
^ The dinner on Wednesday night (November 8th) referred to above, p. 77*
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the House saw me and asked me whether I w^ould be a candidate.
Goulding was one of them and I told them I was not a candidate, but
w^hen I was further asked, ‘would you accept it if it were offered to you?’
I said, of course I would. I cannot see what other attitude I could possibly
take . But, if 1 thought that the fact that some of my friends think that 1

might fill the post as well as anyone else available would have the effect

you fear, that is of preventing Austen Chamberlain from obtaining it, I

should at once say that I would not under any circumstances take it. I

cannot see however that it can have that effect. ...”

Bonar Law then discussed at length the method of voting at the

Carlton Club, which he presumed would be by two ballots, the first

eliminating all but the top two candidates, the second deciding

which of those two should be leader. In such circumstances Bonar
Law^ failed to see how his candidature could damage Chamberlain.

But he ends his letter thus:

“If I find at the meeting that the question is not to be settled in that

w^ay (provided it comes to a vote) but is to be settled in favour of the

candidate who in the first vote obtains an actual majority, then, if in my
opinion my nomination is likely to damage C. and help L., I should be
quite ready to say that I would not allow myself to be nominated.

“I am yours very sincerely,

A. Bonar Law.*’

“I have marked this letter 'piivate’ because I am very friendly with
Long and do not think it right to take sides strongly against him, but I

should say to A.G. exactly what I have said to you and I should not object

to his seeing what I have written
”

However, before sending this letter, Bonar Law decided to consult

Aitken and on Friday morning (November loth) he went round to

call on the latter at his flat in Knightsbridge. Aitken, both in those

days and ever since, has possessed to a singular degree the capacity,

as one of his friends once put it, “of recognizing political dynamite

when he sees it”. As soon as he had read the letter, which Bonar Law
handed to hkn, he saw the danger of sending it. However much quali-

fied, it was a definite agreement to stand down for Chamberlain in

certain circumstances. Moreover the letter was to be shown to

Chamberlain himself and, if Chamberlain or his allies saw it, they

were almost certain to take advantage of the offer and claim that the

circumstances envisaged had occuri'ed. Bonar Law’s friends would

then have ceased to press his candidature, which many of them,

anyway, regarded as a forlorn hope. The mere knowledge that Bonar

Law might withdraw at the Carlton Club meeting would have been

most discouraging to his supporters. There was a further point: the

Party managers were above all things anxious to avoid a split vote

i>
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at the meeting on Monday. The correct course for Bonar Law’s

friends was clearly to play upon this fear in the hope that the other

candidates would withdraw. It was therefore vital to press his

nomination until the last possible moment. Ifhe seemed to be waver-

ing, however slightly, his chances would be ruined.

Aitken therefore urged him in the strongest terms not to send the

letter. Bonar Law was at first most unwilling to take this advice. A
brisk and at times acrimonious discussion followed. Nevertheless in

the end he decided not to send the original letter. Instead a letter,

much shorter and couched in very different tones, was dispatched

to Hope. It reads as follows:^

‘T am glad Goulding has sent me your letter for we certainly know each
other well enough to more than justify you in speaking to me at a time like

this. My position is very simple. I have not sought and do not seek the

leadership, but friends ofmine have asked me whether I would accept the

position, if it were offered to me, and I have said that I would.

‘'I do not see what else I could do.

‘T may add that I am quite satisfied that the fact that my name is put
forward will not affect Chamberlain any more than it will affect Long.”

This gave nothing away, and clearly showed that Bonar Law
meant to persist. From now onwards there was to be no question of

withdrawal.

On Friday morning, then, the situation seemed as obscure as ever.

Long and Chamberlain were still locked in an apparently inextri-

cable struggle. It was far from certain who would command, most

votes, but there was at least some evidence to suggest that Long was
gaining ground. As for Bonar Law he had no chance on a straight

vote but he was determined now to press his candidature to the bitter

end, and an attempt on the part of Balcarres to persuade him to

withdraw met with no success. Balcarres came round that morning

to see Chamberlain whose account must be quoted:^

'‘Bal. came again at 1 1 o’clock this morning (Friday, November loth).

He said that Carson would not allow his name to go forward. Bonar Law
was determined that his should be submitted. T am furious with him,’

Bal. said,^ ‘of course it injures your chance. Mind, I think that if the vote

could be taken on Saturday you would win . . . But the lobbying is all on
Long’s side.’

“By Monday, therefore, he could not say what the position would be.

We should each poll something over loo votes and the votes cast for Law
would have to be distributed between us. What the result would be he

^ Balc&es was subsequently on the very best of terms with Bonar Law and served him
most loyally. His angei at this time was the annoyance ofa party manager who encounters
an unexpected hitch in his carefully arranged plans.
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could not say. Either of us might be chosen by a majority of between 10
and 20.’’

This information decided Chamberlain’s course of action. It was
now quite clear that Long would never withdraw. Indeed^ why
should he when he appeared to have a good chance of winning?

Moreover, even if Chamberlain did scrape through by a narrow
margin, he was convinced - rightly or wrongly - that it would be a

barren victory. He disclosed his mind at some length the following

night to Balfour’s private secretary and eminence grise^ Jack Sanders,

who wrote thus to his chief on November I2th:^

Austen told me he was persuaded that Walter would never be loyal to

him, that from the moment the leadership passed into his hands there

would be no intrigue too petty but Walter would be in it. He knew (some-
how or other) of Walter’s ill managed Cabals against yourself. Warned by
this knowledge he was very satisfied that as long as Walter had any
substantial number of friends who had failed to carry him into the leader-

ship there was but little prospect of loyalty and peace so far as he, Austen,

was concerned ”

Chamberlain informed Balcarres that he would withdraw in favour

of Bonar Law provided that Walter Long would do the same. Bal-

carres demurred. Bonar Law, he maintained, was 'lamentably

weak’h Why not allow Long to take the leadership? He would be

so incompetent that it would be vacant again in a few months and
Chamberlain could then succeed without dispute. Chamberlain

refused this proposal on the understandable ground that the few

months, however propitious to his personal fortunes, might be ruin-

ous to those of the Party. Balcarres agreed and undertook to act as

an emissary. He promptly called on Long who was quite content to

withdraw his candidature. After his conversation with Chamberlhin

in Balfour’s room he could hardly have done otherwise. Balcarres

telephoned'the news to Chamberlain, and then hastened to Pembroke

Lodge to inform Bonar Law.
At this point, however, an unexpected hitch occurred. To the sur-

prise of Balcarres, Bonar Law, on learning the news that Chamber-

lain and Long had withdrawn in his favour, did not at once accept

the preferred leadership. In the morning after talking with Aitken

it had seemed as if he had finally cast aside his doubts. Now
with the object of his ambition already in his grasp he once again

paused and hesitated. He told Balcarres that he must have time to

consider the matter and that he must see Chamberlain. Early in the

afternoon, therefore, he drove from the House of Commons to 9
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Egerton Place where Chamberlain lived. For the story of their inter-

view we must once more rely on Chamberlain’s account written at

the time.^

Bonar Law, according to Chamberlain, said, '‘Well, Austen, this

is a very serious thing for me. I am not sure I can accept.”

“My dear Law”, replied Chamberlain, “you must. You have no

choice now. You allowed your name to go forward. Don’t think that

I blame or cridcize you for it - I long ago said that there should be

no personal rivalry between you and me about offices - but you

altered the situation by doing so; you cannot now shrink from the

consequences.”

Bonar Law apparently demurred at this statement, declaring that

his only intention in allowing his name to go forward had been to

stake a future claim as a possible leader. According to Chamberlain,

Bonar Law then said, “Now look here, Austen! Can’t you let Walter

Long have it? He couldn’t keep it for six months. He’d be an obvious

failure and in six months or less the leadership would be vacant and
the whole question would be open.” This was the second occasion

on which that proposal had been made to Chamberlain. It is difficult

to believe that Bonar Law meant this suggestion very seriously.

Perhaps he was merely “thinking aloud” as he sometimes did.

At all events Chamberlain declined even to consider it. After fur-

ther discussion Bonar Law said, “Well, I suppose that I shall have

to accept, but it will make no difference to our personal friendship,

will it?” Chamberlain replied that it would not. He writes: “And
that promise I must keep. I confess I feel a little grieved. I don’t think

that if our position had been reversed I could have acted as he did

but I must get that feeling out of my mind and keep it out.”^^

It is not easy to say exactly what Bonar Law had in mind during

this curious discussion. Perhaps he really had only intended to put

his name forward for the leadership in order to show that he was a

“possible”, so to speak, and was genuinely perturbed to find that he

had won on the first attempt. Perhaps he was merely endeavouring

to make his relations with Chamberlain as smooth as possible. Per-

haps •" and this is more probable - he was not actuated by any logical

or clear-cut motive, but was overcome by that strange diffidence

which blended so oddly with his ambition and was still trying to

decide what he ought to do, still half in doubt whether he could

adequately fulfil the high office which had come to him in so unex-

pected a fashion. But, whatever was in his mind, he could not go

^ No doubt he had in mind Bonar Law’s promise not to contest the leadership.
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back. On his return from his interview with Chamberlain he told

Balcarres that he would accept.

And so Bonar Law, who on the Wednesday evening when the

struggle for the succession began could only muster some 40 positive

votes out of 2So, had become within forty-eight hours the agreed and
only candidate for the leadership of the Conservative Party in the

House of Commons, Few more remarkable events have occurred in

the history ofparties and the elevation ofBonar Law will long remain

among the most extraordinary transactions in recent English politics.

Was Aus.ten Chamberlain’s grievance at Bonar Law’s conduct

justified? It was certainly understandable. Chamberlain believed

that he could have got a majority on a straight vote and that Bonar

Law’s intervention had weakened his chances. It is true that Cham-
berlain was probably wrong and that in fact Long would have won
had the matter come to a ballot, but this did not of course lessen

Chamberlain’s grievance. It is what men believe to be true - not

what is actually true ~ which most often matters in politics. Never-

theless, even if we allow for Chamberlain’s natural feelings, it is

difficult to see why Bonar Law should not have competed for the

leadership. It was a perfectly legitimate goal for a man of ambition.

Moreover the event fully justified his candidature. Neither Long nor

Chamberlain had any chance of commanding unanimous, or even

overwhelming, support in the Party. The election of either would

have caused very great bitterness, and, as will become evident later

in this narrative, Bonar Law was probably a much more effective

leader than either of his rivals would have been. Long lacked the

capacity to lead. Chamberlain would almost certainly have split the

Party in two on the food tax controversy - a crisis which Bonar

Law himself only surmounted with great difficulty. The decision to

make Bonar Law leader of the Unionist Party was reached in a

strange and tortuous manner, but it probably saved the unity of the

Party in a way in which no other choice could have done.

On the following Monday, November 13th, the meeting of the

Unionist M.P.s took place at noon in the Carlton Club. Aitken

accompanied Bonar Law to the meeting. He urged the new leader

not to be too modest, “You are a great 'man now,” he said. “You
must talk like a great man, behave like a great man.” Bonar Law’s

answer was characteristic. “If I am a great man”, he pensively

replied, “then a good many great men must have been frauds.”

The details of the meeting need not detain us, for by this stage

everything had been carefully arranged in order to preserve a facade
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of unanimity. The animosities of faction were to be discreetly veiled

by polite formulae and smooth phrases. There were probably many
M.P.s who disliked the way in which the whole matter had been

taken out of their hands by the Party managers, but it was too late

to do anything now, and an exhibition of dissent would merely have

given pleasure to the Liberals. The meeting was presided over by
Henry Chaplin, the senior Conservative ex-Minister. Long proposed

and Chamberlain seconded Bonar Law’s nomination, explaining in

their speeches their reasons - or some oftheir reasons - for withdraw-

ing. Then Carson, whose name had also been mentioned as a possible

leader, was deputed to go and bring in Bonar Law who was waiting

outside. The new leader entered amidst a tumult of applause and
made a brief speech.

. . For the last two days the feeling which has filled my mind has not

been elation at a reward which anyone might look forward to. I have been
filled with a sense of the terrible responsibilities which I am undertaking
and I have looked around eagerly for some other solution which I should
have welcomed then and which I should welcome now. All my intimate

friends told me yesterday that at the meeting I was to avoid saying any-
thing depreciating myself but I cannot pretend that I am not afraid of

this task I am afraid of it. If I were quite sure that I am incapable of

filling It, no power on earth should make me touch it. I am not quite sure

for no man can know accurately either his capacity or his limitations. But
I am sure of this, that with the disadvantages under which I labour, which
everyone of you will understand, the disadvantage of never having been
in the Cabinet, the disadvantage too of having had comparatively small

experience even of the rough and tumble of the House of Commons - that

under those disadvantages I cannot possibly succeed unless I receive from
you all a support as generous and perhaps more generous than has ever

been given to any leader of your Party.”

The meeting ended at five minutes to one. A Presbyterian of Cana-

dian origin, who had spent most of his life in business m Glasgow,

had become leader of the Party of Old England, the Party of the

Anglican Church and the country squire, the Party of broad acres

and hereditary titles. Not since the days of Disraeli had so strange a

choice been made; and certainly no choice more strange has been

made since.
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I

B
onar law was a man of ambition and his elevation to the

leadership was a vast and unexpected stride towards the fulfil-

ment of that ambition. Yet he showed no great elation at his

victory. By now, indeed, he seldom displayed elation about anything.

His air ofweary indifference to the turns offortune - perhaps origin-

ally a pose - had with the course of time become so habitual as to

be a genuine part of his character. Expecting little of life, and ever

prone to gaze at the darker side of events, he greeted with singularly

little emotion either political adversity or political success. Adversity

after all only confirmed his pessimism. As for success, a cautious

scepticism was the safest attitude: only thus could the prudent man
be sure of avoiding subsequent disappointment and chagrin.

Holding these views Bonar Law had no intention of allowing his

whole existence to be turned upside down by the alteration in his

political fortunes. He continued to live, as he had done, quietiy at

Pembroke Lodge. Certain minor changes did indeed become neces-

sary in his mode of life. Aitken, in pursuance of his theory that Bonar

Law must behave like a great man now, procured a butler for

him in order to add tone to the establishment at Pembroke Lodge.

Fortunately the choice was most successful, and Pitts, the butler

recommended, remained with Bonar Law till the latter’s death.

Hitherto Bonar Law had done very little entertaining. This was not

because he was mean or disliked spending money, but because formal

87
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luncheons and dinners bored him profoundly. In those days a dinner

party seldom had less than five or six courses with appropriate wines,

followed by dessert and port. But what Bonar Law liked was a quick

meal, preferably soup and chicken followed by milk pudding, washed
down with ginger ale. Having consumed this barbarous repast he

was impatient to leave the table and smoke a large cigar. To someone

ofthese strange tastes the ordinary routine ofhospitality was a painful

and tedious infliction.

Now that he was leader he was obliged to dispense rather more
hospitality than he had before. On the eve of every session it was a

traditional duty of the leader in the House of Commons to give a

grand dinner to the whips and those members ofthe Shadow Cabinet

who were in the Lower House ~ Lansdowne entertained the peers -

and this tradition was continued by Bonar Law at Pembroke Lodge.

But in general he contrived to entertain as little as possible. Perhaps

it was just as well. The guests at Bonar Law’s rare parties received

almost as little pleasure as their host. Food and drink are never likely

to be good at a house whose owner takes no interest in either. Lord
Beaverbrook is perhaps unduly severe when he says that “the food

on Bonar Law’s table was always quite execrable. Its sameness was

a penance and its quality a horror to me.” But there can be little

doubt that Pembroke Lodge was not a place to which gourmets

competed for invitations,

Bonar Law was quite happy to leave the social side of Conservative

politics to Lady Londonderry. She was a great hostess and, so the

malicious averred, an unfailing political barometer. Austen Cham-
berlain once said that he could always tell the state ofhis own political

fortunes by the number of fingers, ranging from two to all ten, which
she gave him when they met. Naturally she had never bothered to

cultivate Bonar Law before, and indeed she scarcely kn^w him, but

she was not the only fashionable hostess who found it necessary to

make a quick readjustment of social values as a result of his unex-

pected elevation. From now onwards she bombarded him with

invitations. Before every session it was her custom to give a splendid

reception to which the whole world of Tory politics and Society was
invited. Bonar Law would stand beside her on these occasions and
shake hands with the seemingly endless stream of guests. He must
have appeared a sombre and perhaps slightly incongruous figure

amidst all the glitter of diamonds and decorations in Londonderry
House. But although he disliked Society and seldom accepted invita-

tions Bonar Law appreciated the help of Lady Londonderry. She
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was always ready to entertain on his behalf, and she was kind to his

family too. It was under her auspices that his eldest daughter, Isobel,

‘'came out” in the season of 1914.

If Bonar Law had wished, he could at once have moved into the

highest circles of the social world. There was scarcely a stately home
in England or Scotland to which he would not have been invited

had he so desired. The English aristocracy ~ and it is one of the

secrets of their survival ~ has never been slow to accept “new men”
in their midst. Usually the “new men” are gratified and delighted at

their reception, but Bonar Law was an exception. He seldom accepted

the numerous invitations which were showered upon him, unless he

knew his host extremely well, or unless it was convenient for some
political purpose. It must be admitted that on the rare occasions

when he did spend a few days at some great house he cannot have

been one of the easier guests to entertain. There is an amusing

account in Lord Sysonby’s diary^ of a visit to Windsor Castle when
all proposals for amusing him were turned down, until eventually

the problem was solved by arranging a chess game between him and
Sir Walter Parratt, the venerable ex-organist of Windsor Chapel,

who, surprisingly enough, won easily. “I hear old Parratt beat youi

head off,” the King somewhat tactlessly observed at dinner.

Bonar Law’s attitude to Society should not be misunderstood. He
certainly did not despise it. He was well aware of class distinctions

and the important part which social prestige played in Tory politics.

Indeed one of his principal apprehensions on becoming leader was
that he might fail because he did not belong to the traditional upper

class from which Conservative leaders normally came. Bonar Law
was in no sense dazzled by social glamour, but, on the other hand,

he had none of the rather aggressive egalitarianism which sometimes

characterizes self-made business men. It was simply that social life

did not interest him. He was neither a wit nor a conversationalist.

Personal gossip which has always constituted nine-tenths of the talk

in the grand world was of no interest, and any way largely incom-

prehensible, to him, since he knew none of the people concerned. He
was content to be guided through the social and genealogical intri-

cacies of Tory pohtics by his two Parliamentary private secretaries,

John Baird and George Stanley, a brother of Lord Derby, who had

both been chosen partly for their expertise in a field likely to be

unfamiliar to the product of Glasgow’s High School and Iron Ring.

But he had no intention of posing as the habitue of a world to which

he had never belonged and in which he took no interest whatever.
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The political problems confronting Bonar Law were exceedingly

difficult. They were partly caused by the particular circumstances of

his own election to the leadership. There were others which would
have confronted any Conservative leader at this time, arising as they

did from the general political conditions of the day.

Bonar Law's election inevitably left sore feelings among many
members of the Party. He was, as he himself admitted, very inex-

perienced, nor had he the personal magnetism, the flair and self-

confidence of a Lloyd George or a Churchill, which might have

enabled him to blind his followers to these defects. On November
1 6th, 19 1 1, Lord Derby wrote to the King, describing Bonar Law:^

‘'He is a curious mixture Never very gay, he has become even less so

since the death of his wife to whom he was devoted. But still he has a great

sense of humour - a first class debater - and a good, though not a rousing,

platform speaker ~ a great master of figures which he can use to great

advantage. He has all the qualities of a great leader except one - and
that is he has no personal magnetism and can inspire no man to real

enthusiasm ”

A back bencher is quoted as giving an even less flattering and
more succinct verdict on his new leader:'"

“How Bonar Law can help us without any knowledge of Foreign
Affairs, Navy, Church questions, or Home Rule, the Lord alone knows.”

Sentiments of this sort, although unjustified by later events, were

probably widespread in the early days of Bonar Law’s leadership.

Moreover there can be little doubt that the part played by Sir

Max Aitken in the election was the subject of much criticism. Jack
Sanders, writing to Balfour on November loth, said:^

“I have just heard that it has been settled that Bonar ^^aw will be
elected leader of the Party in the House of Commons. Much intrigue has
been at work. . , .

“Bonar Law’s own methods are open to much criticism. In this struggle

I am told that he has been run by Mr. Max Aitken, the little Canadian
adventurer who sits for Ashton-under-Lyne, introduced into that seat by
him. Aitken practically owns the Daily Express and the Daily Express has run
Bonar Law for the last two days for all it is worth. Bonar Law was in-

flexible throughout in his intention to stand no matter what harm to the

party or dissension there might be.

“The real Bonar Law appears to be a man of boundless ambition
untempered by any particularly nice feelings. It is a revelation. He found
Goulding had committed himself to a heavy support of Austen. He went
to Goulding and reviving memories and rash promises, he practically
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ordered his support, and this support and influence was then transferred

by Goulding from Austen to Bonar Law. . .

This version of events was, as the account in the last chapter shows,

highly garbled, but it contained just enough truth to be plausible.

It was true that Bonar Law was very ambitious. It was true that

Aitken was one of his most vociferous supporters. It was also true

that some pressure had been put upon Goulding, though not by
Bonar Law himself. But there is a limit to what intrigue can do. The
real cause of Bonar Law’s success was, as we saw, the very bitter

animosity which prevailed between Walter Long and Austen Cham-
berlain. If this element in the situation is forgotten - and it often is -

then the whole process of Bonar Law’s election becomes far more
mysterious than it need be. Contemporary observers and later his-

torians have felt obliged to seek strange and tortuous explanations

and have fastened upon the manoeuvres of Aitken as the only solu-

tion to the problem. To do this is to attribute to him a degree of

influence in the Conservative Party, which it was quite impossible

for a young man of his standing to have possessed and which he

himself has never claimed.

He did play an important part, it is true. But his importance was
not in the field of political wire-pulling or even in that of Press pro-

paganda. It was rather his personal influence in persuading Bonar

Law to press his candidature and in advising him on tactics. To this

day there are those who believe that Bonar Law was a mere puppet

or mouthpiece of a sinister intriguer operating from behind the

scenes. Such a version of events should find no place in serious

history, but the fact that stories of this sort were current may well

have affected Bonar Law’s own position and reputation in the early

days of his leadership.

Bonar Law’s personal position was complicated by other con-

siderations. Although he was Balfour’s successor, he did not succeed

to Balfour’s full inheritance. Balfour was the acknowledged leader

of the Party as a whole, but Bonar Law was theoretically only the

leader of the Party in the House of Commons. In the event of a

Conservative Government being formed it was by no means certain

that the King would send for Bonar Law. He might equally well

send for Lansdowne. It is true that Bonar Law himself did not regard

this as likely. According to Sanders:^

‘‘Austen told Bonar Law at the same interview that the man who in the

Commons led the Party to victory would be the next Prime Minister. Was
Bonar Law ready to face that responsibility? Yes, said Bonar Law, he was.
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‘‘Parenthetically let me say that neither Austen nor Bonar Law appear
to recognize George Cur^on for a moment as their superior. No Peer,

Austen believes, will be tolerated after the events ofAugust last: least of all

Lansdowne.”

However, this was merely Bonar Law’s and Chamberlain’s opinion.

It did not follow that the King would act upon that opinion. There

was certainly no insuperable barrier in those days to a Prime Minister

from the Upper House.

What was the attitude ofLansdowne and Curzon? Probably Lans-

downe, who was getting on in years, would not have wished to be

Prime Minister. His treatment of Bonar Law was always marked
by unfailing courtesy. Now and then perhaps there is a hint of

superiority, but it would be wrong to read more into this than the

undoubted fact that Lansdowne was an older and senior person in

the Tory hierarchy. Curzon’s attitude was different. He was a man
ofimmense ambition who never concealed either his desire to become
Prime Minister or his conviction that he would succeed. The resigna-

tion of Balfour with whom he had a long-standing feud brought him
appreciably nearer his goal. He was still of course junior to Lans-

downe but the latter might at any moment retire. It was important

for Curzon to stake a claim in the Party councils which would put

him above Bonar Law’s other colleagues. His letter congratulating

the new leader upon his election suggests this purpose. After referring

to “the great honour conferred on you today” he concludes:^

‘Tf I have any opportunity of co-operating with you and facilitating

your task, you may rely on me to take it I hope Lansdowne, you and I may
have a confidential talk before long on some aspects ofthe political situation

which call for enquiry and action.

“Yours sincerely,

Curzon of Kedleston.’*

It was a hint - a quiet and discreet hint ~ that Curzon was not to be

regarded in the same light as Bonar Law’s other leading colleagues.

The two men who had most cause to resent Bonar Law’s elevation

at once pledged him unqualified support. Chamberlain did indeed

tell Bonar Law at their interview on November loth that he regarded

the leadership question as open to revision, Sanders, writing to

Balfour, said:^

“Austen has some anxiety about Bonar Law. I can see he does not regard
the new arrangement as final. He has told Bonar Law that while he is

quite ready to support him he (Bonar Law) must clearly understand that,

should the occasion arise, he (Austen) will have no hesitation in standing
again for the highest post in the party.’’
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However^ Austen Chamberlain did not in fact make any attempt

to challenge Bonar Law’s leadership. He disagreed with him on
occasions *- especially over the food tax question - but in general

showed a loyalty which was, in the circumstances, very generous.

The same was true of Long who indeed was rather more friendly

than Chamberlain, if we can judge by the tone of their letters. It is

much to their credit that neither of them ever descended - or even

approached descending ~ to the intrigues with which in the some-

what analogous circumstances of the Liberal Party in 1894-95 Sir

William Harcourt plagued his unfortunate leader. Lord Rosebery.

Balfour, like Long and Chamberlain, promised his support to the

new leader. But, if Balfour did nothing to hinder Bonar Law, it is

also true that he did little to help him. Their relations remained

always civil, but always cool and distant. Balfour, for example, made
no attempt to instruct Bonar Law in his new duties or to advise him
on the difficult points of etiquette, policy, and procedure which at

once arose. No doubt, this was partly the result of a praiseworthy

disinclination to meddle with matters which were no longer his

business. Possibly also Balfour’s feelings, when he saw the occasional

eiTors into which his successor fell, were not those ofunmixed distress.

He would scarcely have been human, had it been otherwise. What-
ever the reason for his remoteness, there can be no doubt of the fact.

It is interesting to notice that in their slender correspondence to

the end, Balfour never gets beyond ^‘My dear Bonar Law”, and till

as late as 1915, Bonar Law invariably begins ‘‘My dear Mr. Balfour”.

3

In the face of all these personal difficulties Bonar Law possessed

one important asset which soon became evident: he was above all

else a fighter. The rank and file ofthe Conservative Party were weary

of the ingenious formulae, the dialectical subtleties, the elaborately

qualified arguments of their former leader. They wanted someone

who would show no sign of compromise with the enemy, who would

state in blunt, and preferably rude, terms what the average Conser-

vative thought about the Liberal Government. They wanted someone
who would hit often and hit hard - and this was undoubtedly what

they got in Bonar Law.

For, despite a diffident manner in private life and a certain ten-

dency to hesitate, Bonar Law was in politics essentially a fighting

man. His hesitation was not due to cowardice or weakness; it was

rather the product of his innate sense of caution, his desire to assure
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himself beyond all reasonable doubt that his course of action really

was the right course. As soon as that mental process had come to an

end -> and it sometimes took a long while - then Bonar Law would
march upon his chosen path without further scruples or doubts. This

was so at many of the critical moments of his career: his decision to

bid for the Leadership, his decision to overthrow Asquith in 1916, his

decision to overthrow Lloyd George in 1922. All these actions were

preceded by long deliberation and a careful estimation of the con-

sequences, but no one could describe them as the actions of a man
given to feebleness or vacillation. The truth was that Bonar Law
possessed behind his unassuming, almost shy, demeanour a core of

toughness which came as a surprise to many people. It was this hard-

ness, this refusal to compromise, this determination to strike at the

Liberals without overmuch nicety as to the weapons employed,

which delighted the Tory Party and in a short while went far to

consolidate Bonar Law’s hold over his followers.

His fighting quality was speedily displayed in his speeches. Bonar

Law’s voice was naturally of a soft and gentle character, his normal

method one of argument and reason. But he now adopted a new
technique. A harsh, almost a rasping tone would come into his voice,

and his oratory contained a note of invective which had never

characterized Balfour’s speeches. At an early stage, indeed in the

debate on the Address in February 1912, Bonar Law indicated that

the era of polite forms was at an end. After congratulating, as is

customary, the mover and seconder of the Address, he observed,

^^Now, Mr. Speaker, I have done with compliments, and I am sorry

to say that I do not think they will be very frequent during the

Session upon which we have now entered.”

The event bore out Bonar Law’s prophecy and few men did more
to ensure its accuracy than the prophet himself.

A good example of his technique is his speech at the Albert Hall

on January Qbth, 1912 - one of his first as leader of the Party. After

referring to the record of Asquith’s government as ‘^an example
of destructive violence to which there is no parallel since the Long
Parliament”, Bonar Law continued:

^‘Some people have the idea that the members of the present Govern-
ment, apart from their policy are unusually competent. That is a delusion.

It depends of course on the point of view. In one department of their

activity ~ the only department that interests them - in electioneering, in

the small trickery of politics, they are indeed competent. They have never
had equals; but fortunately for this country in the past they have had no
competition,”
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He then claimed as a hit at Lloyd George that jobbery had been

peculiarly flagrant in Wales:

‘^Wales returns thirty members to the House of Commons - not all of

them Radicals. And during the last six years the Government have
bestowed marks of their esteem varying from a peerage to a job upon
eighteen Welsh members. . . .

“.
. . They [the Government] have succeeded in six years in creating a

political spoils system which already rivals that of the United States But
there is this difference: for years the United States have been striving

earnestly to put an end to that system; the Government have striven with

equal earnestness - and with more success - to create it. If we have a few
more years of Georgian finance, the only attractive, the only lucrative

profession left in this country will be that of a Radical Welsh politician.”

Bonar Law later dealt with the Church of Wales:

^‘The next object of the Government’s destructive violence is the Church
of Wales. They propose to take away from that' Church endowments
which it has enjoyed for centuries and which are as much the property of

the Church as the coat on his back,” Bonar Law paused for a moment,
“the coat which he has turned so often, is the property of Mr. Winston
Churchill.”

This last sally was particularly well received. During the course

of the speech he described the Liberals as “Gadarene Swine’’,

Revolutionary Committee”, “Gamblers who are always ready to

double the stakes. They are not only gamblers but gamblers who
load the dice.” He claimed that they were addicted to “Trickery

and the methods of the Artful Dodger.”

Another example of Bonar Law’s method was a speech at Belfast

on April gth, 1912. It is worth quoting because it prompted Asquith’s

well-known description ofBonar Law’s language as the “New Style”

which Asquith contrasted unfavourably with the style of Balfour.

Bonar Law had said at Belfast:

“For more than two years the Government have been in office but they

have not been in power. They have turned the House ofCommons into an

exchange where everything is bought and sold. In order to retain for a

little longer the ascendency of their Party, to remain a few months longer

in office, they have sold the constitution, they have sold themselves ...”

It was this remark which apparently angered Asquith. He quoted

it a few days later in the House of Commons.

“This Mr. Speaker is the new style. . . Am I to undei stand that the

right honourable gentleman repeats that here, or is prepared to repeat it

on the floor of the House of Commons?
“Mr Bonar Law: Wes.’
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‘'The Prime Minister. 'Let us see exactly what it is It is that I and my
colleagues are selling our convictions.’

“Mr. Bonar Law: 'You have not got any.’

“The Prime Minister: 'We are getting on with the new style!’
”

It must be admitted that this particular exchange of civilities sug-

gests small boys at school rather than grave statesmen deliberating

in the foremost legislative assembly of the world, but that has hap-

pened often enough in the House of Commons. Bonar Law’s sup-

porters were delighted by this kind of thing. The feeling that their

leader would not spare his punches was very welcome to a party

faced with an apparently hopeless period of unsuccessful opposition;

and Asquith’s attempt to play upon the feelings of those who han-

kered after the days of Balfour’s leadership, by contrasting the style

of the two leaders, had no success whatever. What the Conservatives

wanted at this time was plenty of sport and a good run for their

money. The new leader gave them both.

It has been questioned whether Bonar Law’s "New Style” came
naturally to him. How far he deliberately put it on for the sake of

encouraging his own supporters is a moot point. According to

Asquith in his Memories and Reflections^^ as he and Bonar Law were

walking side by side away from the House of Lords, after listening

to the King’s Speech at the opening of the 1912 session, Bonar Law
said to him: "I am afraid I shall have to show myself very vicious,

Mr. Asquith, this session. I hope you will understand.” This cer-

tainly suggests that the harsh and often violent tone of Bonar Law’s

speeches was to some extent assumed; and it is no doubt true that,

like those rulers who go to war in order to shelve the internal con-

flicts of their country, Bonar Law was in part cultivating a deliberate

hostility to the Liberals so that his followers might forget their own
feuds in their hatred of the common enemy.

But there is every reason to suppose that Bonar Law wa« speaking

with genuine feeling when he delivered many of his most bitter

attacks on the Government. This was a period when party politics

were characterized by a degree of acrimony unparalleled since -

except perhaps in the disputes over the Munich crisis of 1938. The
reasons for such bitterness are complicated, and it would require a

lengthy analysis of English history over the previous twenty-five years

to explain them in full. But broadly speaking the immediate cause

of this extraordinary animosity was the General Election of 1906,

which thrust the hereditary ruling class of England out of power for

the first time since the Glorious Revolution of 1688.
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The mere decline of aristocratic power did not greatly move Bonar
Law. He was not, and never pretended to be, himself of that class,

and he had none of the romantic reverence for things past, for the

glamour of the old England, for the pomp and pageantry of a

vanished era ~ a reverence which so often goes with Tory beliefs. On
the contrary his views on such matters were almost iconoclastic. He
was the least sentimental, the most unromantic Conservative that

ever lived. But there was a by-product of the aristocratic decUne

which touched Bonar Law far more nearly than that decline itself.

And this was the imminent passage of an Irish Home Rule Bill

which the Lords could no longer stop ~ a measure which would put

Protestant Ulster, the home of his ancestors, under the rule of their

hereditary enemies in the Roman Catholic South of Ireland. On this

subject -and after all it dominated politics until August 1914-
Bonar Law felt with genuine passion. He once told Austen Chamber-
lain many years later that, before the war, he cared intensely about

only two things: Tariff Reform and Ulster; all the rest was only part

of the game.^ We may then safely take with a grain of salt Bonar

Law’s strictures upon such topics as Welsh Disestablishment or the

Franchise Bill, but upon Irish Home Rule there is no need to suppose

that his violence was in any way artificial or affected. On that topic

he meant every word he said.

4

It may be appropriate at this moment to consider Bonar Law’s

relations with the rival leader. Asquith was now at the height of his

power and reputation. His career had been one of almost unbroken

success from his schooldays onwards: a Balliol scholarship; a first in

Greats; a large and lucrative practice at the Bar; politics, first as

Home Secretary, then as Chancellor of the Exchequer, and now (at

the beginning of 1912) for the past three and a half years Prime

Minister of England in a period of immense difficulty, stress and

strain which he had surmounted with extraordinary adroitness. Small

wonder that Asquith, possessing this formidable record, should tend

to look upon the new Conservative leader with a touch of con-

descension, a hint of patronage. Why should he, who had passed

through the whole Cursus Honorum of English politics, pay over

much regard to a mere tyro who had never held an office above a

Parliamentary Secretaryship?

There were other reasons for Asquith’s attitude to Bonar Law.

Although both were men of middle-class origin who had made their
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way in an aristocratic world to the summit of their respective parties,

they had no tastes or inclinations in common. For by 1912 Asquith

had long forgotten his humbler beginnings. He had been educated

among the aristocracy of England - Balliol in those days was an
aristocratic college - and by his second marriage in 1894 to Margot
Tennant, the daughter ofa millionaire, he joined a fashionable circle

far removed from the world whence he had sprung, far removed too

from the world in which Bonar Law spent all his life.

Indeed Bonar Law and Asquith had nothing in common. Asquith

loved society, dined out incessantly, was delighted by the company
of pretty women. Bonar Law hated social engagements, never dined

out of his house unless he had to, and, after the death of his wife,

displayed total indifference to feminine society. Asquith enjoyed good
wine ~ enjoyed it too much, according to his enemies. Bonar Law
was a teetotaller. About the only taste which the two men shared

was a partiality for bridge, although in Asquith’s case it was never

quite the passion that it became for Bonar Law - and incidentally

he was nothing like so good a player.

Perhaps inevitably, Asquith tended to underestimate Bonar Law.
He soon perceived, it is true, that the new leader was a much more
formidable debater than he had previously realized, but to the end
he never acquired for Bonar Law the respect that he felt for Balfour,

Curzon, or Austen Chamberlain. Perhaps he found it impossible to

believe that someone, lacking his own wide intellectual background
ofBar and University, and brought up in the narrower world of the

counting house and the iron market, could ever really be his equal

in politics. ‘'The gilded tradesman,” was one of his favourite phrases

about Bonar Law. On one occasion, when Lloyd George pressed for

Bonar Law’s inclusion on a Cabinet Committee, Asquith curtly

replied: “He has the mind of a Glasgow Bailie.”^ It is doubtful

whether even to the end he ever altered that opinion. «

Bonar Law, however, did not reciprocate those feelings. On tire

contrary he had a very considerable respect, even an admiration,

for Asquith’s talents. The different way in which each regarded the

other is well shown when they were in office together after 1915.

Asquith did everything possible to belittle Bonar Law, partly no
doubt from political motives, but partly from a real contempt of his

talents, whereas Bonar Law’s respect for Asquith was so great that,

despite these slights, it was only after prolonged deliberation and
with great doubts that he took the vital step at the end of 1916 of

overthrowing the Asquith Coalition.
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The relationship between Bonar Law and Asquith has been dis-

cussed at lengthy because it was to be most important in Bonar Law’s

career, and the history of events, particularly after 1915, is incom-

prehensible without some knowledge of it. For the time being the

two were on opposite sides ~ Asquith gazing at Bonar Law with a

good-humoured contempt changing to a certain reluctant admira-

tion for Bonar Law’s powers of argument, Bonar Law looking at

Asquith with deep respect, mingled with indignation at the Liberal

leader’s ingenuity and craft.

5

In addition to the more obvious political questions that arise, a

party leader has to face a whole number of problems connected with

the backstairs of politics, which the average man does not see and
which historians usually ignore. The Party moves forward, but what
of the levers, the cog wheels and pinions, all the intricate mechanism
which makes that movement possible; and what of the oil with which

the complicated machinery must be greased? These are subjects too

often veiled in a discreet obscurity. Yet they have their interest, and

to describe the life of the leader of a great political party without

mentioning this side of his work would be misleading and inaccurate.

When Bonar Law became leader, the organization of the Party

was still in a state of confusion, although some start had been made
to reform the worst abuses by Arthur Steel-Maitland, the new Party

Manager who took over in July 1911. The main difficulty was the

existence oftwo distinct but overlapping organizations, the Conserva-

tive Central Office which was supposed to deal with candidates,

agents and finance, and the National Conservative Union which in

return for a central office grant of ;^95000 per annum was supposed

to be responsible for hterature, speakers and general propaganda.

Steel-Maidand submitted a lengthy memorandum to Bonar Law on

the disadvantages of this dual system.^

“(i) There is great waste of money . . .

^‘(2) There is absolutely no adaptation of means to ends-i.e. no
consideration of whether money at our disposal would have the best

effect if devoted to literature or spent on Press articles or other objects

which I might mention.

''(3) There is no real selection of the best and most suitable men for the

various committees. . . .

. , It is absolutely clear that the whole organization must be under

one head. ...”

On the Central Office Steel-Maitland observes:
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‘‘I was prepared for a lack ofsystem but not for what I found. No attempt
was made at departmentalizing work. There was no control of ordinary

office routine ... no proper system of reports from district agents; no
control of their expenditure. What is more there was no annual balance
sheet. They could not tell you within 10,000 what the year’s expenditure
had been, probably not within £20,000. There was no proper classifica-

tion of expenditure, no recovery of loans, no following up of lapsed

subscriptions. No note was taken (except as regards General Election

expenses) of interviews at which promises were made, pecuniary or other-

wise. Vague verbal assurances were the rule, not satisfactory at the moment
and productive of trouble later. Engagements were practically never
kept. . . . This sounds extravagant. It is literally true. Proof can be given
of each statement.”

On the other hand the raising offunds, as opposed to their expendi-

ture, was in a more satisfactory state.

‘‘As regards the getting of money”, [wrote Steel-Maitland] “Lord St.

Audries^ was very good. It is true that the expenses of organizing (as far

as I can ascertain) were much less in former years. But still he started

without any invested funds, and left a nest egg of over ^^300,000. A year’s

peerages are hypothecated, but still this is a very fine performance.
“We thus have about 13,000 a year from invested funds, and about

£4,000 a year from the existing subscription list. We ought to have
£100,000 a year at least. Towards this, Lord Farquhar^ and I have at

present got about £30,000 a year more, mostly in a few big subscriptions.

I am at present organizing with him systematic collections from (
i )

Peers

(2) the City. We ought to reach say £80,000 a year by July, as the autumn
has been an unfavourable time. After that I hope to tackle provincial

centres, and perhaps from local funds in Lancashire, Yorkshire and
Scotland, thus relieving the centre. It is preposterous that these rich places

should, as now, come yelping to London for help. I may be too sanguine,

but I hope by the end, say of 1913, to have an income, irrespective of the
Liberal Unionists, of £120,000 to £140,000 a year. This should be to a
large extent, but not wholly, irrespective of future honours.

“Perhaps the caution should be borne in mind that the above notes

refer to normal expenditure only. Expenditure on a General Election is a
thing apart, though of course an Election influences the anmfal expendi-
ture of the year in which it takes place. An Election costs from £80,000
to £120,000.”

Steel-Maitland’s solution to the problems he outlined was a much
closer amalgamation between the Central Office and the National

Union. In the end this was facilitated by another organizational

change, namely a fusion - between the Conservative and the Liberal

Unionist Party. There are lengthy memoranda in Bonar Law’s files

on this subject. Eventually a satisfactory arrangement was achieved,

^ The previous Party Treasurer 1902-1 91 1.

2 The new Party Treasurer. Dismissed by Bonar Law in 1923.
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and^ after a meeting held at Bonar Law’s house on February 12th., it

was agreed to amalgamate all three bodies, the Conservative Central

Office, the Conservative National Union and the Liberal Unionist

Council into a single organization under central control.

Bonar Law’s files contain a good many letters dealing with what
may be called the managerial side of the Party. No doubt most of

the work was done by Steel-Maitland or by the Chief Whip - a post

held by Lord Balcarres, and later by Lord Edmund Talbot^ - but

the ultimate decision in controversial cases had to be made by Bonar

Law. For example, should Sir Philip Sassoon be chosen as candidate

for Hythe? The seat was ‘^one of those demoralized seats”, as Steel-

Maitland put it.^ It was recognized as a pocket borough of the Roths-

childs, one of whose relations always sat for it; and the Rothschilds

regularly subscribed £12^000 per annum to the Party funds in addi-

tion to large sums at Election time, without asking for anything in

return. They would be most hurt if Sir Phihp Sassoon were passed

over. On the other hand there was Sir Arthur Colefax who had been

unseated at the last Election and had certain claims which he never

ceased to press. Bonar Law had to know all the facts and if necessary

decide which to back. Another category of problems concerned the

Press. There was, for example, the question of placating Mr. W. W.
Astor, owner of the Observer and the Pall Mall Gazette and a heavy

subscriber to Party funds. Early in June 1912 Bonar Law was to

lunch with him at the Ritz, but was warned that Astor had been

disappointed at not receiving a peerage from Balfour and therefore

it would be unwise to hint at any expectation of future benefits for

the Party.”^ In view of this and the fact that, as noted above in Steel-

Maitland’s memorandum, a year’s peerages had been already pro-

mised in advance, the arrival at about this time of a long memo-
randum from Lord Selbourne, urging the Party to pledge itselfnever

to give honours in retufn for financial benefits, must have seemed

somewhat inopportune. It is not surprising that Bonar Law and

Lansdowne gave it a cool reception and replied that consideration

of such a matter should wait until the Party was in power again."^

It should not be thought from these remarks that Bonar Law him-

self was influenced by pressure from the Press in matters of policy.

On the contrary he habitually disregarded such pressure and, by so

doing, acquired the respect even of the formidable Lord NorthcHffe,

^ Later created Lord Fitzalan, when he became the last Viceroy of Ireland in December
1920. He was a most devoted friend and supporter ofBonar Law, and was a pall bearer at

his funeral.



102 THE PROBLEMS OF THE LEADER

who treated him with a deference that he extended to few other

political leaders. But Bonar Law was a man of common sense, and
it was his duty to see that the Press was not antagonized unnecessarily,

and that newspapers hitherto of Tory persuasion should not by sale

or transfer go over to the other side. Although he never bowed to

the power of the Press magnates, he saw that the Press was a powerful

element in modern politics and that to ignore it was folly in the

twentieth century - however different conditions might have been
fifty years earlier.

In addition to all these cares of a leader there was the delicate

question of the personal claims of various colleagues. This is well

illustrated by Bonar Law's first Parliamentary dinner. A long letter

of instruction from Lord Balcarres shows the problems of etiquette

and precedency involved. After detailing who should be invited Bal-

carres goes onf

“Your two private secretaries must come, must arrange menu, take all

responsibility off your shoulders, guard the King’s Speech and exclude
inquisitive domestics.

“This document will reach you in the afternoon with a letter of por-
tentous solemnity from Asquith.

“The Speech should be communicated to us in accents more colourless

and impartial than I expect you to use for many weeks to come! You should
attend the House of Lords next day to hear the King deliver the Speech in

propia persona. . . .

^‘JVow let me come to business

“The Leader generally sits at the side of the table and his vzs-d-vis is

technically his second in command, hitherto Akers-Douglas.
“These dispositions will be noticed by those concerned. It will be neces-

sary to settle the point,

“Of course if you like, the problem can for the moment be evaded by
putting me there, and one private secretary at each end of the table but
even so somebody must sit at your Right Hand! . . .

“All this is a tiresome detail of dinner party precedence but’it none the
less connotes the future complexion of ministries. . . .

“I hope to see you on the 23rd but I should like a further conversation
with you as to preliminary arrangements I wish to make. We can talk

about amendments to the address later on.

“Yours ever,

Bal.”

Then there was the problem ofthe Shadow Cabinet. It was strictly

Lansdowne’s function to summon that body, but he only chose the

peers who were to compose it; the commoners were left to Bonar
Law. The exact rules as to who should be summoned were anything
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but clear. A memorandum given to Bonar Law by Balcarres states

somewhat unhelpfully

‘‘Constitution. There is no particular qualification and no definite

membership.’*

Balcarres then gives the following list of persons usually sum-
moned:

“Lords Lansdowne, Halsbury, Ashbourne, Londonderry, Chilston,

Selbourne, Derby, Middleton, Curzon, Salisbury, Mr. Balfour, Mr. A.
Chamberlain, Mr. A. Lyttleton, Mr. W. Long, Mr. George Wyndham,
Mr. F. E. Smith, Sir R. Finlay, Sir E. Carson, Mr. Chaplin,”

In fact the Shadow Cabinet gave perpetual trouble. To omit per-

sons gave offence, to invite them gave rise to intangible claims for

office which might be difficult to evade when the Party came into

power. The following letters from Lansdowne show the difficulties:^

February 23rd, 1912.

Lansdowne to Bonar Law
“I would propose to convene the following Peers, Curzon, Selborne,

Middleton, and I am inclined to think in view of what was said in your
room the other evening that Derby might be allowed to come also. Ifyou
bring Balcarres I think Devonshire ought to be summoned too. He is very

sensible with regard to all these questions.

“Please tell me exactly what you think. Ifyou concur I will summon the

Peers and I presume you will summon the members of the House of

Commons.”

Bonar Law’s reply can be deduced from Lansdowne’s next letter:^

February 23rd, 1912.

Lansdowne to Bonar Law
“All right for Thursday at 11.30. But if the House of Commons

‘shadows’ are to number 1 1, I don’t see how I can leave out Londonderry
(who is very touchy and at this moment on the war path) - and I fear old

Halsbury will be furious

“Sorry to^be tiresome but I have to be careful
”

These difficulties frequently arose. As a result, Lansdowne and

Bonar Law endeavoured to call the Shadow Cabinet as rarely as

possible, and only when important controversial issues like the Food

Tax were at stake, and some sort of authoritative party pronounce-

ment had become imperative.

With this we have perhaps said enough of the managerial side of

Bonar Law’s leadership. It is well to remember, however, that during

all the bitter political battles which lay ahead the matters discussed

above formed, as it were, a continuous background, a sort of ground

bass to the main theme. Bonar Law could delegate much to the
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Whips and Party managers, but he alone was in the last resort

responsible for the well-being of the Party in the House of Commons
with all the complications that this involved. He could not - or at

any rate did not - regard this side of politics with the lofty disdain

shown by some of his predecessors; and there can be no doubt that

a considerable part of his success came from the care and attention

to detail which he devoted to the management of the Party.
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I

it s soon as Bonar Law became leader he was faced with an
ZA important problem of Party policy. What was the most satis-

1 A factory line to take over the vexed question of Tariff Reform,

and, in particular, the even more difficult question offood taxes? The
Party was divided upon this issue, and had been divided ever since

Joseph Chamberlain proclaimed the new gospel in 1903. Indeed

Balfour’s dialectical skill had seldom been more severely tested than

in the verbal acrobatics with which he endeavoured to reconcile the

divisions in the Party. His successor was now to be confronted with

the same j^oblem, and since the tariff dispute very nearly brought

Bonar Law’s career as leader to an end, scarcely more than a year

after it had begun, it is necessary to give some explanation of its

nature.

On the question of Tariff Reform there were in the Conservative

Party two sharply contending factions. One, headed by the influen-

tial families of Cecil and Stanley, at heart regarded the whole of

Joseph Chamberlain’s crusade as a grave error and responsible in

large measure for the successive electoral defeats of the Unionist

Party. Especially disastrous, they claimed, was Chamberlain’s pro-

posal to impose taxes, however light, upon imported foodstuffs. The
accusation that the Conservatives intended to tax the people’s bread

105



I06 FOOD TAXES
[ 19 II]

had been fatal in the past and would be fatal in the future. If the

Tariff Reformers continued obstinately to keep food taxes on the

party programme, the far more vital struggle over Home Rule might

be lost for ever. The Unionist Free Fooders, as they were called de-

rived their strength from Scotland and the north of England. They
wei'e especially strong in Lancashire, traditionally a Free Trade area.

The spokesman of Lancashire was the Earl of Derby, who was regu-

larly received there with much of the deference usually reserved for

Royalty. His great influence in the Conservative counsels was thrown

heavily against Tariff Reform, especially against food taxes.

The Tariff Reformers, on the other hand, maintained that the

abandonment of food taxes would be a fatal repudiation of all past

policy. Food taxes, they claimed, were essential because only thus

could a preference be given in the British market to colonial products

- in particular to Canadian wheat; and only a policy of Imperial

Preference could preserve the Empire from disintegration. To prove

that this latter danger was no mere chimera, the Tariff Reformeis

pointed to the Reciprocity Agreement between Canada and the

U.S.A., concluded early in 19 ii by Sir Wilfrid Laurier’s Liberal

Government. This was an arrangement which provided for mutual

reduction of tariffs between the two countries and seemed a first step

on the part of Canada away from the Empire and into the orbit of

the U.S.A. It is true that this particular argument lost some of its

force when in the same year the Canadian Election swept Laurier’s

Government out of office and replaced it by a Conservative Admini-

stration under Sir Robert Borden who promptly repudiated the

Reciprocity Agreement: all this without the slightest move in Eng-

land towards Imperial Preference. Nevertheless the Tariff Reformers

could plausibly argue that Canadian patriotism deserved reward, that

the Reciprocity Agreement, though now repudiated, w^s sympto-

matic of trouble to come unless Britain made a serious attempt to

unite the Empire by the creation of an imperial zollverein or customs

union. Moreover, the Tariff Reformers refused to believe that their

policy had caused the recent Unionist defeats. On the contrary, they

argued, the real trouble was that Tariff Reform had not been pressed

ardently enough. If it had been, the Conservatives would by now
have been in power. By the nature of things such arguments can be

neither proved nor disproved, but that fact in no way diminished the

fervour of the disputants; the debate rolled merrily on, and neither

side showed any sign of yielding.

The home of Tariff Reform was Birmingham, and the struggle
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between the Protectionist and Free Trade Conservatives was, to some
extent, a struggle between the Birmingham and Manchester elements

of the Party. Joseph Chamberlain, the high priest ofthe Tariff Move-
ment could no longer speak in public, but he could still think and
make his views known in writing; a series of encyclicals poured forth

from his sick bed at Highbury, while his faithful son continued the

work in public meetings up and down the country.

The whole problem was greatly complicated by the so called

Referendum Pledge. This was a bomb-shell dropped by Balfour dur-

ing the General Election ofautumn 1910. Speaking at the Albert Hall

on November 29th Balfour offered, if the Unionists came into power,

to submit food taxes to a referendum. ^T have not the least objection”,

he declared, ^To submitting the principle of Tariff Reform to a

Referendum.” *TfTariffReform is anything it is a great and Imperial

policy. ... I am perfectly ready to submit it to my countrymen.”

The pledge was a last minute manoeuvre to persuade the Free Trade

element in the floating vote that it was safe to support the Conserva-

tives, since no tariffs would be imposed until the nation had been

consulted again specifically on that issue.

The exact meaning of Balfour's pledge was not quite clear. He
made the offer in carefully guarded words as a quid pro quo, if the

Liberals would promise a referendum on Home Rule. The Liberals

naturally did not, and it could be argued that, accordingly, Balfour’s

pledge lapsed. A great deal of hair splitting disputation took place

upon this point, and all through 1912 Bonar Law’s mail is foil of

ingenious suggestions - worthy of medieval schoolmen interpreting a

text - as to the various ways in which Balfour’s pledge could be

understood. It is difficult to see the need for such subtleties. After all

the Unionists were perfectly free to repudiate the pledge if they

wanted to do so - whatever its meaning. The argument was really

one of expediency, and here the two sections in the party differed

profoundly. The Tariff Reformers were naturally determined to re-

pudiate the offer of a referendum, because they saw in it a serious

obstacle to their plans. Austen Chamberlain had personally dissoci-

ated himself from it at the Tariff Reform Dinner of November 8th

while the question of leadership was stiU in the balance. The Free

Fooders were equally determined to retain the pledge, since, without

it, they believed that there was no hope of winning an Election. The
matter was still undecided when Balfour resigned.

The advocates of the two sides lost no time in putting their case

before the new leader. Austen Chamberlain was first in the field on
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November iith/ followed two days later by Lord Derby, the spokes-

man of Free Trade Lancashire.^

Bonar Law’s own sympathies naturally lay with Austen Chamber-
lain, and, although he had not at first been as hostile to the referendum

pledge as Chamberlain had been, his views had become more definite

since the 1910 Election. Nevertheless, as leader of the Party he had to

do his best to avoid a split. After all there was no immediate reason to

make any declaration on the matter, for the Unionists were not in

office and the likelihood of a General Election was remote. Bonar

Law therefore took no immediate step and avoided making any

public utterances on the subject. No copy appears to exist of his I'eply

to Chamberlain. To Derby he wrote on November

‘^'Many thanks for your letter and for the very kind way in which you
welcome me to my new position.

‘‘If you are in town do come and see me. I think there is nothing for us

but to go straight forward with the programme as it is, but I should like to

speak to you about it. Until we have met I am sure you will say nothing to

commit you in any way. I have to speak in Bootle on the 7th December,
and, if it is convenient to you, I shall be delighted to stay at Knowsley but
I hope to see you before then. . .

.’’

2

At the risk of going somewhat ahead of the main story we must

now trace the tale of Tariff Reform down to the crisis of January

1913. Bonar Law received numerous letters from the supporters and

opponents offood taxes, but it was not until April 1912 that he took a

definite decision. Then at a meeting of the Shadow Cabinet it was

agreed that the food tax must remain a part of Tariff Reform and
further that the Referendum Pledge must be dropped. This decision

instantly evoked a protest from Lord Salisbury, to whom the news

was imparted by his brother-in-law, Lord Selborne, apd by Lord
Curzon, both ofwhom strongly disapproved. Salisbury’s letter is too

long to quote in full but an extract shows the arguments used:*^

20 Arlington Street,

May ist, 1912.

“.
. . I am frankly somewhat of an opportunist in the matter. I incline

indeed to think the food tax to be bad policy, but in a world ofcompromise
I should be content if it were likely to be a successful policy. Hitherto it

has been very unsuccessful. If it may be said to have finally made possible

the destruction of the constitution, the prostitution of the Prerogative, the
Repeal of the Union and the Disendowment of the Welsh Church, it will

probably rank as the most costly policy in history. But there seems a
chance that some of these disasters may be spared to us if public opinion



[1912] BONAR LAW^S REPLY TO SALISBURY IO9

were to pronounce an emphatic desire to change the Govt. Overwhelming
loss of public favour might break up the Govt, or in the last resort

strengthen the hand of the King. But it must be overwhelming. If we are

to be saved it must be manifest that the country prefers the Unionists to

the Radicals . . . and as long as the food tax is our programme any such
manifest public opinion is in the highest degree unlikely. . .

To this letter Bonar Law replied on May 3rd at what was for him
unusual length: parts of the letter are worth quoting,^

“.
. . I have had talks with your brothers about this - especially Lord

Robert with whom on^ I think, almost every other subject I have found
myselfin complete agreement, though our previous experience has been so

different. On this subject, however, we never get any further forward
because, I am afraid, the differences in view between us are fundamental.

‘T quite realize that food taxes are a handicap; but on the other hand
they are part of our policy and to change it now would in my opinion

increase our difficulty of winning the election rather than diminish it.’’

“.
. . I really believe, and it is here I think that I differ so much from

you that there is a great deal in Tariff Reform; and I believe also that

there is a great deal even in the food part of it. I do not now allude to

preference though of course that comes first. ... I believe also that even a
small duty on food stuffs would be a great advantage to small holders, and
also to Ireland. In fact my real belief is that in the troubles ahead of us

connected with labour we are moving very fast in the direction of revolu-

tion; and though I am sure you will consider my hope a baseless one I still

entertain it - that it is by Tariff Reform that we might, so to speak, get the

train for a time at least shifted on to other lines. . .

‘‘Apart altogether from merits I am as certain as I can be of anything
that ifa proposal were made to drop the food duties or to submit them to a

referendum there would be a large split in the party which would I think

be a greater handicap than anything else could be. So far also as I am
personally concerned, the way in which I have been identified with Tariff

Reform and also my sincere belief in the advantages of it would make it

quite impossible for me not to be on the side of those who refuse to allow

the programme to be altered ... if I believed that the Party as a whole
would be irjpre successful by changing this policy I should be quite

willing to stand aside, and even to help as much as I could, though I

could not possibly, if such a split did take place, continue as leader and
oppose those with whom I have all through been working ...”

This letter states as well as any of Bonar Law’s private papers his

attitude to Tariff Reform at this time. He believed in it, first because

ofImperial Preference; secondly, because he thought it would benefit

both the agricultural and industrial labourers and so help to modify

the revolutionary tendencies of the day; thirdly, because its abandon-

ment would ~ in his opinion - split the Conservative Party from top

to bottom.
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However, whether as a result of Salisbury’s suggestion about the

Canadian Government, or for other reasons Bonar Law decided to

avoid a public declaration of the Shadow Cabinet’s decision until he

had ascertained the views of the Canadian Prime Minister. This was
convenient because Borden and Hazon were coming on a visit to

England in June. Bonar Law was most anxious to see that the Cana-

dian Ministers were entertained by the Opposition as well as the

Government, and despite his hatred of social engagements, he even

asked Lady Londonderry to arrange a party for them and their wives.

'T have sent a cable”, he wrote,^ ''asking them to dine with me; but

human nature is the same in Canada as it is in England and, especi-

ally if there are ladies, they will appreciate enormously an invitation

to Londonderry House.”

Bonar Law did not know Borden very well, but they had a close

mutual ally in Sir Max Aitken. Indeed on Bonar Law’s election

Borden had suggested that Aitken should become Bonar Law’s Parlia-

mentary Secretary, adding that such an appointment would be well

received in Canada. Bonar Law had replied, Dec. gth, 1911:^

"As regards Sir Max Aitken he is the most intimate personal friend I

have in the House of Commons (in spite of the comparatively short time

I have known him) and not only for that reason but because of his remark-
able force and ability I should have preferred him as my Secretary to

anyone else. Since I got my appointment he has been assisting me in the

most effective way, but he does not himself wish to be announced publicly

as one ofmy secretaries . . . Later on if he should desire to have his con-

nexion with me made public I shall be delighted to announce it.”

Borden was invited by Aitken to Cherkley, and Bonar Law was

able to discuss matters with him there. The Canadian Prime Minister

made it clear that food taxes were regarded in Canada as essential for

a proper policy of Imperial Preference. He promised to take an early

opportunity both of saying so publicly and indicating^that, if Im-

perial Preference were abandoned, Canada might be obliged to make
Preferential arrangements with other countries outside the Empire.

He also agreed to try to increase Canadian Preference for English

manufactured goods. His views were decisive for Bonar Law. He now
resolved to go straight ahead and disregard the complaints of the

Free Fooders.

Bonar Law had always regarded the imperial argument as the

most important part of the case for Tariff Reform. Partly perhaps on
account of his own Canadian origin, he believed strongly in the unity

ofthe Empire, and the necessity ofPreference as a means ofpreserving
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that unity. It has sometimes been suggested that Bonar Law’s belief

in Tariffs was primarily the business man’s belief in protecting his

manufactures against foreign competition. Naturally in debate Bonar
Law used many different arguments when putting the case for

Tariff Reform - and like any good debater, he chose his arguments
to suit his audience; but his private correspondence at this time leaves

no doubt of the paramount importance that he attached to the

Empire, especially Canada. In a letter to Lord Graham, dated
August 6th, he said that before committing himself on food taxes he
had waited to find out whether the Canadian Ministers really attached

value to them. His letter continues:^

. and they not only do attach value to them but say that if we went
back on our policy now it would be regarded as a serious blow to the
whole cause of imperial consolidation. Under these circumstances I hope
you will agree with me in thinking that, whatever the handicap, we have
no alternative but to go on and hope to win in spite of it.”

Accordingly Lansdowne and Bonar Law decided to make public

the repudiation of the referendum decided upon at the Shadow
Cabinet in April. The occasion ofthis declaration was to be a meeting

of the Conservative National Union held at the Albert Hall on
November 14th, 1912. Meanwhile, the Tariff Reformers redoubled

their efforts. Aitken departed to Canada in order to keep Borden up
to the mark. At home the Tariff Reform League organized an im-

mense banquet at which subscribers to the League’s funds would
meet Bonar Law. Until the last minute it seems to have been un-

certain whether Lansdowne or Bonar Law should make the declara-

tion at the Albert Hall, but in the end Lansdowne insisted upon doing

so on the ground that he had been a party to the original pledge and
could therefore speak with greater weight.

Lansdowne’s speech at the Albert Hall immediately produced a

furore amogg the Free Fooders. Already, onNovember 7th, BonarLaw
had received six pages of ‘‘final protest” from Lord Hugh Cecil

ending thus:^

“We are like the French legitimists who in 1873 sacrificed the throne of

France rather than accept the tricolour in place of the Bourbon white
flag. Taxes on food are exalted into a kind of religion - even to postpone
them is apostacy. If there were no Union or Church or Ulster at stake

this would deserve to be called insanity. But when the highest national

interests are involved, when those whom we are bound to succour and
save by every consideration of honour and chivalry may have to pay the

price of our folly, what word fitly describes our action?”

It soon appeared that many other Unionists shared Lord Hugh
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Cecil’s sentiments - if not his eloquence. A stream of letters protesting

at the abandonment of the referendum pledge poured in upon Bonar
Law. They came chiefly, though not exclusively, from those who
depended upon votes in the North. Bonar Law was told that there

was no hope of progress in Yorkshire, that Scotland was furious and
that at least six seats would be lost in Lancashire; an unfortunate

Conservative defeat at this time in a by-election at Bolton gave

plausibility to the last contention.

These strictures did not deflect Bonar Law from his chosen course,

but he realized that the unrest in the party was considerable and
decided to clarify the policy laid down by Lansdowne at the Albert

Hall, For this purpose he resolved to carry the war into the enemy
camp, and on December i6th he delivered an important speech on

tariffs in Aitken’s constituency, Ashton-under-Lyne. In this speech

Bonar Law expounded and emphasized a part of Lansdowne's

speech which had not received much prominence. Lansdowne had
said that no food taxes would be imposed unless the Colonies wanted
them. Bonar Law dwelt upon this point.

. first I want to tell you exactly what it is that we propose in regard
to food duties. It was stated very briefly but clearly by Lord Lansdowne in

the Albert Hall the other day. ... Ifour countrymen entrust us with power
we do not intend to impose food taxes. What we intend to do is to call a

conference of the Colonies to consider the whole question of preferential

trade and the question of whether or not food duties will be imposed will

not arise till those negotiations are completed. We are told the Colonies

have made no offer, that they do not wish such an arrangement Well, if

that is true, we should find out. If it is true, no food duties will be imposed
under any circumstances [cheers].”

He then dealt with the Referendum Pledge and reaffirmed the

Conservative resolve to abandon it - on the grounds that to negotiate

food duties at a Colonial Conference and then submit them to a

referendum would be unfair to the Colonies. “That is ther reason and

the sole reason why we object to submitting these proposals to a

referendum.”

The speech was interpreted by some as a step away from the full

rigour of the Albert Hall programme. Austen Chamberlain, in parti-

cular, appears to have received it with uneasiness. But there seems no
reason to suppose that Bonar Law had any such purpose. He knew
that food taxes were unpopular. He therefore emphasized the possi-

bility that they might not be needed, but he in no way receded from
the view that if the Colonies wanted them, they should have them -

and he reaffirmed that there would be no question of a referendum.
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Aitken was anxious to ensure that the speech would be received

with enthusiasm. In this way it might be possible to overawe the Free

Food rebels and show that, even in Lancashire, Tariff Reform had
strong support. He therefore took certain precautions in the way of

organizing the meeting. His efforts were most successful. Bonar Law
received a splendid welcome, his speech was greeted with tumultuous

cheers, and, somewhat to his surprise, he found himself escorted to

the station after the meeting by a phalanx of a hundred torch hearers.

But, despite this demonstration, all was not well. The speech, far

from intimidating the Free Fooders, only aroused their indignation.

The rebels now had the powerful influence of Lord Northcliffe on

their side. He was conducting a vigorous campaign through his two

newspapers, the Daily Mail and The TimeSy against what he called
‘

'stomach taxes”. Bonar Law’s Ashton speech had a chilling recep-

tion in The Times, Emboldened by this support, and encouraged - or

at least not discouraged - by Lord Derby, the Lancashire Unionists

broke into open revolt. A meeting of the Lancashire Conservative

Association was due on Saturday, December 21st, five days after the

Ashton speech. It soon became known that resolutions hostile to

Bonar Law’s policy were to be set down and would probably be

carried. In the circumstances the Lancashire leaders resolved to try

to secure an adjournment in order to give time for reflection and

consideration. For if the motion against food taxes was carried, by

such an important body as the Lancashire Association, there was

every likelihood of a major cleavage throughout the whole Party.

Meanwhile, Bonar Law, ignorant of these ominous developments,

had returned to the South and went to spend a few days at Cherkley.

His repose was speedily broken by a startling telegram from F. E.

Smith. It ran as follows:^

“Lancashire serious. Chamberlain, you, I, Carson and if possible Long
should me^ immediately. Salvidge^ joining D.”

This somewhat cryptic message was followed by a letter:^

Blenheim Palace,

December i8th.

“Dear Bonar,

“You must think of politics. Things in Lancashne are on the verge of a

smash. I think Salvidge will support Derby. You, I, Austen, Carson and
if he is well enough, Long ought to meet at once. Unless effective steps are

taken a resolution will be passed at the Lancashire meeting that the food

^ Mr. (iatei Sir) Archibald Salvidge, a person of great influence in Lancashire Unionist

politics. D. is of course Derby.
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taxes recommended (if such be the case) at the Conference^ should not

become law without an election. Such a resolution - though personally I

have under existing circumstances much sympathy with it - is wholly
inconsistent, it seems to me, with your position; it can be dealt with;

possibly it can even be controlled but you must move. I am going to the

adjourned meeting. Max Aitken should immediately intrigue with all the

Lancashire members in favour ofthe only amendment which I think could

be carried to the hostile resolution, viz. - that a deputation should waitupon
you - I mean of course a private one. . . You know I am not an alarmist

and have good nerves but unless the position is promptly dealt with we are

going straight on the rocks.

‘‘Yours, F. E.”

Matters now moved rapidly to a crisis. The Lancashire meeting

was stormy, but Lord Derby succeeded in adjourning it for three

weeks, and preventing any definite resolution from being passed. It

did not suit the Lancashire leaders to provoke an open breach with

Bonar Law, if they could secure their objective by less drastic

methods. Derby meanwhile circulated a tendentious questionnaire

to the Lancashire Unionists. The questions were so framed as to make
it almost certain that an overwhelming vote would be forthcoming

against food taxes and in favour of the referendum.

The news of all this soon reached Bonar Law. He had an interview

with Lansdowne and the two men found themselves in complete

agreement as to their course of action. They would resign rather than

go back upon their declared policy. Bonar Law was understandably

angry with Derby.

Writing to Lansdowne on Christmas Day, 1912, he said:^

“At fii'st my speech at Ashton did some good but the effect of it had
been destroyed by two things; first by Northcliffe with his Papers and
second, I am sorry to say, by Derby through the position he holds in

Lancashire and the use he is making of it. They had their meeting on
Saturday and Derby has written to me implying that he was doing every-

thing he could in the interest of unity but I receive other accjjjunts which
show that he himself ... is, I believe, the chief cause of the discontent

there.’’

But it became clear as time went on that feeling in the Party was

against Bonar Law. On December 31st writing to Henry Chaplin

Bonar Law himself admitted it.

“Politicians”, he wrote,^ “are notthe most stable ofpeople but the change
which has taken place is remarkable even for politicians. The strongest

Tariff Reformers are all coming to me saying it is impossible to fight with
food taxes. The position therefore is a very difficult one, and I really have

^ The Colonial Conference which Bonar Law promised he would summon before

imposing any duties in foodstuffs.
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no idea how it will end; but so far as the present is concerned I am not
going to depart in the least from the policy we have laid down, though
(between ourselves) I am convinced that it must m the end be modified.

I doubt whether this modification will be possible under my leadership,

but that is a bridge which I need not cross till we come to it.’’

Bonar Law was to reach that bridge sooner than he expected.

Feeling now was so strong against food taxes and the prospect of an

adverse resolution in Lancashire so certain that Bonar Law and
Lansdowne decided at the beginning ofJanuary 1913 that they must
call a party meeting, and, since they could not conscientiously repu-

diate their past speeches, resign. They were fortified in this resolution

by the extreme Tariff Reformers.

'T do not understand”, wrote Austen Chamberlain on December
24th,^ ^'how after your recent speeches anyone can think it compatible

with your honour to withdraw from the position you have taken up
and I am certain it would be fatal to both yourself and to the Party

if you were to do so.” Similar advice to fight it out, and resign rather

than give in came from Mr. L. S. Amery and Henry Chaplin, both

enthusiastic Tariff Reformers.

But as soon as the decision of the two leaders became known con-

sternation spread through the Party. The last thing that the oppo-

nents of food taxes wanted was the resignation of Lansdowne and
Bonar Law. The former could no doubt be replaced without great

difficulty - although his inevitable successor, Curzon, was in many
quarters not viewed with enthusiasm - but the replacement ofBonar

Law at the beginning of 1913 would have created insoluble prob-

lems. Austen Chamberlain would have been out of the question.

Long had become no more fit to lead the Party than he had been a

year before, and his health was not good. Carson and F. E. Smith did

not command the necessary trust and respect. Bonar Law’s resigna-

tion, especially upon such an issue, would have left the Party even

more disastrously divided than it had been when Balfour retired.

Therefore, at the instance of Carson, on January 7th, 1913, a

memorial was drawn up for the signature of Unionist Members (the

front bench being excluded) requesting Bonar Law and Lansdowne

to remain in office, and accept a modification of the Party’s declared

policy over tariffs. After a good deal of hesitation the two leaders

decided that, rather than break up the Party, they would do so, al-

though with very considerable reluctance. Bonar Law’s own account

is given in a letter to Henry Chaplin who protested vigorously at the

decision.^
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Januaiy loth.

. I can understand exactly how you feel about this whole business

but, from what I have already written to you, you know what my feeling

was. Lansdowne had been away and when he came back on Monday I

went to see him and told him that in my opinion he and I had only two
courses open to us - one was to go straight on with our policy and the

other to resign.

“We both felt that to go on with the policy was impossible and as the

simplest way ofshowing you exactly what our view was I enclose copy of a
Memorandum which I gave to Lansdowne. He came down to the House
of Commons on Tuesday with the intention that we should at once tell

Balcarres to call a Party meeting, when we would resign. Carson happened
to be there, and I got him in to talk with us as well as Balcarres. He felt

that it was very difficult for us to take any other course but he pointed

out to me what the effect of it would be. I had of course fully considered

the difficulty of getting a successor but I did not attach as much impor-
tance [to it] as he did. There was ofcourse another consideration which did

and does seem to me vital. If I had to resign on this cause, then the section

of the Party which thought our policy right would certainly not have
acquiesced in the change, and there would have been an absolute im-

possibility of having a united Party I do think therefore (and there is no
question of egotism in this) that the only chance of a united Party in the

meantime was that I should continue. When Carson and Balcarres urged
us therefore to delay we agreed to do so; and as a result they suggested a

memorial to me. . . . The substance of the memorial is loyalty to the

leaders; a determination to continue Imperial Preference on the under-

standing that any preference which is possible without food duties should

be carried immediately we obtain power; that any further preference

including food duties could be arranged by us but would be subject to

approval at another election.

“Of course I do not like this any more than you do, but after ail one
has to take into account the feeling of the Party; and the alternative

before us, I think, was to give up something which we gTeatly valued on
the one hand, or cause such a complete split in the Party as would endanger
everything we value - including Tariff Reform and preference. . .

3

Thus ended the first important crisis in Bonar Law’s leadership.

Lord Derby and the Cecils had won the day; the policy of Imperial

Preference received a set back from which it took many years to

recover - some would even say that it never did recover from this

blow. The disappointment of the keen Tariff Reformers was very

great, especially in the case of Chamberlain. Before Bonar Law made
public his decision, he had written to Austen Chamberlain on

January 8th explaining his reasons. He ended
“.

. .1 am sure you believe me that if you or your father wished it, I

would gladly resign my position, but I have not the courage to go on and
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be responsible for a policy which, with the feeling of the party such as it is,

I am sure is bound to fail. If I had been your father I might have carried it

through successfully, but I cannot.

“In this crisis, as in the earlier one, you have acted as what I know you
are - a great gentleman ’’

Austen Chamberlain’s reply was friendly but unyielding on the

main issuer"^

“As you know I wish that you could have felt differently, and I still

believe that the advice which I tendered you was the best for your reputa-

tion and for the Party, and that, if it had commended itself to you and
been acted on at once, the position of the Party would have been stronger

in three months than it is now and your own reputation immeasurably
enhanced. But I recognize that if you couldn’t believe what I believed,

you could not advocate it with success. ...”

The letter ends:

“I am deeply sensible of the difficulties of your position; I will try not

to make them greater and if you do not altogether like what I have to say

when I come to speak you must make allowance for a man whose dearest

political hopes and personal affections have received from fate a cruel

blow.”

Only six Unionist M.P.s refused to sign the memorial to the two

leaders. One of them was Mr. Amery and another Sir Max Aitken.

Did Bonar Law act rightly in thus reversing his own declared

policy for the sake of Party unity? To answer this is to answer a

problem in political ethics which has never yet been satisfactorily

solved. But in acting as he did there is no doubt that Bonar Law was

following the established tradition of previous Conservative leaders.

Ever since the day when Peel’s decision to repeal the Corn Laws had

broken the Party and driven it into the wilderness for twenty years,

successive Conservative leaders had felt it their duty, at all costs and

at almost any sacrifice, to avoid repeating Peel’s action. Disraeli,

Salisbury, Balfour, had all regarded party unity as of paramount

importance ~ and Bonar Law both on this occasion and, at several

other critical moments in his life, took the same view. It is of course

easy to attack such conduct on high moral grounds, but those who
declare that principles should always remain uncompromised and that

no one should ever change his course on account of pressure from others

are living in a cloud cuckoo land farfrom the realities of politics. Politics

is the art of the possible, and the man who refuses ever to change his

course will soon run on the rocks ~ and deserve to. Before we
criticize Bonar Law for abandoning his cherished beliefs in order to



FOOD TAXES1 18 [1912]

keep the Party united, it is worth remembering that his policy both

on this occasion and later was among the chief reasons why - for

good or evil - the Conservative Party survives today; and that the

very different fate of the Liberals can, at least in part, be explained

by the failure of their leaders to pay sufficient regard to the impor-

tance of Party unity.

Finally, it must be remembered that almost all Conservatives re-

garded the question of Irish Home Rule as the vital issue of the day

and were endeavouring to force a General Election on that issue

Bonar Law shared this view. Writing on December gth, 1912, to

St. Loe Strachey, the editor of the Spectator and a Unionist Free

Trader, Bonar Law said;^

. . So far as I am concerned, I entirely agree with your main proposi-

tion. I think the Union is more important than Tariff Reform but the

Union can only be preserved by a united party and, now at least, there is

no chance of a united party in any other way than by adherence to the

policy laid down at the Albert Hall.”

It was in a sense consistent on the part of Bonar Law - or at all

events not palpably inconsistent - to change his policy when, as

became evident by the end of December, the Albert Hall pro-

gramme, far from uniting the Party, was certain to split it; and it was

clear that his own resignation would make the conflict even more
disastrous. The real battle over Home Rule was still to come, and,

given Bonar Law’s strong feelings on Ireland and Ulster, any course

which weakened the Party for that struggle seemed to be a betrayal

of a far more vital cause than Tariff Reform.
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T
he story of the food tax controversy has taken us ahead of our

main narrative. It is necessary now to return to the beginning

of 1912. The Parliamentary session opened on February 14th.

It was Bonar Law’s first full session as leader of the Conservative

Party, and it was an arduous beginning for his leadership. Except

for a summer recess of two months Parliament sat continuously until

March 1913. Like all subsequent sessions till the outbreak of war, it

was dominated by the Irish question. That problem was to be of the

greatest importance in Bonar Law’s life, and his career cannot be

fully understood, indeed his place in history cannot be finally assessed,

without some knowledge of this, the most complicated and baffling

issue in British politics for the past hundred years.

The Irish problem had vexed English political life ever since the

Act of Union in 1800, but it was not until the General Election of

November 1885 that the Home Rule question became a major poli-

tical issue at Westminster. As a result of the genius of Parnell and

the extension of the franchise, the Parliament which met at the

beginning of 1886 contained eighty-six Irish Nationalist members,

who regarded the English parties with impartial distaste, and whose

sole objective was to use the bargaining power of their votes in order to
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secure self-government for Ireland. Gladstone, already convinced of

the justice of their claim and aware of the harm that such a formid-

able block of voters might do to English Parliamentary life, decided

to commit the Liberal Party to the Home Rule cause. In April 1886

he introduced the first Home Rule Bill. His decision broke the Liberal

Party in two. A combination of the Conservatives and the Liberal

Unionists, as the dissident Liberals were thenceforth called, was

strong enough to defeat the second reading of the Home Rule Bill

in the House ofCommons. Gladstone promptly dissolved Parliament,

but his appeal to the nation failed. The Home Rulers were defeated

and there followed six years of Conservative rule.

At the Election of 1892 the Home Rule cause fared better. Once
again the Irish Nationalists held the balance of power in the House

of Commons. Once again Gladstone introduced a Home Rule Bill,

This time, despite his great age - he was over eighty-two ~ and

his physical infirmities, he piloted the measure through every stage

in the House of Commons, only to see it go down to overwhelming

defeat in the House of Lords. The General Election in 1895 vindi-

cated the action of the Lords. The Liberals were for a second time

heavily defeated on the Home Rule question, and ten years of

Unionist rule ensued.

Then in 1906 came the celebrated landslide Election. The Liberals

found themselves in power with an immense majority. But, to the

chagrin of the Irish Nationalists, the new Government seemed in no

hurry to attack the Irish question. This was not surprising: Glad-

stone, the great Liberal crusader for Home Rule, was dead; twice

already Liberal Governments had been wrecked by their Irish policy;

there was the formidable barrier of the House of Lords; and - most

decisive consideration of all - the Liberal majority was so large that

they could afford to disregard the Irish Nationalist vote. For four

years the Irish question remained in cold storage. But as""a result of

the Elections of 1910 the Irish Nationalists once again controlled the

Parliamentary balance. Their great chance had at last come. Red-

mond, their leader, was determined that it should not be missed. In

19 1 1 the Parliament Act was carried depriving the Upper House of

its veto, and the way was clear for yet another Home Rule Bill.

During the autumn and winter of 19 ii the Cabinet engaged in

protracted discussions of the new measure. The King’s Speech in

February 1912 announced the Government’s intentions, and in April

1912 Asquith introduced the third Home Rule Bill.

No one can begin to comprehend the political history of England
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in the years preceding the First World War^ unless he realizes the

dominating character of the Irish struggle for Home Rule. Today
this is not easy, for, except within Ireland’s own shores, the great

struggle has vanished into the realm of “old unhappy far-off things

and battles long ago”. In England the quarrels of Home Rulers and
Unionists, Nationalists and Orangemen, have become as remote as

those curious disputes with which Gibbon so agreeably entertains us

in his chapters on the early Christian Church. But until 1914 ~ indeed

until 1922 ~ the Irish question obsessed English Parliamentary life to

an extent seldom equalled - and never surpassed -- by any political

issue either before or since. At times it seemed as if all other problems
had faded into the background, as if the Home Rule question had
become the sole theme of English politics, overthrowing govern-

ments, destroying parties, and distorting the career of every political

leader who attempted to touch it.

Irish politics imported a new element of passion, and hatred,

indeed of melodrama, into English public life. By some singular

fatality whenever the affairs ofthat unhappy country impinged upon
those of England, their impact was invariably signalled by events of

so fantastic a nature as to seem incredible, had they been found

between the covers of a sensational novel, let alone when written

upon the sedate pages of English political history. The Phoenix Park

Murders; the Piggott Forgeries; the Parnell Divorce; the Easter

Rebellion; the assassination of Sir Henry Wilson: the whole story of

Ireland in those years is an extraordinary compound of crime,

intrigue, romance and murder.

These furious passions disturbed even the stuffy and somnolent

atmosphere of Westminster, and the violent colours of Irish politics

were reflected, even ifin somewhat less lurid shades, upon the English

scene. We find Privy Councillors recommending rebellion, former

Law Officers of the Crown urging armed resistance to an Act of

Parliament, prominent soldiers disregarding their oaths of secrecy,

and Bonar Law himself, leader of the Tory Party, seriously consider-

ing whether to encourage a mutiny in the Army. Between 1910 and

1914 the British Constitution and the conventions upon which it

depends were strained to the uttermost limit; and, paradoxically,

it was the outbreak of the First World War which, although it

imperilled Britain’s very existence, probably alone saved Britain’s

institutions from disaster.

At first sight it may seem difficult to understand why the Irish

problem should have aroused such bitter emotions in England.
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Viewed in the longer perspective of history the Irish desire for self-

government was merely another example of those nationalist aspira-

tions which, in one form or another, constituted the principal political

force in Europe during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

To such movements abroad Englishmen were traditionally sym-

pathetic. Even within the Empire claims for self-government were

not regarded by the Mother Country as unreasonable; Canada,

Australia, New Zealand, even South Africa, had all by 1912 secured

a substantial degree of control over their own affairs, certainly far

greater than the Irish Nationalist Party had dreamed of demanding

for Ireland. Why then did the claims of the Irish for a measure of

Home Rule convulse English political life for nearly forty years?

The answer is twofold. First there was the peculiar class structure

of Ireland: an English
'

‘Ascendancy’’ class, numerically small,

Protestant, and aristocratic, owning great estates; and a Catholic

“native” peasantry, forming the bulk of the population, sunk in

poverty, working tiny holdings under an iniquitous system of land

tenure. Racial, religious, and economic motives all led to a class

struggle of the most bitter nature.

This struggle, moreover, could not be treated with the air ofOlym-
pian detachment which English Governments were wont to adopt

towards similar Colonial problems in Asia or Africa. The “Ascen-

dancy” had the closest links with the landed aristocracy which

governed England until the i88os and which still possessed immense
influence - at any rate in the Conservative Party - for another forty

years. The Anglo-Irish landlords were convinced that Home Rule

for Ireland would be followed sooner or later by their own expro-

priation, and had little confidence that they would receive adequate
- or indeed any - compensation from a Dublin parliament.

The privileged position of the Irish landlords was not however the

only reason for the bitterness caused by Ireland in English politics.

The second ~ and for the purposes of this story ~ by far the most

important reason was the peculiar position of Ulster. In the north-

eastern corner of Ireland lay a region whose social and religious

structure differed profoundly from that of the rest of Ireland. Ever

since the early seventeenth century the population in four of the nine

Ulster counties had been overwhelmingly Scottish and Protestant. It

was not merely a question of a Protestant aristocracy; the peasantry

and the artisan class were as strongly Protestant as the landlords, and
regarded the Catholics of the South with feelings of fear, detestation,

and contempt. In two more counties, Fermanagh and Tyrone, the



THE ORANGE CARD[1912] 123

Catholics and Protestants were more or less equally divided. A slight

majority was Catholic, but all the more prosperous and influential

elements in the community were Protestant. In the remaining three

counties of the historic province of Ulster the situation resembled

that of Southern Ireland: the Catholics formed an overwhelming
majority; the Protestants were a small but wealthy minority.

It would therefore seem at first sight obvious that the Protestants

of Ulster could not be treated in the same way as the Catholics of the

South. If the South had a legitimate claim for self-determination,

could not a similar case be made for the Ulster Protestants? If the

population of the South had a right to be regarded as a nation

separate from the rest of Britain, the population of the so-called

^plantation” counties could surely claim a right to be regarded as

a nation separate from the rest of Ireland. Nevertheless neither of

Gladstone’s Home Rule Bills took any account of the special status

of Ulster. Had either of these measures become law the whole of

Ireland would -with certain safeguards - have been subjected to a

Parliament at Dublin. And precisely the same was true of the Home
Rule Bill introduced by Asquith in 1912.

Why did the Liberals apparently ignore the position of Ulster?

Certainly their opponents gave them no cause for doing so. The
Unionists at once perceived that the English electorate, although it

might survey with indifference - perhaps with relish - the ruin of the

Anglo-Irish aristocracy, would profoundly dislike any attempt to put

a homogeneous Protestant population under Catholic rule. England

was in those days a deeply Protestant country, and no slogan had
been more damaging to the Home Rulers than the cry, ^‘^Home Rule

is Rome Rule!” Even before Gladstone introduced his first Home
Rule Bill in 1886, Lord Randolph Churchill, that most astute of

Conservative electioneers, had perceived the electoral value of Ulster.

‘T decided some time ago”, he wrote in February 1886,^ ‘'that if the

G.O.M. went for Home Rule the Orange Card would be the one to

play. Please God it may turn out the ace oftrumps and not the two.”

At the same time he coined the famous phrase, “Ulster will fight, and

Ulster will be right.” From that day onwards the Unionists made the

fullest possible use of the Ulster problem as a means of combating

Home Rule.

Nevertheless the Liberals’ refusal to recognize Ulster’s claims,

although it turned out to be a disastrous error, was not so irrational

as might at first appear. The Irish Nationalists who were their allies

naturally did all they could to minimize the importance of Ulster.
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They were moved partly by a mystical belief in the sacred unity of

Ireland, partly by the more material consideration that an Ireland

lacking the wealth and industry of Belfast would be economically

unworkable. This belief has not in fact proved to be justified, but it

was widely held both by Home Rulers and by Unionists, and its

existence goes far to explain the refusal of the Liberals and the Irish

Nationalists to make any concessions to Ulster sentiment.

Moreover it is only fair to remember that, until a late stage in the

controversy, the partisans of Ulster demanded separate treatment

not only for the four counties or the six counties but for all nine

counties of the historic province of Ulster. This claim, confusing as

it did the shadowy frontiers of history and tradition with the genuine

frontiers drawn by religion and race, was so exorbitant that the

Liberals may be excused for declining to take it seriously.^ It seemed
- and no doubt was - principally a device for obstructing Home Rule

of any sort, even for the South. For these reasons, then, the Home
Rule issue from 1886 to 1912 was invariably discussed on the assump-

tion that partition was impracticable and that, whatever solution

was ultimately adopted, it must embrace the whole of the island.

Of the two great obstacles to a peaceful settlement of Ireland - the

position of the ''Ascendancy’’, and the claims of Ulster - the latter

was far the more important when Bonar Law became leader of his

Party. For by 1912 the land problem had in a large measure been

solved as a result ofthe Land Purchase Acts introduced by successive

Conservative Governments between 1886 and 1905. Their effect had

been to buy out the "Ascendancy” - at a handsome price - and Ire-

land was well on the way to becoming a relatively prosperous nation

of small peasant proprietors possessing their own land. The Irish

scene in 1912 differed profoundly from the impoverished and blood-

stained background against which Parnell had manoeuvred thirty

years before.

But the abolition of the land problem did nothing to modify the

problem of Home Rule. The Irish still demanded self-government.

The Anglo-Irish aristocracy was still irreconcilably hostile. In any

case the problem of Ulster remained as formidable as ever. Time had
done nothing to soften the bitter hostility of the Ulster Protestants

towards any measure which forced them to submit to a Dublin

parliament.

^ In historic Ulster as a whole the Unionists at Westminster had a majority of only one
in the House of Commons ~ 17 to 16. At the beginning of 1913 a by-election in London-
derry reversed the position, and the Unionists actually found themselves in a minority of
one,
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There were indeed some Liberal Ministers who saw the danger

of ignoring Ulster. During Cabinet discussions which preceded the

drafting of the third Home Rule Bill both Lloyd George and
Churchill urged some measure of exclusion for the Protestant

counties of Ulster. Lloyd George, who drew his support from the

Nonconformist element in the Liberal Party, was well aware of the

suspicion with which most Englishmen ~ and Welshmen - regarded

Roman Catholics. Churchill perhaps remembered his father’s cam-

paign in Ulster. The two Ministers were, however, unable to per-

suade their colleagues. Asquith's Bill, like its two predecessors, made
no provision for Ulster. The stage was set for a protracted struggle

between the two parties, a struggle of the most bitter and uncom-
promising nature.

2

Bonar Law, as we have already seen, felt more strongly about the

Ulster question than anything else in politics at this time. He was

after all himself the son of a Presbyterian minister who had been

born in Ulster and had died in Ulster. Although the last man to

whom the word bigot could justly be applied, he deeply sympathized

with his compatriots’ aversion to being ruled by Roman Catholics.

He recognized - even if he did not himself share ~ the profound mis-

trust which the average Englishman and Scotsman entertained for

Roman Catholicism. Moreover it seemed to him morally outrageous

that his fellow countrymen, who claimed merely to remain under

their traditional allegiance to the crown, should be forced to submit

to the rule of their hereditary enemies in the southern provinces of

Ireland.

Bonar Law, like other Unionists, would have preferred if possible

to stop Home Rule altogether, for he felt strongly not only for the

Protestarxts of Ulster, but for the small Protestant minority scattered

all over Ireland. Nevertheless he was ready to recognize that in the

last resort it was impossible to use the position of Ulster as a means

of checking Home Rule for the South. If an offer of exclusion were

made by Asquith, an offer acceptable to Carson and the Ulster

Unionists, he realized that the Conservatives could not and should

not reject it. Here he differed from the more extreme supporters of

the Unionist cause, who cared little for Ulster save as a means of

stopping Home Rule entirely, and who regarded with dismay any

proposal for a compromise which might make the Home Rule Bill

appear more reasonable, and hence more acceptable to the British
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electorate. For the moment, however, such differences were not of

practical importance. The Liberals showed no sign of suggesting any

compromise with regard to Ulster.

Bonar Law’s own views are well expressed in a letter dated Octo-

ber 7th, 1912, to Lady Ninian Crichton Stuart, a Roman Catholic,

who had urged him to avoid attacks upon her faith

have read your letter with the greatest interest, and I think I can
sincerely say that there is no one who less likes to arouse religious bigotry

than I do, and I do not think I have said a word in any of my speeches

which would be open to the charge that I attacked your religion. . . .

“The real reason why in my opinion the Ulster point of view must be
kept to the front is that, whether the cause be religious or not (and I do
not think it matters), the population there is homogeneous and determined
to be treated in the same way as the citizens of the U.K. In my opinion

from every point ofview they have the light to take that attitude. . . . Per-

haps the clearest way in which I can show you how I feel in regard to the

matter would be by reversing the picture. Suppose three-quarters of

Ireland were of the exact class of which the Ulster minority is composed
and suppose that in the rest of Ireland there were one-quarter of the

population who looked with horror upon the idea of being governed by
Orangemen and claimed the right to continue under the control of the

British Parliament. In that case, whatever the reasons, I should think

their claim was just; and in the same way, whether the reasons which
actuate the people of Ulster are sound or not, I think that their claim is

one which this country cannot without dishonour disregard.”

Bonar Law lost no time in making public his attitude upon the

question ofHome Rule. Surprisingly enough, before his elevation to

the leadership, he was not generally known to hold strong views on

the Irish question. Indeed a letter which he received from A. P.

Nicholson of The Times shows that the Irish Unionists were anxious

to be assured of their new leader’s soundness on Home Rule.^ They
need not have feared. Early in the new year ~ onJanuary 26th, 1912

~ Bonar Law made his first important pronouncement orf policy, in

his new capacity as leader. This was on the occasion of a speech at

the Albert Hall, portions of which have been quoted in an earlier

chapter. Bonar Law devoted much of his most vigorous invective to

an attack on the whole principle of Home Rule. He accused the

Government of trickery, of deliberately deceiving the electorate, of

entering into a corrupt bargain with Redmond. He taunted the

Liberal leaders with their reluctance to mention the subject at their

public meetings and suggested - he had perhaps heard rumours of

the Cabinet dissensions over Ulster ~ that their silence proceeded

from the difficulty of framing a plausible measure.
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Asquith did not introduce the Home Rule Bill until April iith,

1912.

To his eloquent opening speech Bonar Law repHed five days later

in tones ofuncompromising Ixostility. Like Lord Randolph Churchill

he played the Orange card.

‘T said earlier it is impossible to grant Home Rule. That is my opinion.

I think it is impossible. The opposition of Ulster, or if you do not like to

hear it called Ulster, of the North-East Corner of Ireland, makes it

impossible. . . . The Nationalists of Ireland as compared with the whole
of the United Kingdom are about a fifteenth of the population. In Belfast

and the surrounding counties - where the feeling is overwhelmingly
Unionist - they are a million of people - something like a fourth of the

whole population of Ireland. If, therefore, there is any ground upon which
you can say that the Nationalists of Ireland are entitled to separate treat-

ment as against us, the ground is far stronger for separate treatment of
Ulster. . . ,

‘‘As the House knows, I was present last week at a gathering of these

people [Ulster Unionists at Belfast]^. ... I have been present at many
political demonstrations, perhaps as large as have been held in this country
in recent years. This gathering was not like any of them. It really was not
like a political demonstration. It was the expression of the soul of a people
- as I believe a great people. They say they will not submit except by
force to such a Government. ... I do ask Hon. Members to believe this -

I think I am saying nothing that is not literally true ~ that these men
believe and are ready in what they believe to be the cause ofjustice and
liberty to lay down their lives,

Bonar Law continued, and here was the crucial point of his speech:

“Do Hon. Members believe that any Prime Minister could give orders to

shoot down men whose only crime is that they refuse to be driven out of

our community and deprived of the privilege of British citizensliip^ The
thing is impossible. All your talk about details, the union of hearts and the

rest of it is a sham. This is a reality It is a rock, and on that rock this Bill

or any Bill like it will inevitably make shipwreck.”

3

It would, however, be tedious to repeat at length the speeches

made on the subject of the third Home Rule Bill. They were tedious

enough even for contemporaries. The protracted and bitter debates

on the earher Bills had drawn forth almost every conceivable argu-

ment that could be used both for and against Home Rule, and from

1912 to 1914 the discussions were for the most part an endless

repetition of the same well-worn themes. In general, therefore, the

detailed Parliamentary history of Home Rule will be omitted here.

^ See below p. 1 29.
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But it is, as well for purposes of clarifying the narrative, to outline

the Parliamentary time-table which the Liberals envisaged for the

Home Rule BilL

It will be recalled that under the provisions of the Parliament Act

of 19 1 1 the vote of the Lords had been restricted in the following

manner: a Bill would become law, even if the Lords rejected it, pro-

vided it had been passed in the House ofCommons in three successive

sessions, and provided that not less than two years had elapsed

between the second reading of the Bill in the first session and its third

reading in the last session. It was rightly assumed by the Liberals

that the Home Rule Bill and the Welsh Disestablishment Bill would
be rejected by the Lords. It therefore followed that neither could

become law until approximately the middle of 1914. The first of the

three necessary sessions lasted from February 1912 to March 1913;

during its course both measures were passed through all stages in the

House of Commons, only to be immediately rejected by the Lords.

The second session followed directly upon the first. It ended in

August 1913, and once again the two Bills passed the Commons and

were rejected by the Lords. There followed a recess for the remainder

of 1913. In February 1914 began the third and final session, during

the course ofwhich, unless some special action was taken, both Home
Rule and Welsh Disestablishment would become law.

It was not, however, in Parliament that the Unionists intended to

fight their main battle. In the existing House of Commons there was

no hope of averting defeat. The Liberals could command a majority

sufficient to carry any Bill that they saw fit to pass. But the two years’

delay which the House of Lords could enforce under the provisions

of the Parliament Act opened up possibilities which the authors of

that measure can scarcely have foreseen: the Unionists might be able

somehow to force a dissolution before the Home Rule Bill became
law; alternatively they might be able to convince the Gervernment

that, however unassailable was its legal position in passing Home
Rule, to do so would in practice be an act of folly. To achieve either

of these purposes the best tactics were clearly to concentrate upon
the grievances of the Protestants in North Ireland,

The earlier history of the Ulster agitation belongs to the life of Sir

Edward Carson, rather than to the life of Bonar Law. For the pur-

pose of this narrative we need not go back beyond 1910. At the

beginning of that year Carson became leader of the Irish Unionists

in succession to Walter Long. In July 1910 he was accepted as leader

also of the Ulster Unionist Council, although he was himself in no



S
" $ ‘'f'.v ^ ‘ “f-4^“3 - ‘ j

« ^ ^ . V V-" > ^ >*4 ? -

'-'^v 'r '."5

fefCt ^‘®'
f'*''r-'

^
"V

Unionist demonstration at Blenheim, July 29th, 1912
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sense an Ulsterman - he came from Dublin and sat in Parliament as

Member for Dublin University. Shortly after the passing of the

Parliament Bill in the summer of 19 1 1, Carson announced to a great

meeting of Ulster Protestants at Craigavon on September 23rd that

the Ulster Unionist Council intended to set up a Provisional Govern-

ment to take charge of the Province the moment the Home Rule Bill

was passed. Soon after this meeting members of the Orange Lodges

and Unionist Clubs began to learn military drill with a view to armed
resistance against a Dublin Parliament - a movement which cul-

minated in the formation of the Ulster Volunteer Force early in

1913-

Bonar Law threw himself heart and soul into the support of the

Ulster cause. As soon as he became leader, the Ulster Unionists

invited him to address a huge demonstration to be held at Balmoral,

a suburb of Belfast, on Easter Tuesday, April 9th, 1912. Bonar Law
was more than ready to accept the offer. On the appointed day he

stood side by side with Carson and some seventy Members of Parlia-

ment on the platform, from which flew what was alleged to be the

largest Union Jack ever constructed. A hundred thousand Irish

Unionists marched past in military formation. The power of religion

was invoked to add solemnity to proceedings. The Primate of all

Ireland and the Moderator of the Presbyterian Church opened the

meeting with prayers, and the whole concourse then sang the goth

Psalm. Bonar Law spoke with unusual eloquence, and the oft-quoted

words of his peroration are worth quoting once again.

‘‘I say it to you with all solemnity; you must trust to yourseive-s. Once
again you hold the pass for the Empire. You are a besieged city. Does not

the picture of the past, the glorious past with which you are so familiar,

rise again before your eyes? The timid have left you, your Lundys^ have

betrayed you, but you have closed your gates. The Government by their

Parliament Act have erected a boom against you, a boom to cut you off

from the help of the British people. You will burst that boom. The help

will come and when the crisis is over men will say of you in words not

unlike those once used by Pitt, ‘You have saved yourselves by your

exertions, and you will save the Empire by your example’.’’

Two days later Asquith introduced the Home Rule Bill, and it

was this demonstration at Balmoral which Bonar Law described, in

his reply to Asquith's speech, as ‘'the expression of the soul of a

people".

^ Robert Lundy was the famous governor of Londonderry who tried to betray that city

to James II durmg its siege in 1689. His name has been regarded ever since by Ulster

Protestants as the very prototype of the traitor, and for many years after 1689 he was

annually hanged and burned in effigy.
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Bonar Law was by now publicly committed to the most extreme

course. The culmination of his efforts was perhaps the celebrated

rally held on July agth, 19123 at Blenheim Palace, the seat of the

Duke of Marlborough. This was another great Conservative demon-
stration attended by Bonar Law, Carson and F. E. Smith, together

with a hundred and twenty Unionist M.P.s and some forty peers,

including ~ to the fury ofthe Irish Nationalists ~ the Duke ofNorfolk

who was generally regarded as the leading Catholic layman of

England. Some of Bonar Law’s remarks upon this occasion achieved

a notoriety which makes them worth repeating. After declaring that

the Unionists regarded the Government '^as a Revolutionary Com-
mittee which has seized upon despotic power by fraud” he said:

‘Tn our opposition to them we shall not be guided by the considerations

or bound by the restraints which would influence us in an ordinary Consti-

tutional struggle. We shall take the means, whatever means seem to us

most effective, to deprive them of the despotic power which they have
usurped and compel them to appeal to the people whom they have
deceived. They may, perhaps they will, carry their Home Rule Bill

through the House of Commons but what then? I said the other day in

the House of Commons and I repeat here that there are things stronger

than Parliamentary majorities.”

He went on to express his doubt whether any government would

dare to force the Ulster Protestants to submit to the rule of a Dublin

parliament.

Then came the words which caused a storm of criticism:

‘‘Before I occupied the position which I now fill in the Party I said that,

in my belief, if an attempt were made to deprive these men of their birth-

right ~ as part of a corrupt Parliamentary bargain ~ they would be justi-

fied in resisting such an attempt by all means in their power, including

force. I said it then, and I repeat now with a full sense of the responsibility

which attaches to my position, that, in my opinion, if such an attempt is

made, I can imagine no length of resistance to which Ulstew: can go in

which I should not be prepared to support them, and in which, in my
belief, they would not be supported by the overwhelming majority of the

British people.”

Undoubtedly in making a declaration of this sort Bonar Law was

going far to break the conventions upon which Parliamentary demo-
cracy is based. He was in effect saying that the passing ofHome Rule

into law by a Parliamentary majority was not decisive, that the men
of Ulster had a right to resist by force, and that, if they did so, they

would have the Unionist Party in England wholeheartedly behind

them. Such a tone had not been heard in England since the debates of
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the Long Parliament, and it certainly sounded strangely from the lips

of a leader of the Party which traditionally stood for law and order.

On the other hand Bonar Law could argue that he was justified

in breaking the conventions of the constitution because the Liberals

had done so first; that in the last resort Parliamentary democracy

depends upon a tacit but none the less real recognition by the

majority of minority rights; that the Liberals were ignoring this

convention when they used their majority to impose upon the Pro-

testants of Northern Ireland the rule of their hereditary enemies in

the South. There was a further point: Bonar Law’s appeal to force

was made only on the assumption that the Liberals were going to

impose Home Rule without holding another General Election. For

Bonar Law, in common with the rest of his Party, maintained that

Irish Home Rule had never been fairly submitted to the British

people at the Election of Autumn 1910. Much of the violence with

which the leading Unionists attacked the Home Rule Bill can be

explained by their belief that if a General Election was held on that

specific issue, the Government would be defeated. It was this con-

sideration which enraged them when they reflected upon the Parlia-

ment Act. But for that measure, they could have forced a General

Election by using the veto power of the House of Lords. In the

Unionist view, the Liberals, by a corrupt bargain with the Irish

Nationalists, had destroyed the power of the House of Lords, and
now, having concealed from the electorate that the price to be paid

for this would be the destruction of the Union as well, were in the

course of carrying the Home Rule Bill against the will of the people.

How far was this accusation fair? There was certainly some truth

in it. The Liberals did not make Home Rule at all a prominent
feature in their election addresses during 1910, but concentrated

understandably on the more popular question of the Parliament Bill.

‘'The soledssue of the moment”, declared Asquith in an election

speech at Bury St. Edmunds, “is the supremacy of the people”, and
he alleged that the Unionists were trying “to confuse this issue by
catechizing Ministers on the details of the next Home Rule Bill”.

Nevertheless it can hardly be argued that Home Rule had been

completely ignored. Indeed the Conservatives themselves saw to that.

Perhaps their insistence upon a fresh General Election proceeded less

from a feeling that they had been tricked at the last one than from
a conviction that, whatever the mind of the electorate had been in

1910, an appeal to the people in 1912 would result m a Conservative

victory.
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All during the summer and autumn of 1912 and on into the next

year the Unionists repeatedly announced their intention of backing

Ulster to the furthest limits. In September the Ulster Unionists began

signing ''the Covenant”, a portentous document asserting the Ulster

right to resist. In November an extraordinary scene took place in the

House of Commons. The committee stage of the Home Rule Bill

had been reached. On Monday, November iith, the Government

was defeated as the result of a snap division on a financial amend-

ment proposed by a Unionist M.P. Asquith announced his intention

to introduce next day a resolution rescinding the amendment. The
Opposition regarded such action as an outrage.

When thc'debate was resumed on November 13th several Unionist

members favoured the drastic course of shouting down the Prime

Minister, but this Bonar Law would not allow. Amidst increasing

excitement Asquith made his statement. Bonar Law then moved the

adjournment of the debate. He claimed that Asquith was displaying

a contempt for the rights of Parliament unparalleled since the days

of Cromwell. His motion was defeated. Then the Speaker put the

first part of Asquith’s resolution to the House. Pandemonium broke

out. Sir William Bull called Asquith a traitor and was ordered by the

Speaker to leave the House. The debate continued, but in great

disorder. Sir Rufus Isaacs, the Attorney-General, was howled down
with cries of "Civil War”, "Adjourn, Adjourn”. Finally, to quote the

Annual Register^ "in view of the terrific uproar, mingled, it was said,

with cries of profanity, the Speaker adjourned the House for an

hour”. The debate was resumed at 8.30, but disorder had in no

way diminished. After ten minutes of shouting the Speaker again

adjourned the House till the following day and the Unionists cheered

wildly. As Mr. Churchill and Colonel Seely, the War Minister, left

their seats they were assailed with cries of "Rats”, and Churchill

turned round to wave his handkerchief in ironical acknowledgment

of these remarks. Enraged by this gesture Ronald McNeil, an Ulster

M.P., seized the Speaker’s copy of the Standing Orders and hurled

it with great accuracy at Churchill’s head. Thus ended one of the

worst scenes of Parliamentary disorder in modern times.

Apologies were made the following day, and calm more or less

restored. Eventually a formula was discovered whereby the tradi-

tional procedure of the House was not violated. It was, however,

significant of the passions raised that Bonar Law in no way
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repudiated or condemned the conduct ofhis followers. On November
14th at the Albert Hall he said: “I did not suggest a disturbance,

but I have this responsibility; I did not attempt in any way to inter-

fere with what my colleagues desired to do ... I did not try it, and
under similar circumstances I never shall try it.”

Bonar Law’s violent public declarations during these months were

not belied by his private remarks. He took, indeed, an extremely

pessimistic view of the situation. He saw little hope of averting civil

war, or, failing that, a degree of dissension in the country which
would strain the constitution to its uttermost limit. So strongly did

Bonar Law fear the consequences of the Liberal policy over Home
Rule that he did not mince his words even in the highest quarters.

The role of the King will be discussed in a later chapter. Evidently

it was of great importance, for one way of obtaining a dissolution of

Parliament would have been to persuade the King that it was his

duty to insist upon it. There was also the question of the Royal Veto.

Bonar Law was no courtier and was ready to speak his mind with

vigour as the following conversation shows. It took place after a

dinner given by the King on May 4th, 1912. Our authority is Austen
Chamberlain who jotted down Bonar Law’s account of the conversa-

tion that same evening. The King observed, 'T have just been saying

to Sir Edward Carson that I hope there will be no violent scenes this

session.” Chamberlain’s account goes on:"^

‘May I talk freely to Your Majesty?’ asked Bonar Law.
“

‘Please do. I wish you to,’ replied the Kdng.
“ ‘Then I think, Sir, that the situation is a grave one not only for the

House but also for the throne. Our desire has been to keep the Grown out
of our struggles, but the Government have brought it in. Your only
chance is that they should resign within two years. If they don’t you must
either accept the Home Rule Bill or dismiss your Ministers and choose
others who will support you in vetoing it - and in either case half your
subjects will think you have acted against them.’
“The King turned red and Law asked, ‘Have you never considered

that. Sir?’
“

‘No,’ answered the King, ‘it is the first time it has been suggested to

me.’

“Law added: ‘They may say that your assent is a purely formal act
and the prerogative of veto is dead. That was true as long as there was a
buffer between you and the House of Commons, but they have destroyed
that buffer and it is true no longer.’

”

Describing this conversation to Austen Chamberlain, Bonar Law
said: ‘T think I have given the King the worst five minutes that he
has had for a long time.”
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It was certainly strong language to use, and the King, who had
not yet seen enough of Bonar Law to become accustomed to his

bluntness of speech, may well have resented it. Sir Harold Nicolson

tells us, speaking of the situation a year later: ‘^'Moreover he [the

King] had no personal desire at all to see Mr. Bonar Law succeed

Mr. Asquith, for whom he had acquired (and for ever retained)

feelings of warm affection.’’ It is reasonable to surmise that the

King’s very different feeling towards Bonar Law originated from the

episode just described, and the frosty interview, which Bonar Law
was to have with the King when the latter invited him to form a

Government in December 1916,^ suggests that even four yeai’s later

this feeling had not wholly vanished. But it need scarcely be said

that, whatever his personal sentiments, the King invariably treated

Bonar Law with complete correctness and gave him all proper

support when he finally became Prime Minister.

What was the attitude ofAsquith during these months? Naturally

he was not going to let the inflammatory discourses of the Unionists

pass without comment. Bonar Law’s Blenheim speech aroused his

special wrath. ‘The reckless rodomantade at Blenheim in the early

summer”, he declared, “.
. . furnishes for the future a complete

grammar of anarchy.”

Asquith’s biographers have revealed® that he seriously contem-

plated legal action on grounds of sedition against the extremists of

the Unionist Party, particularly against Carson and F. E. Smith,

and Craig, the leaders of Ulster. There was no doubt that a strong

case existed under the law. But there was no doubt also that, what-

ever the law might be, an Ulsterjury would never convict. Moreover
it would have been difficult to avoid similar action against Bonar
Law whose language was at least as violent as that of Carson; and,

for a government in the twentieth century to initiate a criminal

prosecution against the Leader of the Opposition, was am action at

which the boldest Prime Minister might pause.

There were two further reasons for Asquith’s reluctance. The Irish

Nationalists were strongly opposed to such action. They regarded

the speeches of the Ulster leaders as mere vapour; they refused to

believe that Carson would really act when the crisis came. Asquith

depended for office upon Nationalist support and was not willing to

act against Redmond’s advice. Further, such advice accorded well

with Asquith’s own beliefs. He himselfwas temperamentally a consti-

tutionalist. He was deeply imbued with the tradition of Gladstonian

1 See Chapter XXI.
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Liberalism, the belief that all things can be settled within the frame-

work of the constitution, that in the last resort a minority will

always accept the decisions of a majority. For many years these

assumptions had - at least in English politics - been well founded.

After all, even the Parliament Bill had been carried in the end
without undue commotion. Asquith did not recognize that the Irish

question raised problems different in kind from any that had come
before. He would no doubt have been a greater man if he had done
so. But who can entirely blame him for his failure? At all events it is

clear from Asquith’s actions - and they can be explained in no other

way ~ that he regarded the Ulster movement as largely bluff; that

he simply could not believe in the reality behind the threats of Carson

and Bonar Law.
There is no need to pursue the public controversy any further

through the years 1912-13. Up and down the country, and in the

House of Commons, the Party leaders continued to reiterate with

parrot-like monotony the same cries: Carson declared that Ulster

would never submit to Dublin; Redmond declared that Ireland was

an eternal and indivisible unity; Bonar Law promised that the

Unionists would back Carson to the limit; Asquith insisted that the

Unionists were bluffing. And so the debate continued, neither side

making - apparently - the slightest impression upon the other.

Meanwhile, to the accompaniment offrequent ‘‘scenes”, the Home
Rule Bill proceeded slowly through its various stages in the House
of Commons. On January i6th, 1913, the third reading was carried

by 367 votes to 257. On January 30th it was rejected on the second

reading in the House of Lords by 326 votes to 69. On March 7th

Parliament was prorogued, and on March loth a new session began.

The Bill once more began its weary way through the House of Com-
mons, OnJuly 7th the third reading was again carried. On July 1 5th

it was again rejected in the House of Lords. Parliament was pro-

rogued on August 15th and remained in recess for the rest of 1913.

During all these months, and indeed later, Bonar Law acted in

the closest co-operation with Carson. He regarded Carson with great

respect. The letters they exchanged were invariably of a most cordial

nature, Carson reciprocated Bonar Law’s feelings. “It is a great

thing”, he wrote to Lady Londonderry/ “that he is animated only

by his love of the country and is not ‘on the make’.” And again, “I

see B.L. almost daily and of course have great confidence in his

judgment.”

Carson has often been misrepresented and misunderstood. The
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general impression of him, both in those days and later, was of a

stern, austere, monolithic character obsessed entirely by a narrow

and fanatical devotion to the Protestant cause in Ulster. This air of

granitic rigidity was enhanced by his physical appearance; the power-

fill frame; the deep-lined countenance; the dark sardonic expression

upon his face.

Carson’s personality was, however, of a more complicated nature

than this impression might suggest. Far from being narrow-minded

he surveyed the world and its affairs with a broad comprehension.

It is true that he had decided to take up the cause of Ulster, and he

believed that the only way to preserve Ulster was to threaten the

Liberals with rebellion if the Home Rule Bill became law in its

original form. It was vital for his purpose that these threats should

not be regarded as bluff. Carson was a superb actor and both in

public and in private he preserved a demeanour of the most uncom-

promising and resolute nature - so successfully that to this day no

one knows for certain what would have happened if the crisis had

occurred.

But this did not mean that he was in reality a fanatic, or that he

was incapable of negotiation. On the contrary, as will appear later,

Carson, like Bonar Law, was much more moderate over the Home
Rule question than many of the right-wing Conservatives. The rights

of the Protestants in Ulster he would never sacrifice, but he was not

prepared, like the extremists in the Conservative Party, to use the

Ulster issue in order to wreck Home Rule entirely. It is true that he

took this line in the earlier stages of the controversy, but his motives

were tactical, and he withdrew later.

There were strange contradictions in Carson which would not at

first sight seem obvious. He preserved the fagade of a man of iron,

but behind it he had many qualities of the neurasthenic. He was, for

example, a hypochondriac. His letters to Bonar Law seldom conclude

without a gloomy reference to his own health which would appear,

from his account, to have been precarious in the extreme. Yet it is

difficult to believe that a man who earns a huge income at the bar,

and leads a major political campaign in the country, can really be

very ill, Carson lived to be over eighty.

There were other contradictions. In public Carson appeared like

another Cromwell, ready to sweep aside the laws of the land in order

to defend what he considered to be right and just. He announced on

one occasion that he proposed when he went over to Ulster ‘^to break

every law that is possible”. And this was his habitual tone. It might
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therefore be expected that he would use every weapon in his fight

against the Liberal Government, and give no quarter to his enemies

if they made any error. Yet, early in 1913, Carson, along with F. E.

Smith, accepted a brief to defend Lloyd George and Sir Rufus Isaacs

in a legal action arising out of the Marconi Scandal. This caused

great indignation among Unionist back benchers. Certainly Carson’s

conduct was not easy to square with his normal attitude of relentless

hostility to the Government and all its works.

Then again at the time of the Curragh incident he was curiously

reluctant to proceed to extreme measures. A problem arose as to the

action that should be taken over officers who resigned rather than

participate in hostilities with Ulster. Many Unionists considered that

the proper course was to promise reinstatement if ever the Unionists

went back in office. Carson, however, disapproved. Writing on

March 21st, 1914, to Bonar Law he said:^ “I do not think that

we can say that officers resigning will be reinstated if we get in, as

that would be very destructive.”

The sentiment is of course to his credit as a man of sense. To

encourage, or seem to encourage, the wholesale resignation ofArmy
officers was indeed a perilous course. Nevertheless his attitude once

again does not quite accord with that of a man who is prepared to

stop at nothing in his determination to resist the Government. Per-

haps Carson, who was after all a lawyer and a Parliamentarian like

Asquith, could not really envisage himself breaking the constitution.

Perhaps this was why in the last resort Asquith could not bring him-

self to take seriously the threats of someone whom he knew so well

and with whom he had so often crossed swords in the law courts and

the House of Commons.
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T
he Irish question, although the most important, was by no
means the only subject to engage Parliament’s attention during

the sessions of 1912 and 1913. There was, for example, the

questiori of the Welsh Church. The Liberals had for a long while past

maintained the desirability of severing the link between Church and
State in a country where the vast majority of the population did not

adhere to the Anglican Communion. Lloyd George felt very strongly

on this. A similar step had been taken in Ireland as long ago as 1869,

and it seemed only logical to follow that precedent in Wales. But

the Welsh Disestablishment Bill provoked intense feeling among the

Conservatives, and a hostility almost as determined as that with

which they greeted Home Rule.

Bonar Law was not a member of the Church of England and did

not personally feel very strongly on the principle of disestablishment,

but he objected as strongly as any Conservative to another feature

of the Liberal Bill, namely disendowment. This was an interference

with the rights ofproperty, which he regarded as wholly unwarranted,

and in the debate on the third reading of the Bill on February 5th,

1913, he pointed out the perilous precedent set: ifcorporate property,

hitherto protected by ancient prescriptive rights, could be thus con-

fiscated, might not the same treatment be meted out to ordinary

private property? To us in the 1950s this argument may seem to have
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an archaic ring. Private property has been attacked on a scale un-

dreamed of by Bonar Law. But in 1913 such arguments had more
weight and commanded greater attention. The Conservatives decided

to use every power that remained to them in order to obstruct the

Liberal measure, and the Welsh Church Bill was, apart from the

Home Rule Bill, the only measure to which the House of Lords has

ever applied the full rigour of the two years delay permitted under
the Parliament Act of 1911.

Another problem was the National Insurance Bill. Bonar Law had
to deal with this almost as soon as he became leader of the Party. In

the light of later history this measure seems merely to have been a

very mild first instalment of the Welfare State. At the time, however,

it was most unpopular in certain quarters whence the Conservatives

drew support. Doctors, usually a Conservative class, were extremely

hostile; and duchesses - who also tend on the whole to be Conserva-

tive - were busy urging their housemaids in the name of Liberty not

to submit to the indignity of compulsory insurance. Nevertheless, the

Conservatives’ attitude to the Bill was somewhat ambiguous. For if

they opposed it root and branch, they ran the risk of being branded
as incorrigible reactionaries. Therefore the Party did not formally

oppose the third reading of the Bill which occurred very soon after

Bonar Law became leader. Instead they criticized its timing and
details: indeed a section of the Party, headed by Sir Laming Worth-
ington Evans and counting Stanley Baldwin among its members,
took considerable trouble in preparing counter-suggestions for a Con-
servative Insurance Bill which, they said, would be far more effective

than the Liberal measure.

There was therefore some perturbation in the Party when the

following exchange took place during the debate on the Address at

the start of the Session in February 1912.^

“THE P&.IME MINISTER: . . . ‘The Insurance Act became the law
of the land under the old Constitution. (An Hon. Member: “No”.) Yes it

did, and it is in regard to the measure so passed that the right hon.
gentleman [Bonar Law] has tonight hazarded the prediction that it will

never come into operation. Why not? Who is going to prevent it? Is the

right hon. gentleman, if and when he comes into power, going to repeal

it?’

“Mr. Bonar Law replied by giving a nod and saying ‘Certainly’.

“THE PRIME MINISTER: ‘He is. Now we know. The first plank in

the new platform of the Tory Party as reorganized under the new Leader
is the repeal of the Insurance Act. We are getting on. I am very glad to

establish that.’
”
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Marconi Company for the construction of a chain of wireless stations

in the Empire. This acceptance was subject to the signature of a

definite contract, and the contract in its turn would only become
binding upon the Government after it had been ratified by Parlia-

ment. The news of the preliminary acceptance resulted at once in a

sensational boom in Marconi shares. That boom was further aided

by the publicity given to the sinking of the Titanic on April loth,

which illustrated in a striking fashion the need for wireless telegraphy

on board ship.

The Managing Director of the English Marconi Company was

Mr. Godfrey Isaacs, a brother of the Liberal Attorney-General, Sir

Rufus Isaacs. In addition to the English Marconi Company there

existed a legally quite independent Marconi Company in America.

But the English Company held a majority of the American Com-
pany’s shares, and Godfrey Isaacs, who was Managing Director of

both companies, resolved to expand the whole scope of the American

Company and to finance it by a large new issue ofAmerican Marconi

shares in the English market. The new issue was due to be floated

on April i8th, 1912.

On April gth Godfrey Isaacs invited two of his brothers, Mr. Harry
Isaacs, a fruitbroker, and the Attorney-General to luncheon, and

offered them a large block of the new shares at one and one-quarter,

a price far below the market price that was anticipated for April

1 8th. The Attorney-General would not at first agree, for he disliked

the idea of accepting a favour from a person who was not only his

own brother but a government contractor on a very large scale.

Harry Isaacs, however, took up 56,000 of the new shares. A few days

later Rufus Isaacs swallowed his doubts and bought at £2 each

10,000 shares from his brother Harry. He appears to have felt that a

purchase at one remove was morally different from a direct purchase

oflF a govefnment contractor - although the distinction seems some-

what nice “ and he had been convinced by both his brothers’ argu-

ments that the American Company had no connection with the

English Marconi Company. Moreover he seems to have believed

that he was buying the shares at a fair market price, although on

the day he bought them, April 17th, they could not be obtained by

any member of the ordinary public at less than ^£“3. Rufus Isaacs

then on the same day disposed of 1,000 shares to Lloyd George, and

another 1,000 to the Master of Elibank who was the Government

Chief Whip. He made no profit on this deal which took place at the

same price of £2 per share. The imprudence of these transactions
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staggers beliefj and it is extraordinary that Isaacs and Lloyd George

should not have realized how very questionable they were bound to

seem.

On April i8th the new issue was floated and the shares at once

leapt to nearly 5^4. All three Ministers promptly disposed of a con-

siderable portion of their holdings. Subsequently, however, they

bought further shares. In particular the Master ofElibank purchased

2,500 for the Liberal Party Fund. A slump soon followed and even-

tually on the total of transactions in American Marconi each of the

three Ministers made a loss.^ But before long rumours of the most

fantastic nature began to circulate in the City and the clubs. It was

freely suggested that Lloyd George, Isaacs, Elibank, and Samuel had
used knowledge gained in their official capacity to make enormous

profits on the Stock Exchange. Naturally the rumours made no dis-

tinction between speculation in English or speculation in American

Marconi shares. These suspicions were voiced in print for the first

time by an anti-semitic paper called the Eye Witness^ edited by Hilaire

Belloc and Cecil Chesterton, brother of Samuel, who alone

of the accused was genuinely innocent of any dealings in any Mar-
coni shares, contemplated bringing a libel action but was dissuaded

by Asquith and Isaacs. At the same time Isaacs took the opportunity

of informing Asquith about the transactions in which he, Lloyd

George and Elibank had engaged over the American Marconi

shares. Asquith’s biographers are curiously evasive on the question

of the Prime Minister’s attitude, and, indeed, their account‘d does not

reveal the fact that Asquith was ever informed about the dealings in

American Marconi at this early stage. The evidence of Isaacs himself

and many others, however, leaves no doubt that Asquith was told

what had happened, and that he did not take the matter at all

seriously. Obviously the only wise and honest course was to reveal

at once that, although the Ministers on whom suspicion fell had

committed no action that was at all corrupt or venal, they had, no

doubt innocently, engaged in some highly imprudent speculations

which were subject to misinterpretation. An explanation and apology

to the House would have been accepted, and the matter would

probably have blown over.

Instead the accused Ministers, with Asquith’s connivance, decided

to pretend that the rumours had no connection at all with their

dealings in American Marconi shares. On October iith, as a result

ofan earlier debate on the Marconi contract, the Postmaster-General

moved the appointment of a Select Committee to investigate the
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whole Story of the contract which had been provisionally signed in

July. During the debate on this motion, Isaacs and Lloyd George

specifically and indignantly disclaimed any dealings in the shares of

“the Marconi Company”. They were most careful to word their

denials so as to cover only the British Marconi Company. No refer-

ence at all was made to the American Company. Nevertheless any-

one who heard the debate was bound to go away with the impression

that the Ministers in question had never bought or sold Marconi

shares of any sort at any time; and only persons of remarkable

creduhty can suppose that this impression was created accidentally

or by error.

Bonar Law, in common with most of the more responsible mem-
bers ofhis Party, did not beheve the wild accusations which continued

to be levelled by Cecil Chesterton and others against the Chancellor

of the Exchequer and the Attorney-General. He assumed that their

denials meant what any common-sense interpretation would suggest

that they meant, and took it for granted that the whole affair was a

mare’s nest. He was, therefore, astonished early in the New Year,

1913, to learn from his old friend James Campbell, K.c., that in the

course of a forthcoming libel action to be brought by Samuel and

Isaacs against the French newspaper Le Matin it would be stated

that Lloyd George and Isaacs had bought shares in the American

Marconi Company. Campbell wished to know from his leader

whether he ought to take the brieffor Le Matin. Bonar Law told him

that he should. He was far from pleased to learn at the same time

that Carson and F. E. Smith, neither of whom had consulted him,

were going to appear for Samuel and Isaacs against Le Matin.

It might be true that on this particular issue Le Matin, having

accused the two ministers of flagrant corruption, was unquestionably

in the wrong, but this did not alter the fact that the case would

reveal conduct by Lloyd George and Isaacs of a nature which was

at least open to grave censure. No one could predict what would

happen, but was it not possible that a concerted Parhamentary

attack on this issue might bring about the fall of the Government?

And had not this been the object which the Ulster leaders for monAs

past had been declaring that they would stop at nothing to attain?

Yet here were the two most vociferous partisans of Ulster and the

two greatest lawyers on the Tory side defending the accused Ministers

and creating inevitably the impression that they did not think that

there was really anything in the Marconi Scandal after ail. No doubt

it could be argued that professional etiquette made it difficult for
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Carson and Smith to refuse the briefs, but it could also be argued -

and indeed was argued in forcible terms - that the two men had no

right to preclude themselves, as in effect they had, from taking part

m a Parliamentary debate upon grave issues concerning the pro-

priety of ministerial conduct. Sir George Younger voiced the general

indignation of the Party in a letter to Bonar Law in which he strongly

protested at the action of Carson and Smith and declared that to

ordinary men it was incomprehensible.*^ Bonar Law did not wish to

make matters worse by a public breach with Carson, but privately

he shared Younger’s opinion.

The evidence given in court produced an immense sensation,

Isaacs and Lloyd George were at once summoned before the Select

Committee where they amplified their previous statements but added

nothing new of importance. One disagreeable revelation took place

however. The Government had to announce that the Master of Eli-

bank was away on business in Bogota and would only be back when
the Committee’s proceedings had ended. This looked all the worse

since Elibank had left after the enquiry began, and had had ample

opportunity to give evidence if he wished. Naturally no Tory of spirit

was going to let this opportunity go by, and references to Bogota

were repeated by Tory speakers and hecklers on every possible

occasion. They were repeated with even more fervour when it was

revealed that Elibank had invested as much as ;{^9,ooo of the Liberal

Party Fund in American Marconi shares. This fact, only elicited after

much probing, had the worst possible effect on public opinion and

gave a general impression that the whole Liberal Party was impli-

cated in the Marconi Scandal. Not unnaturally members of the

public began to suspect that all manner of dubious dealings were

still undisclosed. Nor was this impression removed by the conduct of

the two leading Liberal members of the Marconi Committee, Mr,

Falconer and Mr. Handel Booth. They had been privatriy informed

by Rufus Isaacs as early as January about his and Lloyd George’s

purchases of American Marconi, but they used this information not

in order to help but in order to hinder the Committee at every stage

of its investigations. Indeed their obstructionism became so scan-

dalous that, in April, F. E. Smith’s brother Harold actually resigned

from the Committee in protest at the way it was being conducted.

3

When the Committee finally reported it did so upon purely party

lines. The Liberal majority headed by Falconer acquitted the Minis-
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ters of all blame, declared that the American Marconi Company
and the English Company had no connexion whatever, and alleged

that the rumours of corruption were started recklessly by persons

who had no reason to believe in their truth. The Chairman’s report,

while exonerating the Ministers from blame, mildly observed that

Sir Rufus Isaacs would have been ‘'well advised” if he had not

bought the shares and if, having done so, he had disclosed the fact

a great deal earlier. The Conservative minority led by Lord Robert

Cecil also acquitted Ministers of corruption, and condemned the

recklessness of some of the charges in the Press, but declared at the

same time that there was in fact a material connexion between the

two companies, condemned the Ministers’ action as a “grave impro-

priety”, and censured their reticence in the debate of October nth,

1912, as “a grave error ofjudgment, and as wanting in frankness and

respect for the House of Commons”.
The majority report appears to have been more than even a highly

complaisant Cabinet was prepared to defend, and Asquith intimated

to the two Ministers that they must make some expression of con-

trition when the debate took place on a Conservative motion regret-

ting their share transactions and lack of candour to the House. On
June 1 8th the Conservatives, hampered, much to their indignation,

by the absence of Carson and F. E. Smith who had been advised by

Lord Halsbury against attending, opened the attack upon the two

Ministers. Lloyd George and Isaacs made statements whose apolo-

getic nature was, to say the least, somewhat diluted, and then left

the House. The debate proceeded largely on party hnes. Attempts

at finding an agreed formula failed. Sir Ryland Adkins suggested an

amendment to the effect that the House accepted the statements of

regret made by the Attorney-General and the Chancellor of the

Exchequer and reprobated the false charges of corruption brought

against th^.
To this Bonar Law wound up for the Opposition in a speech which

the Annual Register describes as “violent”, and proposed instead the

following amendment:

“That this House, having heard the statements of the Attorney-General

and the Chancellor of the Exchequer, acquits them of acting otherwise

than in good faith and reprobates the charges of corruption which have

been proved to be wholly false, but regrets their transactions in shares of

the Marconi Company of America and the want of frankness displayed

by them in their communications with the House.”

Bonar Law, like nearly every Conservative and a good many

F
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Liberals too, had been incensed at the cavalier tone of the explana-

tion given by the two Ministers, who appeared to be regretting not

so much their own conduct as the fact that their conduct had given

rise to unworthy suspicion. Bonar Law did not think that this was

enough.

^‘Well, Sir, we cannot accept it as adequate. I know thoroughly the

difficulty in which these Ministers were placed. They had maintained up
to the last minute that they had done nothing which they would not be
entitled to do again tomorrow. It was therefore very difficult for them to

come down and say something exactly the reverse, but I listened to every

word which they said with the intention, after consulting with my col-

leagues, of changing what we had intended to be the order of the debate
and getting up and speaking then and giving our views, if these Ministers

had said what we thought they ought to have said: that they had done
things which they ought not to have done; that they were sorry, apart from
what happened afterwards, apart from all controversy, that they had done
It. That is our reason for not accepting the form of words which was
submitted.’’

Bonar Law disclaimed any desire to be vindictive or to drive Lloyd

George and Isaacs out of public life, but he strongly felt that the

House should, if only for the sake of avoiding perilous precedents for

future corruption, put on record its disapproval of what had hap-

pened, and he ridiculed the notion that there was no material con-

nexion between the British and American Marconi Companies. He
then attacked the Ministers for their lack of candour. Why had they

not at once given evidence to the Committee?

‘Ts it unfair to say that their feeling was this: ‘We do not think there is

anything wrong in what we have done but the public will probably take a

different view - “the acrimonious public”.’ Perhaps at the back of their

minds was the feeling: ‘We may never have to tell it at all.’ Is it unfair

to suggest that? At all events I think that is the probable explanation. If

you say it is not, if you say that these Ministers meant at all costs - what-

ever happened in the Committee or in the inquiry - to go to the Com-
mittee and tell it, remember this: that that defence of these twa right hon.

Gentlemen is the condemnation ofLord Murray^. It puts him on the black

list by himself. The Committee was sitting for a month or more before he
went away. He went away in the belief that before he came back the

Committee would have ceased to exist. He did not mean to tell them. He
took care in regard to the party funds to do his best to prevent the matter

coining to light.”

Finally Bonar Law pronounced a most severe condemnation of the

private communications made by Rufus Isaacs to the leading Liberal

on the Committee, Mr. Falconer, who had endeavoured rather un-

convincingly to explain away the matter earlier in the debate.

^ EUbank who became Lord Murray of EHbank in 1912.
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“The Hon. Member spoke this afternoon for I think nearly two hours
and he did not give us the smallest explanation as to why that communica-
tion was made. But he did tell us that there was a kind of analogy with a
Court of Law. I do not know as much about that as many of my friends,

but I am under the impression that if there was an analogy to a Court of
Law he was in the position of a juryman and I am under the impression
that if anyone interested in a case were to have any communication of any
kind with a member of the jury he would render himself liable to criminal

prosecution.”

Bonar Law concluded:

“All we ask is that the House of Commons should express in the mildest

terms you like its disapproval ofwhat has been done and in voting for the

Motion which stands in the name of my hon Friend tonight we shall in

my belief be only expressing what is the almost universal feeling in the

United Kingdom ”

Whether or not Bonar Law was right about the “universal feeling

in the United Kingdom” can never be proved. Probably there was

a fairly general disapproval of what had occurred. But Parliament

in an era of well-drilled partisan battalions can be just as effectively

insulated from public opinion by the party machine as it was in

the early days of George III by jobbery and corruption. Voting

was on rigid party lines, and only three Liberals voted against the

Government. A number of Labour members abstained. Bonar Law’s

amendment was rejected by 346 to 268,

What ought to be our considered judgment on these events? It is

certainly true that anti-semitism and violent partisanship resulted in

the spreading of outrageous rumours which grossly traduced not only

the two Ministers but many others like Samuel who were wholly

innocent. But the fact that Isaacs and Lloyd George were not guilty

of the sort of charges which were levelled against them by Cecil

Chesterton has tended to obscure in the eyes of posterity what they

were guilty of - namely a degree of indiscretion and a subsequent

disingenuousness which seem in retrospect almost incomprehensible.

It is quite certain now that no Minister who behaved as they did

would survive for a day. The relatively harmless and trivial indis-

cretion for which Mr. Attlee so promptly dismissed Dr. Dalton from

the Chancellorship of the Exchequer does not begin to compare with

the conduct of Isaacs and Lloyd George.

The impropriety of which Lloyd George, Isaacs and Elibank were

guilty was twofold. In the first place they had, however innocently,

put themselves in a position in which their public duty might have

clashed with an undisclosed private interest, and had moreover
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done so by accepting favours from a government contractor. Had
they speculated in British Marconi shares, this fact would have been
flagrant and obvious, but in reality speculation in American Marconi
shares was scarcely less dubious, for any serious inquiry would at

once have revealed the close connexion between the two companies.

Secondly the Ministers, having made their initial error, treated

the House of Commons with a deliberate evasiveness which no sub-

sequent excuses can condone. Only the most obstinate Liberal apolo-

gists can seriously maintain that Lloyd George and Isaacs intended

all along to reveal the truth. They evidently hoped that they would
not have to tell the full story of their transactions, and but for the

libel actions it is quite possible that they might never have been

obliged to declare the truth.

The postscript to this strange story is not the least extraordinary

feature of the whole affair. In October 1913, only four months after

a debate in which he had escaped a condemnation for grave impro-

priety by a purely party vote, Sir Rufus Isaacs was elevated to the

second highest judicial position in the land, and was appointed Lord
ChiefJustice of England. It is difficult to decide which is the more
astonishing - Asquith’s arrogance in offering, or Isaacs’ impervious-

ness in accepting, a post ofthis nature at that time. It is not surprising

that Tory indignation knew no bounds and that Rudyard il^pling

' should have circulated what is perhaps one of the bitterest political

satires of modern times, comparing Isaacs with Gehazi, the servant

of the prophet Elisha.
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N o sooner had the echoes of the Marconi Scandal begun to die

away than the Irish Problem entered upon its most acute

phase. With the end of the session in August 1913 the Home
Rule Bill had twice been passed in the House of Commons, twice

rejected by the House of Lords. It needed to pass the Commons only

once more in order to become law, and on the Government’s existing

time table this was due to occur about the middle 011914. Meanwhile
in Ulster preparations were far advanced for armed resistance: Sir

Edward Carson’s arrangements for setting up a provisional govern-

ment as soon as the Bill became law had been worked out to the last

detail; thousands ofUlstermen were drilling and learning the practice

of arms. The danger of Civil War loomed ever larger, and it is not

surprising that the leaders on both sides began to search for some
means of avoiding that catastrophe.

At the risk of repetition it is worth emphasizing again at this point

that the question of a separate treatment for Ulster had not yet been

seriously suggested. The majority of English Unionists had concen-

trated on the grievance of Ulster, not because they really wanted
separate treatment for Ulster, but because they wished to stop Home
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Rule entirely.^ It was, as we saw earlier, widely believed by both

sides that an autonomous Ireland, without the wealth of Belfast,

would be unworkable, and from this each side drew opposite con-

clusions, the Liberals that Ulster must at all costs be kept in, the

Unionists that Ulster must at all costs be kept out. The attitude of

the Ulster Unionists was naturally rather different. Carson and Craig

were primarily leading a struggle for national survival. They recog-

nized that, in the last resort, Ulster could not prevent Home Rule

for the South and West, but they were determined that Home Rule

should not include the North. The Ulster Unionists were thus fight-

ing for a cause not quite the same as that for which the majority of

English Unionists fought, and although they co-operated with the

latter, they did so as allies and independent partners rather than as

subordinates. Naturally both English and Ulster Unionists wished if

possible to stop Home Rule entirely, but, whereas Lansdowne, Long,

and the Cecils were hostile to any compromise which would enable

Asquith to carry Home Rule even in a mutilated form, Carson was

ready to accept the exclusion of Ulster rather than risk total defeat

at the hands of the Liberals. These divergencies of interest became
important in the course of the negotiations with Asquith during the

autumn and winter of 1913.

For the time being, however, the exclusion of Ulster was proposed

neither by the Unionists nor by the Liberals. The immediate problem

upon which the Unionist leaders were concentrating was how to force

a dissolution before the Home Rule Bill received its third reading in

the House of Commons. Obviously the key figure here was the King.

The only method by which the Unionists could obtain a dissolution,

assuming that Asquith would not recommend one, was to persuade

the King to insist upon it. The precise extent of the King’s power

in such a matter was of course doubtful, and even if he possessed

such a power, the wisdom of exercising it was even more question-

able. But Bonar Law was, from an early stage, convinced that the

King must take action. His conversation with the King in May 1912

has already been described.^ In September of the same year, he was

invited for the first time as a guest at Balmoral and he submitted a

memorandum to the King on the whole question. His own rough

draft of this has survived and deserves to be quoted in full:^

^ At the beginning of 1913 Carson proposed an amendment to the Home Rule Bill

which would have excluded the whole province of Ulster, all nine counties, from its

operations But this was clearly intended to wreck the Bill completely, and cannot be
regarded as a serious compromise proposal.

^ See p. 133.
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the Home Rule Bill passes through all its stages under the Parliament
Act and requires only the Royal Assent the position will be a very serious

and almost an impossible one for the Crown.
‘The Unionist Party will hold that, as the Constitution is admittedly in

suspense (for the duty of carrying out the Preamble of the Parliament Act
is admitted by the Government) and as it is at least doubtful, and in view
of the by-elections more than doubtful whether the Government have the
approval of the country, the position is precisely similar to what it would
be if the Government supported by the House of Commons asked the
Sovereign to use the Royal Prerogative to overcome the opposition of the
House of Lords.

“In such circumstances Unionists would certainly believe that the

King not only had the Constitutional right but that it was his duty befoi e

acting on the advice of his Ministers to ascertain whether it would not be
possible to appoint other Ministers who would advise him differently

and allow the question to be decided by the country at a General
Election.

“The last precedent prior to the Parliament Act which B.L. can recall

was the Reform Bill of 1832. On that occasion B.L. believes, without
having the opportunity of refreshing his memory, that though an election

had been fought specially on the issue of the Reform Bill the King did not

consent to the creation of the new Peers till he had sent for the Leader of

the Conservative Party and ascertained from him that he was not pre-

pared to take the responsibility of forming a Government. Such would be
the view of the Unionist Party.

“The Radical Party, on the other hand, would almost certainly maintain
that the veto of the Sovereign had fallen completely into desuetude, and
that the duty of the King was to regard the passage of the Home Rule
Bill under the Parliament Act as final and give his assent to it as a matter

of course.

“In reality it does not matter much which of these views is constitution-

ally sound. In any case, whatever course was taken by H.M., half of his

people would think that he had failed in his duty, and in view of the very

bitter feelings which by that time would have been aroused, the Grown
would, B.L. fears, be openly attacked by the people of Ulster and their

sympathisers if he gave his assent to the Bill, and by a large section of the

Radical Party if he took any other course.

“Such a position is one in which the King ought not to be placed, and
B.L. is of the opinion that if his Majesty put the case strongly to the Prime
Minister he would feel that it was his duty to extricate the King from so

terrible a dilemma.
“B.L. also ventures to suggest to H.M. that when any crisis arises it

might be well to consult informally Mr. Balfour or Lord Lansdowne or

himself, and he assures H.M. that any advice given under such circum-

stances would not be influenced by Party considerations.”

This view may well seem open to some doubt on constitutional

grounds, but Bonar Law was backed by powerful authorities in his

opinion of the Crown’s powers. Writing to Professor Dicey, the
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celebrated authoi of The Law and Custom of the Constitution^ on March
26thj 1913, he said:^

“I do not think that it is a question really ofusing the veto
;
but in my view

the one constitutional right which the sovereign undoubtedly still possesses

is that if Ministers give him advice ofwhich he does not approve, he shoi^ld

then see whether he can get other Ministers who would give him different

advice.”

Dicey replied deprecating any revival of the Royal Veto, but

adding

‘‘I entirely agree with your view of the King’s constitutional position.”

Bonar Law does not appear to have had any further discussion

upon this matter with the King until the summer of 1 9 1
3. By then the

King was beginning to be understandably anxious about the whole

situation, for it seemed that he would once again, as over the Parlia-

ment Act Crisis, be the centre of a furious political and constitutional

controversy from which he could not easily escape without incurring

the bitter resentment of one or other of the two parties. He therefore

decided through Lord Stamfordham, his Private Secretary, to find

out the views of the Unionist leaders. As a result Lansdowne and

Bonar Law drafted a lengthy memorandum which they sent to the

King on July gist.^

The gist of it was that the Constitution was in a state of suspense;

that a dissolution was the only method of averting civil war; that, if

Asquith declined to recommend a dissolution, the King had a right

to dismiss him and send for someone who would do so; that the King

should address a formal memorandum to Asquith urging a dissolu-

tion, and, the writers assumed, in such circumstances Asquith would

be bound to dissolve.

It must be admitted that Bonar Law and Lansdowne, however well

backed by constitutional experts, were asserting a doubtful constitu-

tional doctrine in certain parts of their memorandum. It could per-

haps be argued that there was nothing unconstitutional in the King

endeavouring to persuade Asquith to recommend a dissolution, and

even addressing a formal letter to Asquith on that theme. But when
the Unionist leaders asserted that in 1913 the King still had the un-

doubted right to dismiss Asquith and replace him by someone who
would recommend a dissolution they were venturing on very un-

certain ground. The last occasion upon which a King had dismissed

a Prime Minister who possessed a majority in the House ofCommons
had been nearly eighty years earlier - and it was not a happy
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precedent. When in 1834 William IV dismissed Lord Melbourne
and replaced him by Sir Robert Peel, the ensuing General Election

did not give Peel a majority. He was soon forced to resign. The King
was obliged to send for Melbourne again, and the episode was
generally regarded as a rebuff to the Crown and a humiliating

personal blow to William IV. No doubt in theory the Monarch had
in 1913 “ and has today - the legal right to dismiss his Ministers, just

as he possesses in theory the right to veto a Bill. But to exercise it in

practice would have been to revive a power which had lain dormant
since 1834, and which had only been exercised successfully in the

days before the Reform Bill of 1832, when an entirely different set of

constitutional conventions prevailed.

2

Nothing further happened as far as Bonar Law was concerned

until September. Then began a series of complicated conversations

and negotiations which are worth following in some detail, for the

light they throw upon the inner processes of party politics, upon the

position of the Crown, upon the relations between the principal

political leaders of the day. The initiative came from the King who,

on receiving from the Unionist leaders advice so completely opposed

to that tendered by his own Ministers, decided that he must work

for some settlement of the apparently irreconcilable Irish conflict.

Otherwise, as Bonar Law had earlier pointed out, he would be

forced into such a position that whatever action he took would render

him the object of bitter criticism from one half of his subjects.

Early in September Lansdowne stayed at Balmoral and had a

lengthy discussion with the King about the memorandum which he

and Bonar Law had sent. He wrote an account of that discussion to

Bonar Law.® The King told Lansdowne that, according to Asquith,

it was impossible for a Constitutional Monarch to do anything but

follow his Ministers’ advice: the most he could do, if he disagreed,

was to put his own views on record.^ On any question of dissolution

or a referendum Asquith was adamant. An Election would turn just

as much on the Marconi Scandal or the Insurance Act as on Home
Rule, and a referendum was impracticable. Asquith had, however,

suggested that a possible compromise might be reached by giving

separate treatment to Ulster, and the King passed on this hint to

Lansdowne. Finally the King, according to Lansdowne,

1 See Spender and Asquith^ Life ofH. H, Asquith, pp. 29-34, foi Asqmth’s memoianda
to the King, and Harold Nicolson, King George V, pp. 225-9, for the King’s reply.
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“recurred several times to the possibility of a settlement by consent. He
preferred not to talk about ‘conferences’, but he thought that ‘meetings’

between the party leaders might be useful and in reply to a question by
me said that he thought that the question of according special treatment to

Ulster might be considered in this manner”.

Lansdovme’s reply to this indirect overture was chilly. He did not

think settlement by consent at all hopeful and declared that he would
deprecate a conference on the basis of exclusion of Ulster. Lansdowne
still reiterated his point about dissolution and maintained that this

was the only proper course;

“I said that I was quite unable to see what legitimate objection His

Majesty’s advisers could take to a general election except that it was likely

to result in their defeat.”

(Asquith might reasonably have replied that this was an objection

quite legitimate enough for him). Lansdowne concluded by urging

the King to lay a reasoned expression of his (the King’s) own views

before the Cabinet, and the King promised to do so before the next

Cabinet meeting in the second week of October.

Bonar Law had also been summoned to Balmoral a few days after

Lansdowne left. On the way he paid a short visit to the latter’s

country house, Meikleour, in Perthshire. He was thus fully briefed

when he met the King. On September i8th Bonar Law wrote a full

memorandum describing his conversation with the King. According

to his own account he informed the King that there were two possible

topics which an inter-party conference might discuss. The first was

that of general devolution - sometimes known as “Home Rule All

Round”, i.e. the possibility of creating subordinate legislatures for

Scotland and Wales as well as Ireland. A recent letter to The Times

by Lord Loreburn, the late Liberal Lord Chancellor, had drawn
attention to this possibility, and Bonar Law indicated to the King

that the Unionists would not refuse to take part in a conference with

these terms of reference. The second possibility was to hold a con-

ference on the basis of excluding Ulster but agreeing to Home Rule

for the rest of Ireland. Upon this Bonar Law was far more sceptical

It would be impossible, he declared,

“unless it secured a large measure of approval from the Unionists of South
and West Ireland, for I was sure that the leaders of the Unionist Party

would not give their consent to any scheme which would be regarded as a

betrayal by the loyalists of Ireland. . . . H.M. informed me, as he had
previously informed Lord Lansdowne, that he intended to write a per-

sonal letter to his Ministers which he would reserve the right to make
public after the event. In this letter he would point out the difficulty of
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the position in which the Crown would be placed and that this difficulty

would be largely avoided if there were an appeal to the people before the
Home Rule Bill became law and that in his opinion it was the duty of his

Ministers to submit the question to the country. ... I pointed out what
in my beliefwould be the effect on the Army if the Government attempted
to use troops in Belfast before they had behind them the moral force which
could only be secured by the support of the electors. I reminded him that
the leaders of the Unionist Party had pledged themselves in that event
to give every possible support to the people of Ulster, that I had no reason
to think that in this respect the policy of the Party would be modified and
m these circumstances I thought it very doubtful whether the Army would
obey the orders of the Government’

The King therefore received little encouragement from the Unionist

leaders. Both were dubious about the possibility of compromise
although not prepared to refuse a conference entirely; both insisted

that dissolution was the only possible course; both were sceptical

about partition; and Bonar Law gave a clear indication, that the

Conservative Party would not discourage the Army in a refusal to

obey orders, if the Home Rule Bill went through in its present form
without an appeal to the nation. This was the first hint ofthe troubles

which were to culminate in the so called ‘‘Mutiny'’ of the Curragh
in the following March. In fact the Unionist leaders were in a mood
of uncompromising resistance - even to the point of rebellion - and
the possibility of settlement seemed remote.

But, in addition to his discussions with the King, Bonar Law had
a conversation to which he attributed greater importance. This was
with Churchill who, it will be remembered, was at this time First

Lord of the Admiralty, and who was staying at Balmoral. Churchill

had been authorized by Asquith to speak to Bonar Law, and the

discussion as reported by Bonar Law is ofconsiderable interest. Bonar
Law reported it briefly to Lansdowne and at greater length to

Carson on September i8th:^

“I think it is necessary that you should know all that I know about
the position, and as arranged with you, I am sending this letter by
messenger.

‘T had a long talk with the King, and he asked me to put in writing a
summary of the conversation. I did so and enclose a copy of it for you
which gives all the information so far as my talk with the King himself is

concerned.

“Churchill was there, and we had a talk about the whole situation in the

course of which he told me that he had a letter from Asquith suggesting

that he should speak to me.
“My talk to Churchill was practically confined to this: I told him that it

seemed to me the position was a desperate one for both poHtical parties.
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1 said it was bad foi us; but it seemed to me much worse for them. 1 told

him that if the thing was to go on on their lines they themselves had taught

us that no half measures were any use, and it was certain that we would
stick at nothing when it came to the point. I told him that it was idle to

suppose that they could leave you alone and trust to your movement
breaking down from its difficulties. I said to him that most certainly the

moment the Home Rule Bill was passed you would not only set up your
provisional Government, but that you would allow no force of any kind

in your area except the force appointed by you; that you would appoint

your own police, and allow no other body to interfere with your action.

He then spoke in a half-hearted way as if it would be possible to allow even
this to go on without interference by force. He spoke, for instance, of

stopping railway communication and stopping sea communication; but I

pointed out the absurdity of this, as it would interfere not only with Ulster

but the whole of Ireland and the whole of England and Scotland which
traded with Belfast, and I think he realized that that was impossible. I told

him also that here in England there would be no halfmeasures; and I said

to him, ‘Suppose it comes to this: the whole of the Unionist Party say that

Ulster is right, that they are ready to support them, and that if necessary

all the Unionist Members are turned out of the House of Commons does

he suppose that the Army would obey orders to exercise force in Ulster!’ I

said to him that in that case undoubtedly we should regard it as civil war,

and should urge the Officers of the Army not to regard them as a real

Government but to ignore their orders. I said to him also that of course we
realized as clearly as he did not only the seriousness but the actual

calamity of allowing things to come to such a point. I said also that I saw
no way out of the difficulty. . . .

“Now that is the position, and I feel sure that Asquith will suggest a

private meeting either with Lansdowne or with me. If it is with me I am
most anxious that before it takes place I should have a talk with you. As
you know I have long thought that it might be possible to leave Ulster as

she is, and have some form of Home Rule for the rest of Ireland . . .

“When do you come back? For it is really not possible to have a proper

understanding by letters; and you know that I have not only so strong a

personal friendship for you but so much belief in your judgment that I do

not think in any case I would go on with a proposal to whic];i you were

strongly opposed. I think I would rather give up the whole thing than do
that. I do not think you should show this to any of your Irish colleagues,

but ofcourse you are free to show it to F.E. and perhaps you could arrange

for him to see me as soon as he comes back to England. I do feel, however,

that it is vital that before there is any meeting with the other side I should

personally see you. The whole question as to the exclusion of Ulster really

turns upon this - whether or not it would be regarded as a betrayal by the

solid body of Unionists in the South and West.”

The letter is of considerable historical interest. It shows in the

first place the lengths of resistance contemplated by Bonar Law.

Whereas to the King he had merely spoken of the probability of the

Army refusing to obey orders, to Churchill he declared that in the
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last resort the Unionist Party would positively encourage and recom-

mend such refusal. Secondly, it reveals Bonar Law’s own belief,

which he admits to Carson, that exclusion of Ulster was a possible

solution. Carson of course agreed and his reply to Bonar Law con-

tains a memorandum from F. E. Smith suggesting the possibility of

a conference with the Liberals based on this assumption.^

Bonar Law sent copies of his correspondence with Carson to Lans-

downe at Meikleour, but immediately a frosty wind begun to blow
from the direction of Perthshire. For Lansdowne viewed the policy

of excluding Ulster with the greatest misgiving. He felt strongly that

to exclude Ulster and allow Home Rule for the South and West
would be to betray the whole past tradition of the 'Unionist Party.

Lansdowne was himself a great landowner in Southern Ireland. It

was as natural that he should take this view, as that Bonar Law, with

his Ulster descent, should see the problem primarily in terms of

Ulster nationalism. But there is no need to suppose that Lansdowne
was influenced only or even principally by his possession of great

estates in the South. Many other Unionists took the same view al-

though they possessed not one acre in Ireland. The right wing of the

Party had always objected to Home Rule, not merely because it was

unfair to Ulster, but because they denied the whole concept of a

separate Irish nation. To them Britain was a unity and to break up
that unity by creating a national state in Ireland seemed almost an

act of sacrilege. It was true, as Lord Randolph Churchill had

observed, that the Orange card was the best card to play against

Home Rule, but this did not mean that the majority of Unionists

were prepared to accept a settlement which gave a national parlia-

ment and executive to the rest ofIreland, even ifUlster still remained

a part of the United Kingdom.
Lansdowne was quick to make this plain:'

‘‘The language Winston used’’, he wrote on September 23rd, 1913,

“leads me to anticipate that an overture of some kind will be made to us

and that it will take the shape of a proposal that we should go into a

conference upon the assumption that the Government Bill holds the field

and the only matter open for discussion is the exclusion of Ulster. The idea

of a conference on those lines fills me with alarm and I gladly call to mind
that you made it clear that we could not entertain the project unless it

were consented to by the loyalists of the south and west. ...

“. . . Are you not a little horrified at the manner in which F. E. Snuth

is pledging not only himself but the whole Unionist Party to violent action

in Ulster? ... I see, for example, ‘A Message from England’ conveyed by
F.E. in the course of which he says ‘on behalf of the Unionist Party in

Great Britain’ that ‘from that moment we hold ourselves absolved from
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all allegiance to this government’ and 'shall stand side by side with you
refusing to recognize any law and prepared with you to risk the collapse

of the whole body politic to prevent this monstrous crime’ ... it may
indeed in certain events be necessary to take strong measures but shall we
not be placed in rather an awkward position if we are asked whether it

really is the case that F.E. has been authorized to use such language 'on

behalf of the Unionist Party in Great Britain’?”

Bonar Law replied to this letter in mollifying tones, but Lans-

downe’s suspicions about Ulster and irritation with F. E. Smith were

almost at once increased by a curious episode. The latter, while

serving in the Territorial Army on manoeuvres, saw the King at

about this time, and appears to have given him an altogether unduly

optimistic estimate of the chances of a compromise: so much so that

Lord Stamfordham wrote an enthusiastic letter to Bonar Law on

September 26th:^

. . F. E Smith informed the King that Carson is all in favour of such

an arrangement (leaving out Ulster) and thinks a solution on these lines

could be arrived at which would be acceptable to his (G’s) friends. F E
returns to Ulster today and will tell Carson exactly what His Majesty said

during these conversations. He was sanguine as to a satisfactory settlement

and that by it all question of H.M.’s visiting either Dublin or Belfast in

the future would be happily set at rest.”

Bonar Law was alarmed at the possibilities of misunderstanding

implied in this letter. However much he himselfinclined to a solution

along the lines of exclusion, he was well aware of the opposition with-

in the Party from such powerful figures as Curzon and Long, not to

mention the whole Cecil clan. He had indeed felt some misgivings

about communicating with Carson at all. His doubts now seemed

fully justified, and he at once wrote again to Lansdowne enclosing

Lord Stamfordham’s note. "Stamfordham’s letter’’, he wrote on

September 27th,^ "makes me feel that I made a mistake in sending

the copy of the talk at Balmoral to Carson.” He also enclcrsed a draft

reply to Stamfordham. Lansdowne wrote back on September 30th

"Stamfordham’s letter to you of the 26th and the draft reply which you

were good enough to send me are very important. I am afraid F. E. Smith

has not been discreet and that your instinctive misgivings as to the results

of direct communications between yourself and Carson were not without

foundation . . . the King has been led to believe that a reasonable settle-

ment is within reach and that Curzon and I are obstructing it. It is, as you

say, absolutely necessary that he should understand that F.E. was much
too sanguine. Apart, however, from F.E. I doubt whether the King him-

self or Bigge^ really grasps the difference between what they call 'leaving

^ Lord Stamfoidham
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out Ulster’ and the kind of settlement which Carson could afford to con-

sider or we to discuss. ...”

To Stamfordham’s proposals for a conference on the basis of

excluding Ulster from the operation of the Home Rule Bill Bonar
Law now returned an uncompromising refusal.

'T am sorry to say/’ he wrote^^ “that I see no prospect whatever of an
arrangement on the lines of your letter.

“The proposal, as I understand it, is that before entering into a confer-

ence we should agree to the present Home Rule Bill if North-East Ulster

were excluded from it, ... I am certain that if it were known from the

outset that the Unionist leaders had entered into a conference pledged
beforehand to such a proposal there v/ould be wild outburst ofresentment

against us in the South of Ireland which would be reflected with almost

equal violence in England. ... If there is to be a conference it must be
perfectly free as suggested by Lord Loreburn. I should not ask as a pre-

liminary that the Government should drop their Bill; we should not be
expected to give in advance any conditional promise to support it .

Writing a day or so later to Lansdowne Bonar Law said:^

“F.E.’s talk with the King seemed to me just about as unwise as any-

thing could be.
“Probably I have looked upon the solution of leaving Ulster out much

more favourably than you have, for I have had the idea for many years

that that might perhaps in the end be a right method of dealing with the

situation. But I quite agree with you that such a solution is only a last

resort and nothing would be more foolish than to give the enemy the idea

that we were not only ready but anxious for a settlement on these hnes .

”

There for the moment the matter rested. The King’s intervention

had apparently achieved nothing. The two Unionist leaders regarded

any proposal for separate treatment of Ulster with deep suspicion.

But there was this difference between them: Lansdowne not only

feared a Die-hard revolt if a compromise took place, but he also

sympathized with the sentiments which would have inspired such a

revolt; Bonar Law feared the revolt but did not feel so strongly on

the iniquity of the whole concept ofHome Rule. His doubts about the

actual merit of a partition settlement, as opposed to its danger to

party unity, came more from his reluctance to ^'betray” the Southern

Unionists than from a belief that Home Rule for the South was

fundamentally wrong. If he could be convinced on that point he

would be more ready to consider the exclusion of Ulster.

3

At the beginning of October Bonar Law had a highly important

conversation with Carson who had returned from Ulster, and he
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promptly reported it to Lansdowne. Carson said that he now believed

that a settlement on the lines of excluding Ulster would not be

seriously opposed by the Southern Unionists. He had recently met a

deputation of Southern Unionists who had indicated that they were
not prepared to agitate strongly against Home Rule; they were
afraid of intimidation and damage to their financial and business

interests. When Carson urged them to come out into open opposition

they refused.

‘‘If this really represents the position,” Bonar Law wrote to Lansdowne
on October 8th,® “it seems to me obvious that we are notjustified in risking

civil war for the sake of people who will take no risks even of a financial

kind for themselves. ... I must say, therefore, that I am more hopeful than
I was of a settlement of that kind [exclusion of Ulster].”

It is clear that his conversation with Carson had a great effect on
Bonar Law’s attitude to Ulster. It largely removed his own doubts

upon the admissibility of partition as a solution. Of course the danger

of a Die-hard revolt remained, and Bonar Law, with his intense feel-

ing for Party unity, was always strongly influenced by that fear to the

very end. But, provided that a settlement ofUlster could be made in a

way which genuinely satisfied Carson and his followers, and provided

that the Unionist Party could be persuaded to acquiesce, then Bonar

Law was prepared to consider such a solution as perhaps the only

means of avoiding civil war in the North of Ireland.

Lansdowne was not convinced although he admitted the force of

Bonar Law’s contention. He replied

“I feel the force of the considerations which you have urged so clearly

in your memorandum. We may be driven to the kind of settlement you
have in view but I cordially dislike the idea and I feel sure that it would
be a bad settlement and one that would be pregnant with trouble. ... I

find it difficult to believe that Redmond would accept it. . . . It would,
however, no doubt be worth risking a good deal to obtain a settlement by
consent and if Redmond shipwrecks such a settlement we shall find our-

selves in a much better tactical position.”

Meanwhile Asquith had paid his visit to Balmoral and heard from

Lord Stamfordham and the King how the Unionist leaders had
received his overtures. He had also received Mr. Churchill’s account

of his discussion with Bonar Law. Aware perhaps that Bonar Law
was less hostile than Lansdowne to the notion of excluding Ulster,

Asquith wrote to him and suggested a meeting. Bonar Law consulted

Lansdowne who agreed that he must accept the invitation, and

thought it best for Bonar Law to see Asquith alone. It was important
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to keep the meeting secret. Bonar Law therefore decided that the
best rendezvous would be at Aitken’s country house near Leather-
head which was in an isolated position where there would be little

danger of their privacy being disturbed. Accordingly, after luncheon
on October 14th Asquith drove down from London to Leatherhead.
He arrived to find Bonar Law, characteristically, engaged in a game
of double dummy with his host - the need for secrecy precluding a
four.

It was the first time that Asquith and Bonar Law had met on
other than formal occasions, but after a sticky beginning their con-
versation became more cordial, and it lasted about an hour. Bonar
Law wrote an account of it immediately afterwards and sent a copy
to Lansdowne, also to Balfour, ‘‘I am sending a copy to Mr. Balfour,’’

he wrote to Lansdowne, ‘Tor ofcourse neither you nor I would dream
of having secrets from him.” Bonar Law’s account is so interesting if

only for the candour with which he appears to have expressed him-
self to Asquith that substantial extracts are given below:^

15th October, 1913.

^^JS'otes on Convetsation with the P.M,
‘T had a conversation with Mr. Asquith which lasted for about an hour.

The conversation was very frank, but the larger part of it quite irrelevant,

dealing, for instance, with personalities in the House of Commons and
general subjects of that kind. . . .

“On my part the conversation then took the form of my pointing out
how difficult such an arrangement [exclusion] would be for us, and I

called his attention to these difficulties; the chief of them being:

“(i) danger of the Unionists in the South and West thinking that we
had betrayed them, which would make any action on our part impossible
if they were unanimous in that view;

“(2) that the probable result of an agreement would be that the Welsh
Bill would go through under the Parliament Act, and that, whatever may
be the feeling of the party, it is my belief that a very much larger number
of our Merhbers in the House of Commons would, if they had to choose,
prefer Home Rule rather than the disestablishment of the Church;

“(3) that if the question of Ulster were i*emoved one of the strongest

points in our favour in an Election would be gone and our chance of
winning it would, in my opinion, be diminished, and that also (and with
this he entirely agreed) there was still in our party a strong survival of the
differences connected with the 'Die-hard’ movement, and that ifthere was
any suggestion of what would be regarded as a second climb down there

would be much more danger of a split in the party than would be the case

in ordinary times.

“He then discussed his difficulties which were of course connected with
the Nationalist Party. He said that we of course were in the habit ofspeak-
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ing of him as absolutely dependent on the Irish, but as a matter of fact,

it was really the other way; that the Nationalists without the support of

the Liberal Party were powerless, and that if he or the Government
decided on any course which commanded the support of their own party

the Nationalists would have no choice but to accept it. . . .

“I pointed out to him that in our opinion the real way out was in a
General Election. He then said: ‘What would be the use of that?’ -as
Carson had clearly stated that Ulster would resist whatever happened at

an Election. I said to him, that might be true, and it was obvious that

Carson, or any leader of the Ulster people, must take that line because the

chance of winning an Election would be increased by the strength of the

belief among the people of England and Scotland that Ulster was irrecon-

cilable in the matter. I told him, however, that since Carson had come back
I had myself said to him that while we pledged ourselves to support Ulster

to the utmost if there were no Election, that pledge was contingent, and if

an Election took place and the Government won, our support would be
withdrawn; and I added that Mr. Asquith must understand as well as I

did that this made all the difference, and that it was really the certainty of

British support which made the strength of the Ulster resistance. . .

.

“We then discussed what would happen if they went straight on with

their present programme. He said that what would happen in that case

was purely speculative, that no one could tell what the effect on public

opinion would be ifthey resolutely carried out what they believed to be the

law. I agreed that nobody could know in advance; but I told him that in

my opinion, at bottom one of the strongest feelings in England and
Scotland was Protestantism, or dislike of Roman Catholicism, and that if

Protestants of Belfast were actually killed, then in my belief, the effect in

Great Britain would be not only that the Government would be beaten

but that they would be snowed under.

“I then said to him that of course the prospect before us was not

attractive. We should have to try by all means to force an Election, and to

be successful we should have to take means which would be distasteful to

all of us, and in saying that, I hinted at the possibility of disorder in the

House of Commons, of using the letter of the Parliament Act, and as a

result of all this of his finding that the Army would not obey orders. He
very mildly expressed surprise that we had pledged ourselves so definitely

to support Ulster in resistance. In regard to that I pointed out«to him that

before I had made the speech at Blenheim, which he thought so outrageous,

I had carefully read what had been said on the same subject in 1886 and

1893 not only by Randolph Churchill but by Lord Salisbury, Mr, Balfour,

the Duke of Devonshire and the Duke of Argyle; that in substance what I

had said was simply a repetition ofwhat had been said by them . .

.

. . Then Mr. Asquith said: ‘We have had a very interesting conversa-

tion, and I shall write you again later;’ to which I replied, ‘Yes, we have
had a very interesting conversation, but I do not see that the result of it is

any change in the position.’ He said, ‘Yes, there is, for I clearly under-

stand what your position is;’ to which I replied, ‘Well, to avoid misunder-

standing, I would like to know what your undei-standing is.’ ‘Your

position,’ he said, ‘is this: that subject to no general outcry that they are
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betrayed on the part of your supporters in the south and west, and assum-

ing that what is meant by Ulster is satisfactorily arranged, if we left out

Ulster then you would not feel bound to prevent Home Rule being given

to the rest of Ireland.’ I replied that that was not quite the position, as I

had made it clear that the first thing we should have to do would be to

make sure that we had the support of the colleagues whose adhesion to

any scheme would be essential, as in my opinion it would be quite impos-

sible to go on with any proposal if we found that any of the prominent
leaders of our Party would be disposed to fight against it. He accepted

this, and then repeated his declaration of our position, as far as I can

remember, in these words: ‘Subject to the agreement of your colleagues

whose concurrence is essential to you, if there were not a general outcry

against you in the south and west of Ireland, if Ulster (winch we can at

present call X) were left out of the Bill, then you would not feel bound to

prevent the granting ofHome Rule to the rest of Ireland.’ I accepted that

statement as correct, and that is where the interview ended.”

The Cherkley conversation caused some perturbation among the

Unionist leaders. Writing to Lansdowne Bonar Law was most pessi-

mistic:^

“I do not like the position, and I am sure that the next move will be for

Asquith to sound the Nationalists. There is therefore a very great danger

that we shall be invited into a Conference in which they have made up
their minds to exclude Ulster. They would, I am sure, be reasonable in

their definition of Ulster, and would probably propose something like this:

that the four counties remain in the Union and as regards the two counties

a plebiscite should be taken and if they decide not to join in the Irish

Parliament they would be free to remain as they are. I don’t believe

Carson could possibly accept this solution;^ and yet it would be so reason-

able that I think we should be in a hopeless position ifwe had to refuse it.

I hope, therefore, that there will be no conference and the best thing that

can happen for us is that he (Asquith) should find that the Nationalists are

irreconcilable.”

Lansdowne of course shared these views to the full, and was far

from happy about the last part of Bonar Law’s memorandum. He
was himself only prepared to agree to exclusion because ^'unless I am
mistaken the omission of so important an area would virtually knock

the bottom out of the Bill and necessitate its transformation into a

different measure”.®

The conversation with Asquith was followed by a pause during

which both leaders made public speeches. Asquith began on October

25th with a speech at Ladybank of Delphic obscurity. Bonar Law

replied from Newcastle a few days later. In the interval the King

1 It is difficult to see why not, but at this time Carson was still talking in teims of the

whole Province of Ulster, the ‘‘historic” Ulstei ofnine counties Perhaps Bonar Law had

that in mind
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endeavoured to persuade Bonar Law to answer in conciliatory tones

to Asquith's speech. Bonar Law replied:^

October 28th.

‘‘My Dear Stamfordham,

“Many thanks for your letter. I quite realize all you say and in my
speech tomorrow I shall certainly say nothing to close the door against

some attempt at settlement by agreement; but Asquith’s speech seemed to

me very partisan, and mine will not be more polite than his.

“Yours very sincerely,

A. Bonar Law.”

The two speeches did not advance matters. Asquith therefore sug-

gested another meeting at Cherkley, and on November 6th the two

leaders met with the same careful precautions for secrecy which had
been taken on the first occasion. The meeting was again friendly and

this time the problem was discussed in much more concrete terms.

Obviously in any discussion of “exclusion of Ulster", everything

depended first on what was meant by “exclusion" and secondly,

what was meant by “Ulster". Bonar Law recorded the discussion

thus in a memorandum of which he sent copies to Lansdowne and

Balfour:^

“Mr. Asquith then said that there were one or two ways in which
separate treatment could be given to Ulster; one was the suggestion of Sir

Edward Grey, Home Rule within Home Rule; a second that Ulster might
be excluded for a definite term of years, to come in automatically at the

end of that time to the Irish Parliament; and the third, exclusion with the

right of the people of Ulster, if they chose, to come in.

“To this I replied, if there was to be any suggestion of a settlement at all

it was utterly useless unless it would remove the determination of the

people of Ulster to resist . . . and therefore I was certain that no proposal

woiild even be considered by them which did not leave them in precisely

the same position as the people of England and Scotland. To this Mr.
Asquith replied that I had given the answer which he expected, and
further conversation was on the assumption that the exclusion is only to

be terminable by a plebiscite by the people of Ulster in favour ofjoining

the Irish Parliament."

The question of what was meant by exclusion was to be of great

importance in subsequent discussions, and indeed was the rock upon
which these negotiations ultimately foundered. However, the upshot

of Bonar Law^s second conversation with Asquith was that the latter

agreed to propose exclusion of either the four or the six counties at

the next Cabinet meeting, exclusion with an option to come under

Dublin after a term of years.
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According to Bonar Law’s memorandum Asquith said:'"

‘^1 shall definitely make this proposal to my Cabinet on Tuesday and I

think I can carry my Cabinet and my own Party with me. I have had no
communication with the Nationalists and what they will do I do not
know. As soon^ however, as I have got the agreement of the Cabinet,
Birrell will approach the Nationalists.

“I then said: T am not in the least afraid, Mr. Asquith, of your trying

to jockey me, but I am afraid of your colleagues.’ To this he replied: ‘You
need have no fear. I shall say nothing to them except that I put this

proposal before you and you replied that you could of course say nothing
about it until you had an opportunity of consulting your friends.’

”

Bonar Law appears to have understood from this conversation

that if Asquith could not persuade the Nationalists to agree to the

exclusion of Ulster he would dissolve Parliament. The following day

he wrote to Walter Long:^

“He [Asquith] told me definitely that he would propose to the Cabinet

the exclusion of Ulster, either the four counties or the six ~ probably the

six; that if they agreed he would then see the Nationalists; and my impres-

sion is that he had definitely made up his mind that an agreement on these

lines is the only alternative to a General Election.

“From a party point of view I hope the Nationalists will not agree, for,

if they do, I am afraid that our best card for the Election will have been

lost. On the other hand if he makes us a definite proposal on these lines I

don’t see that we could possibly take the responsibility for refusing.”

Bonar Law’s account of this discussion does not tally with the

account given by Asquith’s biographers and based on Asquith’s own
notes.^ These suggest that Asquith was far less forthcoming and far

more non-committal than Bonar Law appears to have recognized.

At this distance of time it is impossible to determine who was right.

What is quite certain is that Asquith never seriously attempted to put

before the Cabinet the only proposal which would have been accept-

able to Bonar Law and Carson - viz. exclusion of Ulster with the

option to come in later if an Ulster plebiscite pronounced in favour

of joining. From then onwards Bonar Law was convinced that

Asquith had broken his word to him.

The Cabinet did indeed discuss the possibility of excluding Ulster

for a term of years to be followed by automatic inclusion, unless

Parliament in the interval amended the Home Rule Act, but it was

admitted by everyone, including Lloyd George who made the sug-

gestion, that the Ulster Unionists would never agree to such a

proposal since it involved abandoning the whole principle for which

they were fighting. Even this modified proposal was rejected by
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Redmond whom Asquith saw on November 17th. He firmly declared

his determination to accept nothing less than '‘Home Rule within

Home Rule’V.e. a large measure ofautonomy for Ulster^but an auto-

nomy subject always to the final supremacy of a Dublin Parliament.

While Asquith was consulting his friends Bonar Law was meeting

equally serious difficulties from his supporters. Gloomy predictions

emanated from Lansdowne. Walter Long bombarded him with

memoranda denouncing all compromise. The Cecils proclaimed

their hostility to Home Rule of any kind even if the whole Province

of Ulster were excluded. It became clear that Bonar Law and Carson

would not find it easy to carry their own party even as far as the very

limited compromise which they had put forward. Meanwhile from

the enemy camp no news came through. A black fog seemed to have

settled upon the deliberations of the Liberal leaders and all through

November little could be discovered except dubious gossip and dis-

torted rumour. Then at last Asquith broke silence and suggested yet

another meeting.

The two leaders met for the third time at Cherkley on December

gth. Since Asquith was prepared to go no further than Redmond
would allow him to go, their conversation was inevitably abortive.

Bonar Law refused to consider exclusion of Ulster on either of the

bases put forward by Asquith, and reaffirmed the Unionist view that

if exclusion were to be a solution at all, it could only be exclusion with

an option to join in, after a term of years and then only if a plebiscite

in Ulster so declared. In communicating his account to Lansdowne,

he observed:^

“I really do not understand why he took the trouble of seeing me at all.

The only explanation I can give is that I think he is in a funk about the

whole position and thought that meeting me might keep the thing open

at least.”

There was an irritation in Bonar Law’s tone that is unusual with

him. By now indeed tempers were beginning to become frayed every-

where and the Irish Problem was becoming an obsession. The

following letter from Curzon shows that even the highest circles were

not immune.^
Chatsworth,
December loth, 1913.

“My dear Bonar Law,

“I rather wish the papers had reported what I said about the various

possible solutions^ at my public dinner on Wednesday, for Edmund Talbot

who was there could tell you that it was not unacceptable to the audience.

^ For Ireland.
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But even oui own papers are very bad about reporting anyone but you,

Lansdowne or Carson, and it hardly seems worth while making speeches

which can have no influence on public opinion. . .

.

‘‘I had a long talk with the King last night. He is particularly incensed

just now with Harcourt who has apparently been using some very in-

discreet, or as the King says, 'damned impertinent’ language about the

Royal Prerogative.

"The King talks vaguely about using that instrument in some formidable
manner not so far disclosed (and I daresay not even discovered)

.

"The King was less temperate in language and more excited in manner
than at Balmoral. He is of course greatly keen on a settlement.

"Forgetting, I think, that Lady Crewe was the wife of an eminent

Cabinet Minister he poured into her astonished ear terrific denunciations

of Lloyd George on the subject of pheasants and mangold worsels.^

"Yours sincerely,

Curzon.”

Bonar Law concluded from his final discussions at Cherkley that

Asquith had decided to let matters drift and was hoping that if the

Unionists refused an offer of Home Rule within Home Rule they

would get little sympathy from the British electorate. His irritation

at Asquith’s apparent change of front was undoubtedly tempered by

the reflection that it saved him from an awkward situation. There

seemed no likelihood of Asquith proposing a compromise which

would split the Unionist Party. All shades of party opinion would be

against Home Rule within Home Rule, and Bonar Law’s task of

preserving the party’s unity was made easier. As for the conversations

at Cherkley, they had at least narrowed the issues which divided

Conservatives and Liberals, and Bonar Law has learned a good deal

about Asquith’s attitude. Asquith himself found Bonar Law much
less ferocious than his public utterances suggested and wrote of the

conversations:^^ ‘If we did not make much progress it was certainly

from no lack on his part of courtesy or ofhonest endeavour to under-

stand and appreciate an opponent’s point ofview.” But the truth was

that the differences, however much narrowed, still remained im-

possible to reconcile, and, even ifthe two leaders could have reached

agreement, they would have had immense difficulty in carrying their

own perfervid supporters with them.

Negotiations were now almost finished, although Asquith did make

a somewhat tentative last minute overture direct to Carson. There

was, however, nothing new that he could offer and Carson who con-

sulted Bonar Law at every step had no hesitation in rejecting the

^ Lloyd George had recently justified his Game Bill by alleging that whole fields of

mangold worsels were devoured by pheasants - a complaint which not even the most

crotchety farmer has ever made.
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proposals. Boiiar Law was by now convinced that Asquith’s motives

were purely tactical and designed to put the Unionists in as bad a

position as possible ifa General Election took place. OnJanuary 15th,

1914, in a speech at Cardiff, he officially announced that negotiations

for a compromise were at an end. A frosty exchange ofletters followed

between Bonar Law and Lord Stamfordham.’'^

Lord Stamfordham to Bonar Law Windsor Castle,

January 20th.

“My dear Bonar Law,

“The so far barren results of the conversations between the Prime
Minister, yourself and Sir E. Carson, together with the tone of your
respective speeches at Cardiff and Belfast, lead the King to fear that the

prospects ofsettlement by consent are much less bright than they appeared
to be a few months ago.

“His Majesty was sorry to learn from the Prime Minister that Sir E.

Carson felt unable to consider the last proposals which the former had
elaborated with much thought and care entirely on his own responsibility

and which he hoped might have proved a basis for discussion, and that the

only alternative acceptable to Sir Edward would be the total exclusion of

Ulster.

“Assuming that the Prime Minister has gone to the limit of his con-

cessions the position seems to be*

Government Proposal Opposition Proposal

Prime Minister’s veiled Total exclusion of

exclusion of Ulster. Ulster for Unlimited period.

- Declined by Opposition. - Declined by Government.

“But the King recognizes, and takes comfort in, the fact that though for

the moment there may be a hitch in the conversations, still the two parties

have come nearer than could have been expectedjudging by the somewhat
inflexible attitude mutually assumed at the close of the last parliamentary

session.

“The Prime Minister is ready to make important modifications of the

Bill and to introduce further guarantees which would grant almost

practical autonomy to Ulster - but she refuses to come uncier an Irish

Parliament.

“You, on behalf of the Unionists, would withdraw your opposition to an
Irish Parliament so long as Ulster is not represented in it and is allowed to

remain as she is. It is a question of sentiment and, to some extent, amou)

pwpre.

“His Majesty still clings to the belief in British common sense and trusts

that by ‘give and take’ by all parties concerned an amicable solution may
yet be found. For this reason His Majesty strongly urges upon you the

importance of not allowing the negotiations to come to an end.

“Believe me,
Yours very truly,

Stamfordham.”
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Bonar Law’s reply was unyielding, for he regarded Slamfordham’s

letter as substantially incorrect on the facts

Bonar Law to Lord Stamfordham January 26th.

‘‘My dear Stamfordham,

“I have been for a short time on the Continent, and on my return I

read with the greatest interest your letter of the 20th inst.

“It is hardly necessary to discuss the account which you give of the

conversations; but in order to prevent any misunderstanding, I think it

right to say that your summary does not accurately represent what took

place. No ‘proposals’ of any kind were made by the Government. The
Prime Minister, indeed, in the earlier interviews expressed, as I understood

him, his intention of proposing to his Cabinet that Ulster, or part of

Ulster, should be excluded from the operation of the Bill. He withdrew

later from that proposal, and made instead a suggestion which, if we had
agreed to it, would have meant that we should accept, as the basis of

discussion, that the Home Rule Bill should apply to the whole of Ireland,

with modifications which would indeed have given a large measure of

autonomy to Ulster but which would not have removed the ground which

has already induced the people of Ulster to take up arms - their determina-

tion to be governed by the British and not by a Dublin Parliament.

“On our part, also, no proposals were made, but I did indicate that

while our objections to Home Rule remain unaltered, we were ready in

order to avoid civil war to take as the basis of discussion the exclusion of

Ulster from the operations of the Home Rule Bill, accompanied by the

modifications which would thus be rendered necessary, including the

consideration of safeguards, for the minority in the rest of Ireland.

“I am sorry to say, therefore, that I do not share the hopeful view which

your letter expresses. So far from thinking that the possibility of agree-

ment is greater than when Parliament rose, I now despair ofany agreement

between the two Parties. When I first met the Prime Minister, as I have

already indicated, I had the hope that a basis of negotiations might be

found; but the later interviews with myself and the subsequent conversa-

tions with Sir Edward Carson have convinced us that the Prime Minister

will take no step which does not secure the approval of his Nationalist

allies; and on that basis, as has been made clear by the speeches of the

Nationalist leaders, no settlement is possible. I am convinced, therefore,

that unless definite proposals are made which would prevent the armed
resistance ofUlster any further conversations would serve no other purpose

than to continue the policy of drift, which can only have the most disa-

strous results.

“In our belief there are now only two courses open to the Government:

They must either submit their Bill to the judgment of the people, or

prepare to face the consequences of civil war.

“In these circumstances, it would be a great misfortune if His Majesty

were led to believe that there was any hope of the dangers with which the

country is threatened being removed by delay. I would therefore respect-

fully suggest that His Majesty might now usefully consider whether the
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time has not come when he should write to his Ministeis the letter which in

the autumn he indicated to me that it was his intention to address to them.
‘4 wish to add that I have shown your letter and my reply to Lord

Lansdowne and some of our colleagues at a meeting today, and that the

views which I have expressed to you are entertained by all of us.

‘‘Yours very sincerely,

A Bonar Law.”

Lord Stamfordham replied a few days later

Lord Stamfordham to Bonar Law. Windsor Castle,

February 2nd, 1914.

“My dear Bonar Law,

“Please forgive my delay in acknowledging your letter ofJanuary 26th.

“The King was very sorry to learn from it that you despair of any
agreement between the two parties; and that in the opinion of you and
your colleagues there is no alternative other than a General Election and
civil war.
“The King is not prepared to take so pessimistic a view of the situation

though, as he always has done, fully realizing the very serious attitude of

Ulster.

“As to any special communication to his Ministers, His Majesty’s action

will be guided by time and circumstances.

“Believe me,
Yours very sincerely,

Stamfordham.”

Evidently the King had changed his mind about the advisability

of even trying to persuade Asquith to dissolve Parliament. When the

suggestion of a special letter to his Ministers had been made in

September the King favoured it and indeed actually promised Bonar

Law, at Balmoral, that he would send it. Some light on his change of

mind is thrown by a letter which Bonar Law received from Lord

Derby.^®

Lord Derby to Bonar Law. Kn*bwsley,

Lancashire.

January 26th, 1914.

“My dear Bonar Law,

. .1 have been at Windsor this week and had some conversation with

the King about the political outlook. . . . The line he takes is that though
from his point of view an Election would take the responsibility off his

shoulders it would be no real solution of the Irish problem, that, if we
won, it would only mean trouble in the three Nationalist provinces and
that, ifwe lost, Carson and his Ulster people would still refuse to obey the

law, still fight and, except that they would be unofficially supported by
English Unionists, the position would not be materially improved.

“But what evidently weighs most with him on this question of forcing
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an Election is that Asquith has apparently in so many words told him that

as the Election of 1910 was Lords against the People so this Election would
be King against the People and that he [Asquith] would certainly take

that line himself in his speeches. Can you imagine anything more ini-

quitous - they are evidently using their 1910 tactics and bludgeoning the

poor man with every sort of threat of revolution ~ that the Conservatives

will be known as the King’s party - that even if they win this time they
would be beaten the next time - and that the King would then be looked
upon by his new government as being hostile to them, etc.

“I did all I could to counteract these threats, but it is difficult to do so.

“Yours sincerely,

Derby ”

It was clear now that there was no longer any hope of the King
insisting on a dissolution. There can be little doubt that the Edng was
well advised to follow Asquith’s counsel. Any other course was liable

to land him in a political controversy of the greatest difficulty. Bonar

Law, however, was most indignant at Asquith’s alleged conduct. 'Tf

Asquith is really talking to the King in the way you suggest,” he

wrote back to Derby,^^ ‘ht is even more disgraceful than I believed.”

But he had to accept the facts. From now onwards he turned his

attention to a different means of forcing a dissolution, the history of

which will be dealt with in the next chapter.

4

These negotiations have been described in detail, partly because

this is the first occasion upon which the inner counsels of the Unionist

Party during this period have been revealed, partly because of the

light thrown on Bonar Law. Certain conclusions seem to emerge

from these transactions.

In the first place Bonar Law, who has been often painted as an

extremist on the Home Rule issue, was in reality a good deal more
moderate ffian many of his colleagues. He and Carson were both

ready to consider a compromise settlement. Neither was prepared to

use Ulster in order to sabotage Home Rule for the rest of Ireland. It

is true that Bonar Law was faced by the most complicated cross

currents as he endeavoured to steer his course, the well-meant inter-

vention of the King, the fanaticism of his own supporters, the in-

discretion of F. E. Smith, the dangers of a party split, but he steered

it as best he could with a strong sense of responsibility, ever aware of

the danger to the nation involved in letting matters drift into civilwar.

Secondly, although it was Bonar Law who in the end broke off

negotiations, the blame for their failure lies far less with him than
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with Asquith. Had Asquith been ready, as he had proinised, to brave

the wrath of the Irish Nationalists, he could have made an offer on
the lines of the second Cherkley conversation, that is exclusion of the

six provinces with an option to come in if a plebiscite so declared at

some later date. Asquith led Bonar Law to believe that he would
carry this proposal in the Cabinet, and that he would be able to force

it on Redmond. Such an offer Bonar Law would have accepted, and
it would have been a real solution - in fact the solution which in a

modified form, after years of storm and tribulation, ultimately pre-

vailed, But instead i\squith receded from his earlier position and
refused to go beyond "'Home Rule within Home Rule” or alter-

natively exclusion for a term of years with automatic inclusion at the

end. These were solutions which Bonar Law could never accept.

Asquith’s biographers suggest^^ that the difference between the

\anous ways of meeting Ulster’s aspirations was trivial, and imply

that the Unionist leaders, by insisting upon their own preference,

were displaying unreasonable obstinacy. But surely this view undei-

estimates the very great gap between the only solution acceptable

to Carson and Bonar Law, and the solutions proposed by Asquith.

The essence of Ulster’s claim was that Ulster was a part of the

United Kingdom. Neither of Asquith’s proposals recognized this

claim. Home Rule within Home Rule was obviously inacceptable,

while exclusion with automatic inclusion at the end of a period of

years made the fate of Ulster depend upon some future General

Election in which the questions at issue for the bulk of the electorate

might, as in 1910, be entirely irrelevant to the question of Ulster.

It should be further remembered that Bonar Law was being

assailed inside his own party for discussing any compromise at all

and that he would have had great difficulty in carrying even a policy

oftotal exclusion ofthe six counties, ifthe price were to be Home Rule

for the rest of Ireland. In the circumstances it is not surprising that

he applied the closure to negotiations in a summary fashion at the

beginning of 1914.

This biography is not intended to justify all of Bonar Law’s con-

duct over the Irish Crisis. His views on the constitutional role of the

King have already been criticized, and his views on the use of the

Army as a means of coercing the Liberals will be discussed and

criticized later. But it does seem that, given the immense complica-

tions ofthe situation at the end of 1913, he could not easily have acted

otherwise than he did over the negotiations with Asquith, and that

he is not the man to blame for their failure.
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B
y the beginning of 1914 all attempts at a compromise over the

Irish question seemed to have failed. Bonar Law therefore

began to reconsider the tactics of the Unionist Party. The
official doctrine of the Party throughout all this endless wrangling

had been that the real crime of the Government lay not so much in

the iniquity of the Home Rule Bill as in the iniquity of carrying so

drastic a measure without an appeal to the country. The Party’s

main effort had therefore been directed at forcing a dissolution of

Parliament. In order to bring this about Bonar Law and Carson had
tried two methods: first, intimidation - the public threat of a civil

war in Ulster backed by the whole Unionist Party; secondly, private

pressure upon the King to force a dissolution. The failure of both

these methods had led to the abortive negotiations for excluding

Ulster, described in the last chapter.

Now, hcfwever, a third method of forcing a dissolution presented

itself to the Unionist leaders - a method more perilous than either

of the others. It had long been evident that the key to the situation

lay in the Army. If the Home Rule Bill was passed and if Carson

really did set up a provisional Government, the Bill could only be

enforced by a military occupation of Ulster. As we shall see shortly,

there were good reasons to suppose that if the Government ordered

troops to Ulster the loyalty of the Army might well be strained

beyond endurance. But, apart from this consideration, the Unionist

leaders perceived in the position of the Army a method of forcing

the Government to dissolve. They proposed the extraordinary course

173



THE ARMY ACT174 [1914]

of amending the Annual Army Act in the House of Lords in such a

way as to exclude altogether the use of the Army in Ulster.

To explain what the Unionists had in mind it is necessary to

explain the legal position of the Army. The existence of military

discipline depends upon an Act, sometimes called the Mutiny Act,

which is passed every year. If this Act were not passed, the position

of a soldier would be precisely the same as that of a civilian. For

example, a refusal to obey orders could only be dealt with as an

ordinary breach of contract, a soldier who struck his superior officer

could only be punished by an action for assault in the ordinary

courts of the land. In other words the entire basis of military dis-

cipline would disappear if the Army Act was rejected. The reason

why the Act is passed annually dates from the days of the Revolution

Settlement in 1689. The purpose was to prevent an arbitrary execu-

tive - in those days the King - from using the Army to destroy the

liberties of the nation. By refusing to pass the Act, Parliament could

make the Army useless as an instrument of oppression.

What the Unionist leaders now proposed to do was to amend the

Army Act in the House of Lords in such a way that the Government
would be unable to use the Army in Ulster until after a General

Election. This would put the Government into a position of the

utmost difficulty. If they accepted the amendment the Opposition

would evidently have won a great victory, but even if they rejected

the amendment their position was no better. The House of Lords

could refuse to pass the Army Act at all, thus putting all military

discipline into suspense, and depriving the Government for two years

of the use of the Army everywhere. Since no Government could

afford to carry on in such circumstances a General Election would

become inevitable before the Home Rule Bill became law.

The price of such tactics on the part of the Unionists was a high

one. They would have been tampering with military descipline for

political purposes at a time when the international situation had

become dark and lowering, at a time when a well-disciplined Army
might be the only bulwark of national safety. On any view such

tactics were reckless in the extreme, and it is an astonishing revelation

ofthe extent to which, the Irish problem had dazzled, almost blinded,

the leading politicians of the Conservative Party, that they should

have even considered such a perilous course; although in the end,

it is only just to add, they did not adopt it.

It has long been known that some Conservatives contemplated

action of this sort. Indeed, Lord Willoughby de Broke announced



[1914] PLAN TO AMEND THE ARMY ACT 175

publicly in the House of Lords on February loth, 1914^ his intention

of moving such an amendment. But he was notoriously a fanatical

Die-hard. What has not hitherto been revealed is the extent to which

even responsible Unionist leaders were prepared to go - Bonar Law
not least among them. Understandably the biographers ofthe leading

Conservative politicians have displayed a certain reticence over the

matter. For example, Mr. Ian Colvin in his biography of Carson

scarcely mentions it. It is true that Sir Austen Chamberlain in his

reminiscences. Politics from Inside^ is slightly more informative, and

Sir Henry Wilson’s diary refers to the Unionist proposal. But in

general the subject has remained shrouded in the mists of discretion.

The plan was suggested to Bonar Law by a correspondent as early

as December 5th, 1913.^ There is nothing to show his reaction to the

proposal. At that time he still hoped for a compromise over Ulster,

which would have made such a drastic step unnecessary. But, by the

middle ofJanuary, negotiations for a compromise were brought to

an abrupt end. He now appears to have begun a closer examination

of the Army Act. On January 26th, 1914, he discussed the matter

with Lansdowne. Lansdowne was doubtful about the wisdom of

amending the Army Act. How could the Unionists justify so drastic

a method of forcing an Election, unless there was some guarantee

that the Ulster Party would accept the verdict of the electorate?

But Lansdowne agreed that further investigation should be made.
Both he and Bonar Law were afraid that the Government might
discover some legal flaw and use the Royal Prerogative to circumvent

an Act of Parliament, somewhat as Gladstone had when he abolished

the purchase of Army commissions by use of a royal warrant. They
decided to consult Sir Robert Finlay, a leading Unionist lawyer and
later destined to be Lord Chancellor, and to lay the matter before

the Shadow Cabinet on February 4th. Finlay advised them that a

suitably wocded amendment could not be evaded, and he submitted

a specimen draft for the Shadow Cabinet to discuss.^

Meanwhile, even before he heard from Finlay, Bonar Law had
become convinced that an amendment to the Army Act was the only

effective weapon left to the Unionists. OnJanuary 30th he expressed

his views at length in a letter to Lansdowne, who had departed to

Bowood, his country house in Wiltshire:'^

“You were quite right’’, he wrote, “that logically our case is not com-
plete so long as the Ulster leaders do not undertake to abide by the decision

of the electors but there is no help for that, for certainly no such pledge
could be given by them. . . .
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'‘I am myself becoming more and more convinced that we must take

this step (amend the Mutiny Act), and so far everyone to whom I have

spoken is of the same opinion, including the three Cecils, Selborne,

Austen Chamberlain and Carson. It is indeed a serious step but after all

it is not so serious as allowing the Government to drift into a position

where force is used in Ulster; and it is the only step I see which we can

take within the letter of the constitution. I trust therefore that you will

take the same view and I should very much like to see you a little while

before the general meeting (of the Shadow Cabinet) takes place.

“So far as I canjudge ifwe take that action we shall compel an Election

They will of course attempt to raise the cry against the House of Lords,

but really the effectiveness of that cry has always depended upon the

subject upon which the Lords were attacked, and that is a risk we must
take. ... If we miss this opportunity then really no other is left except to

put pressure upon the King, and of the two I am sure you will agree that

the latter would be the greater evil.

“If this course is not taken then so far as I can see one of tw^o things must
happen. Either the Government will have an Election selected at their

own convenience after they have made in the most elaborate w^ay the

proposals for the protection of Ulster which were suggested to Carson
Such an Election would seem to me to be as bad for us as anything could

be ... for I am afraid that a great many people would think these pro-

posals so reasonable that Ulster would not be justified in resisting, and that

it would settle the Irish question. The other possibility is that they would
go on with their Bill, and from a party point of view that would be
advantageous to us, I think, for it would mean bloodshed in Ulster; but I

am convinced Asquith will not take that course.

“It seems to me, therefore, that it is a question between an Election more
or less forced by us on what we will try to represent as the plain issue.

Shall the Army be used to coerce Ulster without the consent of the electors?

Or on proposals for Home Rule which to moderate men will not appear
unreasonable.’’

Lansdowne replied:^

“I quite realize that we may have to take action on the Ai*niy Bill,

although as you know, I rather dread the step. As at present advised I do
not see any other way out.”

On February 2nd, Bonar Law consulted Curzon whose views were
similar to those of Lansdowne.® He disliked the plan but had no
alternative to suggest.

There was one other important person to consult. Bonar Law
wrote to ask the views of Balfour who could not come to the Shadow
Cabinet. The ex-Conservative leader was at this time delivering the

Gifford lectures at Glasgow University upon the subject of ‘^The

Knowledge of God”. But the preoccupations of the philosopher did

not extrude the counsels of the politician. He wrote back at once:*

‘'The proposal to modify the Army Annual Bill is one of extra-
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ordinary interest and importance, and I am not greatly moved by
Lansdowne’s objections.” But he went on to raise a subtle objection

of his own. The effect of the proposed amendment would not only

be to prevent the use of the Army to impose Home Rule on Ulster.

Might it not also preclude the Army from protecting the Roman
Catholics of Belfast against Orange bigotry? Or at all events might

not the Government say that this was so?

“It would”, wrote Balfour, “of course be no reply to this to say that

there was never a time when mob violence was less to be feared in Belfast

than at the present time. This is true; but it is no effective debating point.”

Balfour went on to point out the dangerous precedent that such

action might give in the event of labour unrest. He ended:

“As is usually the case when I write to you, I feel that my letter may
perhaps rather add to your troubles than diminish them. But I need
hardly say that whatever course you adopt I shall do all I can to support

The Shadow Cabinet met on Thursday, February 4th, at Lans-

downe House to discuss this and other problems. Parliament was to

open in six days’ time, but there was no urgent need to deal with the

Army Act. That measure did not have to be renewed until April 30th

and so there was plenty of time to discuss the problem. The meeting

decided, as meetings usually do over awkward questions, to delegate

the matter to a committee. This consisted of Finlay, Carson, Lord
Robert Cecil, Cave, and the venerable Lord Halsbury, sprightly still

despite his great age, and ever ready to advocate an extremist policy.®

2

What meanwhile was the attitude of the Army itself during these

months? The Army was not a mere passive automaton. It consisted

of officers jind men whose feelings on religious and political subjects

were just as strong as those of their fellow citizens; and on the issue

of Home Rule perhaps even stronger. The increasing impoverish-

ment of the Anglo-Irish gentry had resulted in a high proportion of

that class, especially the younger sons, making the Army their career.

Moreover, then as today, Ulstermen were particularly numerous

among Army officers. To all these officers any proposal for the

“coercion of Ulster”, as it came to be called, was profoundly repug-

nant. Already Bonar Law had told the King that he doubted whether

the Army would obey the Government if ordered to attack Ulster.

At the same time, it will be remembered, he told Mr. Churchill that

G
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the Unionist Party would in such circumstances actively encourage

Army officers to disobey orders.

The situation was in feet full of danger. The Ulster volunteers were

commanded by General Richardson, a retired regular soldier, and
contained a number of half-pay officers. Field Marshal Earl Roberts,

the most beloved and respected soldier of his day, victor of the South

African War, was a violent opponent ofHome Rule. It seemed more
than probable that an armed conflict with Ulster would provoke a

major cleavage in the Army, and that this cleavage would not be

confined to the officer class. Some soldiers would undoubtedly feel

obliged to obey orders however repugnant. Others would feel that

this was civil war and that an issue had arisen upon which a man
could only be guided by his own conscience. In fact it was clear by
the end of 1913 that, quite apart from any move in the House of

Lords to amend the Mutiny Act, the Army might prove a broken

reed if the Government tried to coerce Ulster. Bonar Law kept in

close touch with the leading opponents of Home Rule in the Army.
He corresponded frequently with Lord Roberts and there exists

among his papers a draft, corrected in both Bonar Law’s and
Carsoffis handwriting, of a letter which was to appear in the Press

under Lord Roberts’s name. Among other expressions it contained

these words

^Tvery day I receive letters from soldiers asking my advice, and in my
heart and conscience I believe it to be my duty in the interests of the
country to utter this word of warning. It is a soldier’s duty to obey but ife

and when civil war breaks out no ordinary rules will apply. In that case a
soldier will reflect that by joining the Army he has not ceased to be a
citizen and, ifhe fights in such a quarrel, he will fight on the side which he
believes to be right. If the attempt be made to coerce Ulster, Civil War,
and nothing else will inevitably follow. Ulster will not be fighting against

the Grown or the Flag, and it will be idle to describe such men as ‘the

King’s enemies’.”

The plan was that this letter, which Bonar Law forwarded to the

Field Marshal on January 27th, 1914, would be published in the

Press simultaneously with the moving of an amendment to the Army
Act. In this way the maximum effect would be obtained upon public

opinion. The letter was never published, nor was the amendment
ever moved, for in the end events made such a step unnecessary. But
the episode is vivid evidence of the lines upon which the leading

Unionists were thinking in the early months of 1914.

There was another important military figure with whom Bonar
Law kept in the closest touch. This was Major-General (later Field
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Marshal) Sir Henry Wilson who was at this time Director of Mihtary
Operations at the War Office. He too was an Anglo-Irishman like

Lord Roberts, but, whereas the latter’s role was to give his great

name and prestige to a public demonstration, Wilson’s activities were
of a more clandestine nature. His key position at the War Office gave
him an intimate knowledge of military secrets, and he seems to have
regarded it as quite compatible with his official duties to pass con-

fidential information to the Leader of the Opposition, where such

information might be of value in the struggle against Home Rule*

Wilson’s activities in the cause of Ulster were indeed almost cease-

less. They are described in great detail by himselfin his diary, lengthy

extracts of which were published by his biographer. General E. C.

Calwell.^ These revelations were deplored by many grave persons on
the ground that they damaged Wilson’s posthumous fame. This may
be true, but biographers should not ~ and fortunately do not always -

publish only what flatters their subject and gratifies his friends.

Wilson’s diary is a document of the greatest interest, and history

would be the poorer had it been bowdlerized or suppressed.

No one could less have resembled the conventional picture of the

military man than Sir Henry Wilson. His very appearance was un-

usual; the enormously tall and bony frame; the intelligent, ugly and
curiously enigmatic countenance. His conversation was equally un-

orthodox ~ an extraordinary compound of gravity and buffoonery;

for even when discussing issues of life and death he would frequently

introduce into his discourse the language and the antics ofthe clown.

These characteristics did not endear him to his Army colleagues, by
whom he was, indeed, profoundly mistrusted as a schemer. Had they

been familiar with the poets they might well have applied to him
Dryden’s famous couplet.

“For close designs and crooked counsels fit

Sagacious, bold and turbulent of wit”

Nor would they have been far wrong. For Wilson all his life was

devoted to the art of secret intrigue. Intrigue was the very fibre of

his being. He was never more at home than in the atmosphere ofplot

and counterplot and labyrinthine manoeuvre, which prevailed in

high Army circles at this time. His partiality for intrigue did not in

itself differentiate him so greatly from other soldiers for, contrary to

popular belief, it is by no means an uncommon feature ofthe military

profession. What marked Sir Henry Wilson was his success at it. He

^ E. C. Calwell, Field Marshal Sir Henry Wilson, Q. vols.
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was ofcourse an able man, and he possessed the gift of clear and lucid

exposition which is so often denied to soldiers, but it is nevertheless

remarkable that a man, whose actual military accomplishments were

singularly small, should ultimately have reached the post of Chief of

the Imperial General Staff, the most coveted and influential position

in the British Army.

It is true that Wilson got on much better with politicians than with

soldiers, and to this he doubtless owed much of his success. But poli-

ticians are not fools, and there must have been some real qualities

in a man who so greatly impressed such otherwise diverse characters

as Lloyd George, Bonar Law, Balfour and Mr. Churchill. Whatever

those qualities were, they must have depended largely upon charm
and personality, for they have not survived in the cold written words

which are the historian’s evidence. They have vanished into oblivion,

extinguished for ever by the bullets of the Irish murderers who shot

down Sir Henry Wilson on the steps of his London home in 1922.

Bonar Law met Wilson for the first time in July 1912. He formed

at once a favourable impression of Wilson’s character and intelli-

gence. Wilson was equally impressed by Bonar Law.

^‘I was very much pleased”, Wilson wrote in his diary, ^ ‘‘by his quiet

unostentatious manner and his exceedingly logical and practical mind. . .

He gives me the impression of being thoroughly honest and upright,

anxious and determined to do all in his power to save the country.”

From this time onwards he regularly kept Bonar Law primed with

information which would help him to ginger up the Government
over military matters. Wilson was also well acquainted with the

military preparations in Ulster and gave advice to the Ulster volun-

teers, visiting Belfast for that purpose early in 1914. In the middle

of March he had a long discussion with Bonar Law over the question

of amending the Army Act. Even Wilson had some doubts about

taking such a step. He was better aware of the dangerous inter-

national situation than the Conservative leaders. But Bonar Law's

arguments convinced him.

“We had an hour’s talk and he entirely persuaded me to his side. The
proposal is for the Lords to bring in an amendment to the effect that the
Army shall not be used against Ulster without the will of the people
expressed at a General Election. This gets over my difficulty. . . . We dis-

cussed it all backwards and forwards, the handle it will give against the
Lords, the possibility of no Army remaining after April 30th, the effect

abroad; and I am convinced Bonar Law is right. Desperate measures are
required to save a desperate situation.”J

In the end, however, the Unionists dropped the proposal. Even
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before the Curragh Incident Bonar Law seems to have had some

doubts about pursuing the question any further. As late as March
iGthj while still favouring the amendment, he admitted that he had
not finally made up his mind. He wrote thus to a correspondent who
objected to the plan:^

“We have undertaken as a Party to assist Ulster. Here is a method
which is strictly constitutional, for nothing is clearer than that the method
by which the Army is maintained has been adhered to for the express

purpose of putting a check on the Executive Government and preventing

it from using the Army against the ‘will of the people’.”

He went on to claim that such a step, far from bringing the Army
into politics, was the only way of keeping it out, for if the Army was

ordered by the Government to attack Ulster a real disruption would

occur. He added, however, that he would not recommend such

action if it seemed likely to divide the Party. He ended:

“This is as so often happens a question in regard to which any decision

is fraught with great risk, but a decision will have to be taken by Lansdowne
and myself, and even now the difficulties are so great that neither of us

has made up his mind what decision we shall take.”

The Curragh Incident, which made the whole plan obsolete,

occurred on the afternoon of March 20th, and the news did not reach

London until the evening. Nevertheless on the 20th, even before he

heard this news, Bonar Law had changed his mind about amending

the Army Act. Writing to J. P. Croal, the editor of The Scotsman, he

said:^

“It would be fatal to do it if there were any serious opposition to it in

our ranks, and I think there is a sufficient amount of that feeling to make
it impossible to do it.”

Bonar Law’s papers do not show why he had come to this con-

clusion. There was, as we saw earlier, opposition of a somewhat

inconclusive nature from Curzon and Balfour, and Lansdowne too

disliked the plan. It may be that their objections were in the end

decisive. Asquith’s biographers hint at another possibihty. They

claim that Asquith knew what the Unionists were proposing, “but

was able to bring influences to bear which caused it to be still-born”.*^

But they give no evidence for this suggestion, and there is nothing

in Bonar Law’s papers to show that any pressure direct or indirect

came from Asquith, or from the King. As late as March i 8th many
prominent Unionists still favoured the extremist course. That night

Wilson spoke to Mr. Amery who supported it, and later dined with

Carson, Milner and Dr. Jameson (of the Jameson Raid), “They all



THE ARMY ACT182 [1914]

agree”, he wrote,^ "^‘the Lords must amend the Army Annual Act.”

It is not a matter of great importance to decide why Bonar Law
changed his mind. The most probable reason is opposition from the

rank and file of his own Party, many of whom were retired officers

from one of the Services and who may well have been alarmed at

the implications of their leader’s policy. In any case it is quite

possible that Bonar Law would again have changed his mind before

April soth, the latest date at which the manoeuvre could be accom-

plished.

However that might be, late on the very day when he wrote the

letter to Croal, quoted above, news came through of a series of sen-

sational events in Dublin. The Curragh Incident transformed the

entire situation. It was now no longer necessary to amend the Army
Act. As a means of coercing Ulster the Army had become useless.
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T
O explain what followed we must abandon Bonar Law for the

moment and examine the secret councils of the Liberal Party

during these weeks. Bonar Law and Carson had finally rejected

Asquith’s proposals at the end ofJanuary 1914. There then began a

series of comphcated discussions between the Government and the

Irish Nationalists. Lloyd George and Birrell^ the Irish Secretary,

represented the Cabinet, and from the fertile brain of the former

emanated the following plan. The Government should propose an

amendment to the Home Rule Bill, which would give a separate

option to each county in Ulster to remain outside Home Rule for six

years. At the end of this period they would automatically be included,

unless of course Parliament should have determined otherwise in the

interval.

The motives behind this proposal were tactical, as Lloyd George in

his memorandum to the Cabinet, virtually admitted.^ Any proposal,

he said, "^must have two essential characteristics:

(i) It must be an offer the rejection ofwhich would put the other side

entirely in the wrong, as far as the British public is concerned; and

^ Lloyd George’s Memorandum is printed in full in Denis Gwynne, Life of Redmonf

pp. 256-8.

tPIq
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(2) It must not involve any alteration in the scheme of the Bill; so that

if it is rejected the Unionists cannot say, ^Why you yourselves

admitted that your Bill needed amendment.’

It was highly improbable that the Unionists would accept ~ and
it is most unlikely that Asquith, or Lloyd George, or Redmond,
expected them to accept - such a proposal. On the other hand their

reasons for rejection might well seem unplausible to the public. There
was a further point. As Lloyd George observed in the same memoran-
dum

“It would be almost impossible for them to justify armed resistance in

these counties at the present moment ifsuch an option were given to them;
and the same observation applies even if they rejected it.”

Such action, Lloyd George continued, would be a rebellion in

anticipation of a hypothetical act of oppression which could not

occur for six years. In this way the whole sting would be drawn from
the Ulster movement. The plan was certainly ingenious and, after

much running to and fro, it was ratified by Redmond. He did not

like it and consulted with the Catholic Hierarchy before giving his

assent. Moreover, he insisted that it should be the last concession

which the Government would make. If the Unionists rejected it then

the Bill must go through - the whole Bill and nothing but the Bill.

On March gth Asquith unfolded his proposals to the House of
Commons on the occasion of the second reading of the Home Rule
Bill. They fulfilled Bonar Law’s worst expectations. He left the main
speech of rejection to Carson who could alone, he said, speak for

Ulster. Bonar Law, however, put the position clearly:

“The message that the right hon. Gentleman [Asquith] really sends to
the people of Ulster is this: ‘You have by your organization extending ovei
two years placed yourselves in an impregnable fortress and therefore I do
not ask you to submit now to a Nationalist Parliament. What I ask is that
you should destroy your organization, and that you shoulcf leave your
fortress, that you should come out into the open and then when you are
weak you will be compelled to do what today when you are strong you will
not do. .

.

. If you think it is wrong to compel them [Ulstermen] to come
in today, how can you think it right to compel them to come in to-
morrow. . .

?”

On behalf of Ulster Carson totally rejected the proposal. The time
limit came in for his bitterest attack. “Ulster”, he declared, “wants
this question settled now and for ever. We do not want sentence of
death with a stay of execution for six years.”

The Unionists’ refusal even to consider this latest compromise
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proposal appears to have roused the indignation of the Government
“ or at all events to have made the Liberals confident that they had
at last put the Opposition in a bad tactical position. Events now
moved rapidly to one of the most dangerous political crises in recent

British history.

On March 14th Churchill made a speech at Bradford, which was

widely interpreted as a declaration of war upon Ulster, He con-

demned Bonar Law as “a public danger seeking to terrorize the

Government and to force his way into the Councils of his Sovereign’'.

He described Carson’s convention at Belfast as '‘a self elected body
composed of persons who, to put it plainly, are engaged in a treason-

able conspiracy”. There were, he said, '‘worse things than bloodshed

even on an extended scale”. He finished on an ominous note:

. If Ulster is to become a tool in party calculations; if the civil and
Parliamentary systems under which we have dwelt so long, and our
fathers before us, are to be brought to the rude challenge of force; if the

Government and the Parliament of this great country and greater Empire
are to be exposed to menace and brutality; if all the loose, wanton and
reckless chatter we have been forced to listen to, these many months, is in

the end to disclose a sinister and revolutionary purpose; then I can only

say to you, 'Let us go forward together and put these grave matters to the

proof’!”

On the same day that Churchill made this important declaration,

Colonel Seely, the Secretary of State for War, sent a letter ofinstruc-

tions to General Sir Arthur Paget, the Commander-in-Chief in

Ireland.^ The gist of this letter was that "evil disposed persons” might

attempt to seize government stores of arms and ammunition, that

special precautions should be taken to safeguard depots, and that the

stores at Armagh, Omagh, Carrickfergus and Enniskillen - all places

in Ulster - were especially liable to attack. Paget rephed that it would

be better to withdraw the stores - at any rate from Omagh and

Armagh rather than reinforce the garrisons, because troop move-

ments of this sort might precipitate a crisis in Ulster. Paget’s reply,

however, crossed with another letter from Seely summoning him to

London for instant consultation. Paget spent Wednesday and Thurs-

day, March i8th and 19th, in prolonged discussions with Seely,

ChurchiU and Sir John French, the Chief of the Imperial General

Staff. Unfortunately no written record of these discussions was ever

made, and it remains uncertain even to this day exactly what was

said. All that can be stated definitely is that Paget’s refusal to rein-

force the Ulster garrisons was overruled and he was instructed to

send 300 men to Enniskillen, 100 men in two cruisers to Carrickfergus
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which commands the arm of the sea leading to Belfast^ 300 men
to Omagh and 100 men to Armagh. Furthermore, a battalion

of infantry was to go to Dundalk in order to protect a brigade of

artillery stationed there, and the Dorset Regiment stationed in

Belfast was to move at once four miles out of the city to the Holy-

wood Barracks. This latter move was to be made so quickly that if

necessary the men were to leave their rifles behind, having first

rendered them useless by removing the bolts.

Moreover, it is admitted by all parties that the discussions at the

War Oflnice dealt also with the wider question ofthe troop movements

which would be necessary in the event of an open rebellion in Ulster.

Paget was told that he could expect very heavy reinforcements from

England, and his plan of campaign in such an eventuality was

discussed in some detail. Both Asquith and Churchill however denied

subsequently that any actual orders for troop movements on this

scale were given. The conversations were, they said, purely hypo-

thetical and precautionary. There was no question of an unprovoked

attack on Ulster.

Neither then, nor later, have any really convincing reasons been

given for the Government’s sudden alarm about Ulster. After the

Curragh Incident it became part of the Unionist case against the

Government to claim that certain Ministers wcic engaged in a

deliberate '‘plot” to provoke a situation in Ulster which would
compel a large scale intervention by the Army, Under the excuse of

restoring law and order, so the Unionists were to argue, Seely,

Churchill, and Lloyd George were determined to smash the Ulster

Volunteers, occupy all the key points in Ulster, and enforce the

Home Rule Bill. This explanation was of course hotly denied by the

Liberals who maintained that nothing was intended beyond purely

precautionary moves against a possible attack from hot h^ds among
the Ulster Volunteers.

The more extreme statements of the Unionists can be dismissed as

the heat engendered fantasies of party strife. Nevertheless, it does
remain curious that the Government at no time published any evi-

dence for its fear that "evil disposed persons” were contemplating a
seizure of arms in Ulster. If police reports to tliat eflfect existed, as

Asquith’s biographers claim, then why not publish them, and so

refute the Unionist charges?

The only fresh evidence on this in Bonar Law’s papers is a letter

written to him by H. A. Gwynne, editor of the Morning Post^ a month
after the Curragh Incident. Gwynne was reporting a long conversa-
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tion with Sir John French, the C.I*G.S., who had by then resigned.

According to French, Seely told him about March 6th that the

Government possessed secret information that certain hot heads

among the Ulster Volunteers - not Carson or Craig - proposed to

take matters into their own hands and move southwards to attack

Dublin. Gwynne writes:^

Sir John French at first pooh-poohed this information but when it was
reiterated with many assurances that the Government had every reason to

believe that it was quite correct he advised that Sir A. Paget should be
sent for. . . .

“^‘On Thursday, March 19th, Sir A. Paget was at the War Office dis-

cussing the final details [of the precautionary moves] . He also talked of the

bigger operations which might become necessary and said in a wild kind
of way:

‘‘ T shall lead my army to the Boyneh
“Whereupon Sir John told him not to be a ‘bloody fool’.”

SirJohn French’s soldierly admonition did not, however, have any

success, and there can be little doubt that much of the trouble which

followed was due to Paget’s own excessive fears of trouble in Ulster

together with a muddle headedness and stupidity remarkable in an

officer of his rank and position. It remains extraordinary that in so

delicate a matter Paget did not obtain clear written instructions from

the Secretary of State for War or from the Army Council. The situa-

tion was not helped by the personal character of Seely who, though

possessing the qualities of loyalty and courage in an eminent degree,

united with them those of vanity, flamboyance, braggadocio and a

certain obtuseness. But whatever the explanation of the Govern-

ment’s motives may be, it is quite clear that no danger of a move by

the Ulster Volunteers in fact existed. Carson had them well under

control and the last thing that he would have allowed was a coup de

main against Dublin. From his point of view such an act would have

been lunacy.

However, events conspired to produce the maximum possible con-

fusion on both sides. Carson and Bonar Law were well aware of the

fact though not the details of the discussions at the War Office and

drew the conclusion that drastic action was imminent. If the Govern-

ment feared some sort of coup on the part of the Ulster Volunteers, it

is equally true that Carson anticipated a coup on the part of the

Government. It was widely rumoured that Asquith had at last

decided to strike and that warrants were out for the arrest of Carson,

Craig, and some of the leading Ulster Unionists. Bonar Law had

tabled a vote of censure on the Government which was due to be
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debated on March 19th and 20th. Carson had intended to go to

Ulster on the 20th and the plan was for him to wind up for the

Unionists. But in view of the highly circumstantial rumours of his

forthcoming arrest he decided to leave a day earlier, thus missing

the division, but rendering his arrest as difficult as possible.

On March 19th Bonar Law set the tone of the Opposition by

issuing a grave warning against the use of the Army to coerce Ulster:

‘'If it is only a question of disorder, the Army, I am sure, will obey you
and I am sure it ought to obey you; but if it really is a question ofcm! war,

soldiers are citizens like the rest of us (Hon. Members, ‘No!’). It never has

been otherwise in any country at any time. If it is civil war whether it is

right or wrong . . . the Army will be divided and you will have destroyed

the force, such as it is, upon which we depend for the defence of this

country.”

Carson, though determined to go early, had no intention ofdepart-

ing in silence. He was even more defiant than Bonar Law, he indi-

cated his knowledge of the discussion with Paget, and he openly

accused the Government of deliberately planning to provoke a con-

flict in Ulster. He challenged the Government to use the Army if it

dared:

“You will have become brave in entrenching yourselves behind the

Army. But under your direction they will become assassins.”

Soon afterwards Carson and eight other Ulster Unionists left the

House of Commons. As usual with Carson the departure was
superbly stage managed. There was a great demonstration, the entire

Unionist Party rising to their feet and cheering wildly for several

minutes,

Carson’s departure added even more confusion to a highly con-

fused situation. It is hardly surprising that in the heat of the moment
members of the Government concluded from his language, actions

and demeanour that he meant to take some decisive step in Ulster

and perhaps even proclaim the Provisional Government. Actually a

moment’s thought would have shown that this was most unlikely, for

it was impossible to see what Carson could have gained by precipitate

action of this sort before the Home Rule Bill became law. However,
none of the political leaders on either side was in the mood for cool

reflection. What followed is best described by Gwynne in his letter

to Bonar Law, from which quotation has already been made:*^

“It will be remembered that on Thursday afternoon Sir E. Carson left

the House of Commons for Ireland somewhat dramatically. Sir John
French that same evening was dressing for dinner when he was telephoned
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to come at once to 10 Downing Street, and he was enjoined to come by the

garden entrance and not the Downing Street door. He hastily dressed ~

drove down arriving at 7.30.

‘‘At 10 Downing Street he found the Prime Minister, Mr. Birrell [the

Secretary for Ireland], Colonel Seely, Winston Churchill, A. Paget.

“He was informed that the Government believed that Sir E. Carson
had gone over to Ireland to proclaim the Provisional Government, that

this might mean civil war, that it therefore behoved the Government to

take every precaution. Again the subject of the artillery at Dundalk was
discussed. Sir John French was still of opinion that it should be recalled

to the Curragh, but the Prime Minister over-ruled him and ordered a
battalion of infantry to be sent to defend the batteries. ...”

This account bears the stamp of truth and would go far to explain

the alarmism of Paget, and his curious conduct which led directly to

the Curragh Incident and which will be described shortly. Mean-
while one further episode should be noted.

The Cabinet had decided a week earlier, though without fixing a

definite date, that the 3rd Battle Fleet, which was in Spanish waters,

should move to Lamlash on the Isle ofArran some sixty miles across

the sea from Belfast. On the same Thursday evening that Paget,

confused and perturbed by his complicated discussions at the War
Office, returned to Dublin. Churchill gave orders that the 3rd Battle

Fleet should steam immediately to Lamlash. He did not tell Asquith

of this decision which, though technically within his own sphere of

discretion, was a matter upon which the Prime Minister might

legitimately have expected to be informed. In his World Crists igii-

14^ p. 154, Churchill says:

“It was thought that the popularity and influence of the Royal Navy
might produce a peaceable solution even if the Army had failed.”

If Sir John French is right ChurchilPs language at the time was

rather different. Gwynne writes

“On Friday (March 20th), just before dinner, Sir J. French was told by
Winston Churchill that if Belfast showed fight ‘his fleet would have the

town in ruins in twenty-four hours’.”

Gwynne ends:

“In conclusion it is onlyjust to say that SirJ. F. warmly denies that there

was a plot but he always adds, ‘unless it was devised behind my back’.”

2

We must now return to Paget who arrived at Dublin early on

Friday morning, March 20th. At 10 o’clock he summoned aU his

brigadiers and addressed them at some length. Once again there
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exists no undisputed record ofwhat was said, but Bonar Law’s papers

contain a full account® written at the time by Brigadier General

Hubert Gough who commanded the 3rd Cavalry Brigade, and this

can be supplemented by Sir Hubert Gough’s recently published

memoirs^. Paget began by announcing that active operations were

imminent against Ulster and that he expected '‘the country to be in

a blaze by Saturday”. ^ Paget then looked pointedly at Gough and

said:

^'You need expect no mercy from your old friend at the War Office” -

meaning Sir John French.

‘‘The only effect of this menace”, writes Gough/ "was to put up all my
heckles at once. Why should I be picked out to be threatened?”

Paget had however extracted certain concessions from the Army
Council to officers who had scruples about engaging in operations

against Ulster. For once he had obtained something in writing and,

although we do not know for certain exactly wffiat he said, we do
know the instructions which he held in his hand. They read as

follows:

"The War Office has authorized the following communications to

officers:

1 . Officers whose homes are actually in the Province of Ulster who wish
to do so may apply for permission to be absent from duty during the period

of operations and will be allowed to ‘disappear’ from Ireland. Such officers

will be subsequently reinstated and will suffer no loss in their career.

2. Any other officer who from conscientious motives is not prepared to

carry out his duty as ordered should say so at once. Such officers will at

once be dismissed from the Service.”

Whether or not Paget actually read out these instructions he
certainly conveyed their gist. He concluded by ordering the briga-

diers to put these alternatives to their officers and bring back the

answers to him that evening.

In view ofthe controversy which ensued it is as well at this stage to

make two points clear - first, that officers who elected to be dismissed

under paragraph 2 were in no conceivable sense guilty of mutiny or

insubordination. They were presented with certain alternatives and
ordered to make a choice. The authorities who gave that order had
no right to complain at the choice which was actually made. The

^ Soldiering On, Chapter VI
* This is what Gough writes in his original statement in the Bonar Law Papers. In

Soldienr^ On, p. loi, he says that Paget declared that he did not expect any bloodshed.
The point is not of great importance. What is important is the fact that Paget announced
“active operations” against Ulster.
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second point is that such a hypothetical question ought never to have

been put to serving officers. Whoever was responsible - and it is by
no means clear who was - had made a grave error. The right thing

to do, if the Government really expected trouble in Ulster, was to

order such troop movements as were deemed necessary, give no
choice at all, and rely on loyalty and mihtary discipline to produce

obedience. It should never be forgotten that Gough himself, who
came to be regarded as the personification ofArmy resistance to the

coercion of Ulster, declared both at the time and subsequently, that

if ordered to move north he would have done so.

He writes in his memoirs:®

“The truth was that we had obeyed orders. We had been ordered to

make a choice between two alternatives that had been forced on us.’’

Gough had no doubt about his own choice. Despite the fact that

he was one of the youngest brigadiers in the Army, and had a

brilliant professional career in prospect, he elected at once for dis-

missal. But he made no attempt to influence his officers. He put the

alternatives before them, and told them that in this, perhaps the

gravest decision of their lives, they must be guided by their own
consciences. Fifty-seven out of seventy officers in Gough’s brigade

decided to choose dismissal rather than be involved in active opera-

tions against Ulster. But they resolved to make their position clear

and Gough wrote on their behalf to Paget tliat he and all his officers

were quite prepared to carry out their duty if all that they were being

asked to do was to preserve property and maintain order

“But if the duty involves the initiation of active operations against

Ulster the following . . . would respectively and under protest prefer to be
dismissed.”

On receipt of this letter Paget at once telegraphed to the War
Office:

ff'

“Regret to report Brigadier and 57 officers, 3rd Cavalry Brigade, prefer

to accept dismissal if ordered north.”

This sequence of events shows beyond dispute that Paget himself

believed that the operations contemplated were something far more
than the enforcement of law and order. The point is of importance

since Churchill later tried to argue that Gough had in some way
misunderstood Paget and had received a false impression that active

operations were contemplated against Ulster, although in fact noth-

ing of the sort was intended by Paget. But if this had been the case

Paget would at once have realized that there was a misunderstanding
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as soon as he received Gough’s letter, and would presumably have

had further discussions with him before accepting the resignations.

Instead his immediate reaction was to send the above telegram to

the War Office. The only reasonable explanation is that Paget him-

self rightly or wrongly believed that his orders entailed active opera-

tions against Ulster.

The following brisk exchange which took place in the House of

Commons on March 30th shows what Bonar Law thought of the

theory that Gough had misunderstood Paget.

'‘MR. CHURCHILL: . It is admitted that a misundei standing on
the point arose.’

“MR. BONAR LAW: ‘Rubbish!’

“MR. CHURCHILL: ‘Do I understand the Rt. Hon. Gentleman to

say, “Rubbish”?’

“MR. BONAR LAW: ‘Yes.’
”

It remains possible that the “misunderstanding” occurred at an

earlier stage and that Paget misunderstood the orders given to him
by Seely and French. But since the Government in all the lengthy

debates which followed never gave any coherent account of what
those orders had been, it is not surprising that Bonar Law and his

colleagues became more and more convinced that sinister and dis-

creditable secrets were being suppressed.

The news ofthe resignations, received on Friday evening, produced

consternation at the War Office, If any orders existed for an attack

on Ulster they were at once countermanded: it was clear that the

Army could not be relied upon for drastic measures against the Ulster

Volunteers. Seely at once telegraphed Paget to refuse to accept the

resignations, and Asquith learning for the first time on the following

morning of Churchill’s orders to the 3rd Battle Fleet immediately

cancelled them.* ^

Meanwhile on Saturday morning Paget, alarmed at these events,

harangued Gough and his officers at the Curragh, His address to

them, if Gough’s account is correct, was not calculated to clarify the

situation. He now stated that his operations were going to be purely

defensive, that “he had no intention of making war on Ulster , . .

that if fighting took place against Ulster forces he would order all

his men to lie down and not return the fire and then he and his

generals would advance alone through the firing line and parley

with the men of Ulster”. But he then went on to say that it would be
necessary “to hold the line of the Boyne” while 25,000 men were
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being brought over from England; which sounded a somewhat

drastic measure of ‘"defence”. He continued thus, according to

Gough

“He said that if officers liked to indulge in the luxury of sentiment they

must pay for it ... he had expected that only ‘a few religious fanatics’

would accept dismissal. . . . He said that no resignations would be accepted

. . . that senior officers would be tried by Court Martial. He said we must
clearly understand that this was the direct order of the Sovereign^ and
asked ‘if we thought he would obey the orders of ‘those swine of Politi-

cians’.”

Gough and his colleagues understandably declined to pay any

attention to this extraordinary farago, and persisted in their resolu-

tion to resign. A heated scene followed in which Paget apparently

again told Gough that he need expect “no mercy from Sir John
French”, and Gough replied that he did not ask for any mercy.

Scarcely had this discussion ended than instructions arrived sum-

moning Gough and his three colonels to report immediately to the

War Office in order to explain their conduct. Paget too was ordered

at once to London. By Sunday morning, March 22nd, therefore, all

the principal actors in this curious drama were at the War Office.

There can be little doubt that the original intention was to make an

example of Gough and any other officers who could be regarded as

ring leaders, but it soon became clear to Asquith and his colleagues

that such action might well provoke wholesale resignations through-

out the entire Army. Asquith was, therefore, in a dilemma. Ifhe took

disciplinary action against Gough and the three colonels, the Army
might crumble entirely. If on the other hand he tried to persuade

them to withdraw their resignations, it was all too probable that they

would only do so on the explicit condition that the Army would not

be used to coerce Ulster. But a bargain of this sort would be indig-

nantly repudiated not only by Redmond and the Irish Nationalists

but by a very large section of the Radical and Labour members,

upon whose support Asquith depended. It was a most difficult

predicament, and no easy solution seemed in sight. He decided that

the wisest course was to pass off the whole affair as a misunder-

standing.

Bonar Law was, naturally, determined to exploit this situation to

the uttermost limits. He first heard the bare news of the events at the

Curragh in an anonymous telegram which arrived on Friday night.

1 This was quite untrue. The King knew nothing of all this till he read the news in the

papers that morning.
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At 9.30 on Saturday morning, the busy and ubiquitous Sir Henry

Wilson came round to Pembroke Lodge with further details which

he had obtained from Gough’s brother. Bonar Law, though still in

the dark about much that had happened, at once telephoned Lord

Stamfordham urging him to warn the King of the dangers ahead

and pressing once again the case for either a referendum on Home
Rule or the complete exclusion of Ulster.

Meanwhile Sir Henry Wilson had been spending the day consult-

ing Unionist politicians and leading soldiers about the terms to which

the Army would agree.

'1 told Sir John [French]”, wrote Wilson in his diary for that day,^=

“that there was still time to stop the breakaway of the officers if he made
Asquith take instant action, but it must be done at once or the General

Staff would break away next. SirJohn was not yet seized with the gravity

of the situation. After much coming and going of Sir John to Seely the

latter asked what the army would agree to and I was asked to put it in

writing.”

Wilson’s terms were a promise on the part of the Government not

to use the Army against Ulster and the reinstatement of all officers

who had resigned. But he adds, ‘'Sir John took this paper to Seely

and I gathered it was not agreeable to Asquith and his crowd”.

Asquith was anxious to avert a general defection in the Army and to

persuade Gough to withdraw his resignation but he was not prepared

to allow the Army to dictate terms to the Government.

The following day, Sunday, March 22nd, was a busy day for Bonar

Law. First, he saw the Archbishop of Canterbury who was somewhat
surprisingly acting as intermediary for Asquith. To him Bonar Law
declared that, although it would give great dissatisfaction in the

Unionist Party, he would agree to accept the Home Rule Bill if the

six counties were totally excluded from its provisions. Any offer less

than that was out of the question. The Archbishop peplied that

Asquith could never persuade the Irish Nationalists to agree to such

terms. The deadlock therefore remained unbroken. Then Bonar Law
saw Wilson who gave him the full story ofwhat had happened at the

Curragh as derived from Gough and his colleagues, and secondly,

the terms which he, Wilson, was endeavouring to negotiate for the

Army. Bonar Law backed Wilson strongly, and agreed that, in view

of the Government’s apparent anxiety to reinstate Gough and his

brother-officers, it was vital for them to refuse to return except on a

clear understanding in writing that the Army would not be used to

coerce Ulster.^
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That evening Bonar Law dined with his principal colleagues at

Lansdowne House. Wilson was invited but thought it prudent to

decline. The Unionist leaders were all agreed that the Government

had intended to provoke a crisis in Ulster; that Paget's blunders had

put the Government in a false position^ from which they were anxious

to withdraw; that Bonar Law had been entirely right in promising

full Unionist support to the resigning ofRcers. If Gough and Wilson

played their hands correctly, it would now be impossible to coerce

Ulster. There would be no need to worry about amending the Army
Act. Ulster would be secure.

Bonar Law, with the full concurrence of his colleagues, wrote at

length to Asquith that afternoon.”^ He declared that he intended -to

raise the whole question of the Army on the motion for the adjourn-

ment the following evening. He repeated his pleas for either a referen-

dum on the Home Rule Bill or an amendment wholly excluding the

six Ulster counties. He warned Asquith that if a Unionist Govern-

ment came to power it would certainly reinstate any officers who
were dismissed as a result of the Curragh Incident. He told Asquith

that he was sending a copy of the letter to Lord Stamfordham so that

the King would be informed of his proposals.

Later on the same day Bonar Law wrote to Carson forecasting with

some accuracy the dilemma in which Asquith would be placed, if, as

now seemed probable, he endeavoured to avoid trouble in the Army
by reinstating Gough

. after what he has done I do not see how Gough could agree, if he
were reinstated, to take his regiment to Ulster, except on the distinct

assurance that he would not be asked to use his troops to coerce Ulster

to accept a Home Rule Bill, and that pledge of course the Government
could not give.”

The Curragh Incident inevitably produced a crop of the most

lurid rumours in London. All Saturday and Sunday stories were rife

of large scale mutinies, of a head-on conflict between the Army and

the Government. On Monday morning, however, there appeared in

The Times an authorized communication from Asquith. Asquith

stated that the troop movements were purely precautionary, that the

Government did not intend - and never had intended - to arrest the

Ulster leaders, that the Government did not mean to institute ‘^a

general inquisition into the intentions of officers in the event of their

being asked to take up arms against Ulster’’, that the trouble over

General Gough was due to an “honest misunderstanding”. At the

same time Asquith replied to the letter in which Bonar Law had
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warned him that the Opposition would demand an explanation in

the House on Monday afternoon.

'‘There has been”, wrote Asquith on Monday morning, "much
exaggeration in the statements that have been published and the incident

at the Curragh (which was due to a misunderstanding) is at an end. . . ,

Would it not be more convenient to everyone that the discussion (if

desired) should take place on the 2nd reading of the Consolidated Fund
Bill on Wednesday rather than a motion for adjournment at 8.15 (on

Monday)?
"Yours very truly,

H. H. Asquith.”

Bonar Law had no intention of allowing Asquith another two days

in which to wriggle out of his predicament. He replied immediately

to Asquith’s letter

"I am much obliged by your letter but I shall feel bound to press upon
you the course I suggested yesterday. The feeling is so strong that I am
confident that it will not be possible to go on with business in the ordinary

way till the position of the Army has been discussed.”

We must now return to Gough and his colonels. On Monday
morning, March 231'd, Gough was summoned to the War Office. He
firmly refused to withdraw his resignation without a written guaran-

tee that his troops would not be used against Ulster.

French told Gough that if he would return to his brigade he

(French) would give him the guarantee demanded.

"This put me into some difficulty,” writes Gough, "because I had no
faith in Sir John’s promises but I did not at all want to say so. I explained

rather lamely that a mere verbal report by me to my officers would not
convince them.”^

Deadlock having been thus reached, French took Gough to see

Seely who delivered a long and pompous harangue on the principles

of the Army Act. Gough still refused to move without the written

guarantee. Seely declared that no Government would submit to

such dictation from a servant of the Crown. Gough goes on:

"At this moment Sir John rescued everyone from a very difficult

impasse by saying: 'Perhaps General Gough has not made it quite clear that

he feels he would not be able to reassure his officers unless he shows them
something in writing.^

"I knew this was nonsense but I felt it gave Seely the chance of extri-

cating himself. . . .

"Seely then said, and his relief could not have been more obvious
though his manner was still very condescending: 'This puts a new light

on your request.’
”
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Seely then went across to a Cabinet meeting at 10 Downing Street,

having first instructed the Adjutant General to draft and send across

a memorandum in reply to Gough’s request. Before the draft arrived

Seely was summoned to Buckingham Palace in order to placate the

King who was - understandably ~ in a fury because the War Office

had neglected to inform him on the Curragh Incident and he had
learned about it for the first time when he opened his morning news-

paper. Seely therefore missed the Cabinet discussion of the Adjutant

General’s draft, for, when he returned, the meeting had broken up
for lunch. Only Lord Morley remained behind. The first three para-

graphs ofthe memorandum as revised by the Cabinet read as follows:^

“You are authorized by the Army Council to inform the Officers of the
3rd Cavalry Brigade that the Army Council are satisfied that the incident

which has arisen in regard to their resignations has been due to a mis-
understanding.

“It is the duty of all soldiers to obey lawful commands given to them
through the proper channel by the Army Council either for the protection

of public property and the support of the civil power in the event of
disturbances, or for the protection of the lives and property of the inhabi-
tants.

“This is the only point it was intended to put to the officers in the
questions of the General Officer Commanding, and the Army Council
have been glad to learn from you that there never has been and never
will be any question of disobeying such lawful orders.”

Seely was under the impression that he could, if he wished, add
further words to explain the memorandum, and apparently Lord
Morley, who had been present throughout the discussions, was also

under that impression. Seely, accordingly, sent it over to Sir John
French at the War Office, who showed it to Gough. Gough would not

at once commit himself and asked time for reflection. He promptly

consulted Sir Henry Wilson who perceived that the memorandum
left a loophole for the Government, as was no doubt intended. For

the Army might well be ordered to enforce the Home Rule Bill when
it became law, under the plea ofprotecting public property in Ulster.

He, therefore, urged Gough to have the matter clarified in writing.

At the same time he sent a message to Bonar Law telling him what

had happened.®

As a result of Gough’s request and his insistence upon obtaining

an answer in writing, Seely, French, and Ewart (the Adjutant

General) added two further paragraphs to the Cabinet memorandum
for Gough - the “peccant paragraphs” as they afterwards came to be

known. They read thus:*^
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‘‘His Majesty’s Government must retain their right to use all the forces

of the Crown in Ireland or elsewhere to maintain law and order and to

support the civil power in the ordinary execution of its duty.

“But they have no intention whatever of taking advantage of this right

to crush political opposition to the policy or principles of the Home Rule
Bill.”

Wilson was not quite satisfied even with tins assurance. The word
“political” was a qualification to “opposition”, which might still

leave a way round for the Home Rulers. It could be argued that the

Ulster movement was seditious, or rebellious, and not political. He
persuaded Gough to write a further note asking whether the amended
document “relieved him from a liability to order his Brigade to assist

in enforcing submission to a Home Rule Bill”. Sir John French,

without consulting Seely, wrote below Gough’s note the words “I

should so read it”.^

This of course constituted a complete surrender to Gough and

Wilson. Armed with this document Gough and his colonels returned

in triumph to Dublin and Gough received an ovation from his officers

at the Curragh. Suspecting that the Government might repudiate

the guarantee, he at once had the papers made over to his eldest

daughter under a trust drawn up by his solicitor in Dublin.^ When he

was asked later to hand the document back he politely replied that

it was not in his power to do so but that the Government should

apply to the trustee. No application was ever made.

Through Henry Wilson Bonar Law was aware of the principal

facts about the Guarantee when he raised the question of the Army
in the House of Commons on Monday evening. Asquith, however,

neither knew the exact wording of the paragraphs added by Seely

and French, nor of the assurance given by French personally, until

after the debate. Bonar Law naturally did not dwell on this aspect

of the matter. Instead he concentrated on the “plot”, and accused

members of the Government of having deliberately planned to

provoke a revolt in Ulster, and then to use the pretext of that revolt

in order to destroy the whole Ulster movement; and he read out

extracts from Gough’s account of Paget’s statement. He acquitted

Asquith personally, and his speech was evidently aimed at Seely and
Mr. Churchill, The discussion which followed was stormy. Asquith

denied all these allegations, and declared that the whole business

had been a misunderstanding, that Gough and his colleagues had
returned to Ireland fully satisfied. There was no question of rein-

statement because they had not been dismissed. To Bonar Law’s



[1914] GOVERNMENT TOTTERS 1 99

question whether any conditions had been made by the officers who
returned to Dublin, Asquith gave an evasive answer.

On Tuesday the Unionist leaders endeavoured to elicit further

explanations from the Government, but the most that they could

obtain was a promise from Seely to produce a White Paper giving all

the relevant documents in the Curragh Incident. Fuel was added to

the Conservatives* wrath when they learned for the first time of the

orders which Mr. Churchill had sent to the 3rd Battle Squadron.

On Wednesday the White Paper was published.’^ The information

that it gave was meagre in tlie extreme, and its clarity was not

enhanced by the fact that some vital letters were printed in the wrong

order, but it did reveal for the first time the paragraphs added to the

Cabinet memorandum by Seely. That afternoon the scene in Parlia-

ment was more violent than ever. Proceedings opened with a question

from Lord Charles Beresford about the orders given to the 3rd Battle

Squadron. Mr. Churchill gave the details and also the information,

new to most members, that the orders had been countermanded on

Saturday, March 21st, on the ground that the ^‘precautionary”

troop moves in Ireland had been successfully accomplished. Actually

the Admiralty's orders, as we saw earlier, had been countermanded

by Asquith who had not known of them until that day. But this fact

was not revealed for another month. Mr. Amery asked whether the

First Lord had hoped to provoke hostilities and bloodshed in Ulster.

Mr. Churchill repudiated tliis insinuation as “hellish”. An uproar

followed in the House.

But if the Conservatives were indignant at the “plot” the Govern-

ment’s supporters were equally angry at what appeared to be a

complete surrender on the part of the Cabinet to Gough and the

three colonels. One of the most bitter of the many bitter speeches

made on ^hat Wednesday afternoon came from a Labour member,

John Ward:

“This debate is the best illustration that we workmen have ever had in

this House that all the talk about there being one and the same'law for the

rich and the poor is a miserable hypocrisy. Hon. Gentlemen belonging to

the wealthy classes have no more intention of obeying the law that is

against their interests than of flying to the moon.”

In these circumstances it soon became clear to Asquith that the

Government would never survive, unless the “peccant paragraphs”

were repudiated. Accordingly it was arranged that Seely should hand

in his resignation but that Asquith should refuse to accept it and at

the same time define the attitude of the Government to the Army.
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It is Still a matter of dispute whether Seely’s ^‘peccant paragraphs”

were the result of a Cabinet decision, which was now being reversedj

or ofa blunder for which Seely was personally responsible and which
was now being repudiated.^ The official Liberal version was that

Seely had blundered, and this has since come to be the most generally

accepted view. But there are considerable difficulties in following it.

Ifthe ^^peccant paragraphs” were a complete reversal ofthe Cabinet’s

intention, why did Lord Morley who was present throughout the

Cabinet meeting on Monday agree to them? Unless we attribute a

remarkable stupidity not only to Seely - which is perhaps plausible

- but to Lord Morley too, the only rational explanation is that the

Cabinet had agreed to the substance ofthe *^^peccant paragraphs”, but
left their detailed wording to the two ministers. Indeed, unless Seely

had been under that impression, it is scarcely conceivable that he
would have drafted the paragraphs without at least consulting

Asquith who was after all lunching in the next room. The most
likely explanation is that Asquith had come to realize by Wednesday
how precarious his position would be unless he promptly abandoned
all semblance of a bargain with the Army. The only way to do this

was for Seely to accept responsibility and act as a scapegoat, ori-

ginally hoping no doubt that he would not be forced into actual

resignation.

At all events whether he was a scapegoat or a blunderer, Seely
made a statement on Wednesday afternoon describing the genesis of
the peccant paragraphs, and he informed the House that he had
placed his resignation in Asquith’s hands. It was not a particularly

lucid speech, for Seely did not make it clear whether his resignation
had been accepted. Nor did he reveal whether the difference over
the ‘‘peccant paragraphs” was a difference of substance or one of
mere form. In other words did Asquith and the rest of the Cabinet
object because the new paragraphs gave the impression that the
Government had bargained with Gough, or because the new para-
graphs actually did involve a bargain with Gough, a bargain which
Asquith now repudiated? Seely said that he himself stood by the
paragraphs and did not recede from them one inch.

Balfour then spoke and elicited from Asquith that Seely’s resigna-
tion had not been accepted, and that he was still War Minister.

Asquith’s explanation, though clearer than Seely’s, did not allay
the rising passion in the House. Bonar Law replying was frankly

^ See Asquith’s own account in Fifty Tears of Parliament, Chapter VII, and Mr. L. S.
Amery s very different version in My Political Life, VoL I, pp. 448-50.
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contemptuous of the whole episode of Seely’s proffered resignation.

“^‘We have heard”, he said, ‘^‘of people being thrown to the wolves but
never before have we heard of a man being thrown to the wolves with a

bargain on the part of the wolves that they would not eat him.”

But, five days later, Seely really did resign. His hand was forced

by French and Ewart who resigned on the ground that they had
signed the ^^peccant paragraphs” which were now apparently being

repudiated by the Government. The Government’s attitude was,

however, still obscure since Asquith took good care not to send any

official repudiation of the Guarantee to Gough. Had he done so, he

would have raised the whole question of the coercion of Ulster and

perhaps provoked widespread resignations in the Army, and this he

meant to avoid at all costs. But in view of the resignations of French

and Ewart, Seely felt obliged to resign too, and Asquith produced a

great ovation from the Liberal benches by announcing that he him-

selfwould take the War Office and combine it with the Premiership.

He also announced that he would have to seek re-election on the

ground that he had accepted another office, and thus, to Bonar Law’s

indignation, was able to escape parliamentary inquisition for the

time being.
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F
or the next month the debates in Parliament were characterized

by a degree of bitterness which surpassed even what had gone

before. The Unionists were by now convinced that Churchill,

Seely, and one or two other Ministers had planned behind Asquith's

back to provoke a crisis in Ulster which would give them the excuse

to call Carson's bluff and to suppress the whole Ulster movement.
Day after day Mr. Churchill and Asquith in his new capacity as

War Minister were bombarded with questions designed to expose

this alleged ‘^plot" to seize Ulster. The Liberal Ministers hotly denied

these accusations, but Asquith in the end promised to produce

another White Paper giving fuller details.

On April 17th the Ulster Unionist Council issued a statement pur-

porting to give the actual facts of the ‘'plot”. The Liberals declared

that the whole statement was a pack of lies. But Bonar Law took the

excuse of those new allegations to demand a judicial enquiry on the

unflattering ground that Asquith and his colleagues had lied so

repeatedly that their statements could only be trusted if they were
put upon oath. This not unnaturally provoked yet another scene,

and Asquith refused to consider such procedure. He offered instead

a day for a vote of censure, but Bonar Law refused. On April 22nd,

however, the second White Paper appeared.^ It was much fuller

than the first one and contained a number of details which had not

202
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before been made public. Bonar Law now decided that he must
move a vote of censure on the Government, and this was set down
for April 28th.

But in the interval an event occurred which greatly changed the

situation. On the night of April 24th a ship named the Mountjoy

landed a cargo of 35,000 rifles and 3,000,000 cartridges at Larne for

the Ulster volunteers. The arms had been bought at Hamburg. The
whole affair was managed with great sidll, the authorities were com-
pletely outwitted, and the weapons were quickly distributed through-

out Ulster. Bonar Law was not informed of the Larne gun-running

until after the event. Writing several years later to Ronald McNeil,

he said that Carson had deliberately kept him in the dark on the

ground that it might be awkward for the Leader of the Opposition

to know beforehand that such a flagrant breach of the law was
imminent.^ But Bonar Law at once associated himself with Carson

and took full responsibility for what had happened.

These events created an immense sensation in the country. Asquith

denounced the conduct of the Ulstermen as a '‘grave and unpre-

cedented outrage’’, but there was very little that he could do to

implement his condemnation. The Curragh Incident had made it

impossible to use the Army against Ulster, and there was no hope

of securing a verdict of guilty from any jury in North Ireland in the

event of criminal prosecution against the Ulster leaders. Meanwhile

the Unionists were jubilant. Lord Roberts hastened to offer his con-

gratulations to Carson. The Ulster Volunteers now constituted a

force which no government could easily disregard. It is not surprising

that the leading Liberals began to search for some compromise

formula over Home Rule.

The episode did, however, strengthen the Government in one

respect. For the past month they had been to a large extent on the

defensive in the House of Commons, but now they could reasonably

assume a more aggressive attitude. It was not easy for the Unionists

to move a vote of censure in the new circumstances. They might

claim that the Larne gun-running was justified as a precaution

against further Liberal "plots”, but the Government could reasonably

argue that it gave an ex postfacto justification to their precautionary

moves in March. If this was the sort of thing the Ulstermen had in

mind, then the naval and military moves of March 20th-21st could

only be censured for their inadequacy. When the Unionists brought

forward their motion on April 28th Mr. Churchill declared that it

was like "a vote of censure by the criminal classes upon the police”.
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Balfour in reply observed, “There is one character disgusting to every

policeman and which even the meanest criminal thinks inferior to

himself in point of morals, and that character is the agent provocateur.^'

Mr. Churchill declared that this was “a charge as shocking as it is

possible to make’'. And in this now characteristic tone the debate

went on to an inconclusive end.

Meanwhile in the same debate Asquith declared that he had no

intention of answering any more questions about the Gurragh

Incident.

“The time honoured practice of the House’’, he said, has been
perverted and degraded in a manner reminiscent of the worst traditions of

the Old Bailey, and it reminded me more than once of the saying of an
eminent Scottishjudge when Counsel who appeared before him apologized

for the length of the cross examination and said, ‘I hope it was not too

long’. The Judge replied, ‘Sir, it exhausted time and it encroached upon
eternity’.”

As the Prime Minister had by now replied to some 500 questions

on matters connected with the Incident of the Curragh his attitude

was understandable. This debate more or less terminated the imme-
diate repercussions of the Curragh Incident. The House now began

to turn its attention once more, though in a greatly changed political

climate, to the details of the Home Rule Bill.

Two questions arise from the tangled story of this strange episode

:

Was Bonar Law correct in suspecting the existence of a “plot” to

coerce Ulster? Did he act rightly in exploiting so fully the conflict

of loyalties which the Curragh Incident created in the Army?
On the first question no final answer can be given even today,

after forty years of “revelations”, memoirs and biographies. We have
already seen how strong the circumstantial evidence was, which
almost inevitably roused the deepest suspicions of the Unionists ~

Churchill’s menacing speech at Bradford, the sudden summoning of

Paget to London, his extraordinary language when he addressed his

brigadiers in Dublin, the rumours of Carson’s forthcoming arrest, the

flamboyant orders given by Churchill to the 3rd Battle Fleet. The
attempt by Churchill and Asquith to pretend that this latter move
had nothing to do with their orders to Paget met with complete dis-

belieffrom every Unionist. As for the notion, also given currency by
the Government, that the whole business was a result of a misunder-
standing on Paget’s part of the discussions which he had with Seely,

Churchill and French, Bonar Law regarded it with contempt. He
found it hard to believe that the Government would have retained
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Paget, if the Curragh Incident had been due merely to his incom-

petence, and he made ironical play of the suggestion that they were

chivalrously protecting the general.

‘‘Here we find twenty gentlemen all willing to sacrifice the Army, the

Commander-in-Chief of the Armed forces,^ their colleagues, and them-
selves, for the sake of General Paget. Such self sacrifice was never known
in history before. We have here a score of St Sebastians who are willing

to be the target of undeserved errors all for the sake of the career of

General Paget.'’

The prevarication and 'disingenuousness of some members of the

Government, and the militancy of others - especially Churchill who
was widely regarded as the villain of the piece - combined to con-

vince every Unionist of the genuine existence of the ‘^plot’’. Bonar
Law's private correspondence with his colleagues shows beyond
doubt that his convictions were sincerely held, and were not assumed

merely in order to discredit the Government. But convictions how-

ever sincerely held are not evidence, and the Unionist accusations

no more prove the Government’s guilt than the Government’s denials

prove its innocence. We can never know for certain exactly what was
said to General Paget on March i8th and 19th, and still less what
were the secret hopes of some of the Ministers concerned. No direct

evidence of a ^^plot” has ever emerged, but that is scarcely surprising.

If there had been any such orders drafted in the War Office or the

Admiralty, they could - and certainly would ~ have been suppressed.

The circumstantial evidence for the Unionists’ suspicions was very

strong and it is hard to believe that the whole affair was merely a

misunderstanding.

At all events, to comprehend Bonar Law’s policy it is necessary to

realize not only that he genuinely believed in the existence of the

plot but that he regarded it as an outrage too. He believed that a

monstrous ^lan had only been thwarted by Paget’s mishandling and

by the resolute conduct of General Gough. Throughout proceedings

he acted in the closest collaboration with Sir Henry Wilson who
was himself convinced of the existence of the plot. This liaison with

Wilson enabled Bonar Law to obtain secret information by which he

was able again and again to expose Asquith’s prevarications. Every

time Asquith misled the House of Commons, Bonar Law and his

colleagues felt a mounting suspicion that there was some dark secret

which the Government had been trying to conceal. As the facts were

elicited - and the process was as slow and painful as drawing teeth -

^ Bonar Law must have meant the C.I.G.S. The post of Gommander-in-Ghiefhad been

abolished by this time.
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the Unionists^ who were by now in a state of feverish and frenzied

rage with the Governments became more and more convinced that

Gough’s action alone had frustrated a sinister conspiracy on the part

of Seely and Churchill.

The latter indeed was in a most belligerent frame of mind and his

speeches seldom failed to provoke an uproar and a scene in the House

ofCommons. Much ofthe intense animosity with which the Unionists

regarded Churchill for many years after these events can be explained

by the part which they believed him to have played in the ‘"plot”.

2

It would be wrong to think that the Liberals were purely on the

defensive during this month. On the contrary the more radical

members - especially of the Irish Party - were quick to claim that

there had been a Unionist ''plot” to suborn the Army.

"The Ulster Orange plot”, declared Redmond in a message to his Ii'ish

supporters in Australia, "is now fully revealed. . . . The plan was to put
up the appearance of a fight and then by society influences to seduce the

Army officers and thus defeat the will of the people. . . . The issue raised

is wider than Home Rule. It is whether the Government are to be brow-
beaten and dictated to by the drawing rooms of London, seconded fay

officers who are aristocrats and Holent Tory partisans,”

Much was made of the fact that the officers who resigned came
from fashionable cavalry regiments. A Labour Member asked

whether Gough was now going to form a Government. The Curragh
Incident was described as a mutiny so often that it will probably go

down to history under that misleading name. Bonar Law aroused

special wrath. His speeches were combed by indignant Radicals for

passages which would suggest that he had urged the Army not to

obey orders, and Churchill accused him of instigating "an organized

campaign to seduce the Army”.
How much truth was there in these allegations?

Any notion that Bonar Law and his colleagues directly instigated

the resignations of Gough and his officers can be dismissed at once.

Bonar Law knew nothing of the events at the Curragh until late on
Friday evening. He could not possibly have had the opportunity to

influence Gough and his brother officers.

Nevertheless on one count the Radicals could reasonably, from
their own point of view, attack not only Bonar Law but most of the

leading Unionists. There is no doubt that Bonar Law had frequently

expressed in public his doubt whether the Army would agree to
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coerce Ulster. He’had, for example, quoted the analogy ofJames IPs

failure to impose despotic rule, a failure due to his Army’s refusal to

support him. This was not quite the same thing as positively urging

the Army to disobey the Government’s orders, but it was, perhaps,

not very different. Moreover, behind the scenes, as we have already

related, Bonar Law, in close collaboration with Wilson and Lord
Roberts, had been considering the amendment to the Army Act,

which would have precluded the Government from ordering the

Army to Ulster. Rumours of these proposals were widely circulated.

They undoubtedly reached many officers in the Army, and it cannot

be denied that in encouraging such ideas the Unionists were going

far beyond the limits of constitutional opposition.

Further, when once the crisis had broken, Bonar Law had no
hesitation in exploiting the situation in order to make the coercion

of Ulster impossible. As we have seen, he kept in the closest touch

with Wilson, and Wilson advised Gough at every step in the latter’s

negotiations with Seely. Undoubtedly Bonar Law strongly backed

Gough’s efforts to obtain a written pledge that he would never be

ordered to coerce Ulster, and Gough must have known that he had
the full support of the Opposition, as well as a powerful group in the

Army, when he made terms with Seely which rendered the imposition

of Home Rule on Ulster impossible. It is in these negotiations and
not over the events at Dublin - that the Unionists can fairly be

accused of using the Army for political purposes. The Morning Post

expressed nothing more than the truth when it declared: ^‘The Army
has killed the Home Rule Bill and the sooner the Government
recognizes the fact the better for the country.”

Bonar Law’s conduct cannot be understood unless it is remembered
that he was himself an Ulsterman, and deeply felt the character of

a measure which would put his fellow countrymen under the rule

of their heiieditary enemies in Southern Ireland. He really believed

that a Dublin parliament would ruin Belfast, that the liberties of the

Ulsterman would vanish, that a prosperous enlightened community

would be subjected to intolerable treatment at the hands of Southern

bigots, that it was an outrage to drive out from their allegiance to

the Crown a population which was so clearly determined to remain

loyal. Thinking like this -whether rightly or wrongly does not

matter - he was bound to regard as legitimate almost any means of

wrecking the Home Rule Bill.

The truth is that Parliamentary democracy depends on certain

conditions, which, because they have usually prevailed in England
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over the last two hundred and fifty years, tend to be taken by English-

men for granted. In the last resort it depends upon a minority

accepting majority decisions, and this acceptance in its turn depends

upon the majority not taking decisions which the minority regards

as genuinely intolerable. In England, the remarkable homogeneity

of the population, the absence of violent disputes, the general agree-

ment over the fundamentals of society, have made such conditions

prevail. Minorities accept majority decisions, because they know that

these decisions will not be insufferable and because they know that

the majority of today will become the minority of tomorrow. As a

result we have the swing of the electoral pendulum, the political

neutrality of the Army and the Civil Service, the whole tradition of

peaceful change which is England’s greatest contribution to the

science of government.

But in Ireland these conditions did not apply. Ireland was - and
is - a land of bitter, irreconcilable, racial and religious conflicts. The
Protestant minority could never hope by any swing of the pendulum
to become the majority. The two nations in Ireland were separated

by the whole of their past history. They were divided by rivers of

blood and bitterness. It was absurd to expect that the conventions

which prevailed in placid England would be accepted by the Ulster

Protestants with all this fear, suspicion and hatred in their hearts.

For of all political disputes, nationalist disputes are the most bitter

and recalcitrant. They are very seldom settled by peaceful means
within the framework of a liberal constitution. On the contrary,

they are usually solved, as Bismarck observed, not by Parliamentary

majorities but by blood and iron. The history of the struggles

in South Africa, India, Palestine, to say nothing of the terrible

conflicts upon the frontier lands ofEurope, testifies to this unpleasant

truth.

Bonar Law at an early stage saw that the problem of Ulster was a

genuine problem of frontier nationalism. As he repeatedly declared,

it was ultimately a question of civil war; and in civil war the con-

stitutional conventions do not apply. In a civil war you cannot expect

from the armed forces that unquestioned political neutrality which
is found in normal conditions. If a government, however lawfully,

endeavours to pass a measure which genuinely shocks the consciences

of those who have to carry it out, there will be a conflict of loyalties

which cannot be dismissed by platitudes about the constitution.

Much can be said - and rightly said - in condemnation of the

Unionist tactics during these stormy years. But it is only just to
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remember that Bonar Law and his supporters genuinely believed

that, in imposing the rule of the Southern Irish upon the Protestant

counties of Ulster, the Government was pursuing a course which was
both morally outrageous and politically calamitous. Who can say

that this belief was wholly wrong?
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T
he reader is probably by now thoroughly weary of the Emerald
Isle. He must, however, bear a little longer with the Irish scene.

For, until August 1914 when world wide cataclysm raised far

graver issues, Bonar Law’s political life continued to be dominated

by the Home Rule struggle.

The effect of the Curragh Incident and the Larne gun-running

had been to render the forcible coercion ofUlster virtually impossible.

The Liberals realized this as clearly as the Conservatives; but for

Redmond’s pressure, they would willingly have come to a com-

promise. On April 28th Mr. Churchill at the end of an otherwise

violent speech did indeed let drop a hint of such a possibility. He
claims that his words ‘'gave the debate an entirely new turn”. Both

Balfour and Carson expressed sympathy, and on May 5th Asquith

invited Bonar Law and Carson to a private discussion ofthe problem.

Like all such conferences in the past it produced no result. Both

Bonar Law and Carson expressed their doubts as to the possibility

ofany compromise acceptable to Redmond. They did agree however
that, if such a compromise was to be attempted, the best procedure

would be an amending Bill in the House ofLords to be placed on the

statute book simultaneously with the Home Rule Bill, but naturally

they strongly deprecated the Home Rule Bill being passed at all in

any form. One comfort the Unionist leaders did gain. According to

Bonar Law’s account of the discussion, Asquith “stated more than

210
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1

once in a most emphatic way that he would be no party to the

coercion of Ulster’’.^

On May 12th Asquith announced that he intended to take the

third and final reading of the Bill in the House of Commons before

the Whitsun recess. He promised at the same time to introduce an
amending Bill in the hope that an agreed settlement could be
achieved. Bonar Law fiercely attacked this proposal on the ground
that it would mean the certain enactment of the original Home Rule
Bill, with no guarantee except the word of the Government that the

problem of Ulster would be adequately dealt with. Nevertheless

Asquith’s proposal was carried by the usual majority. On May 21st a

notable scene occurred during the debate on the third reading of the

Bill. The Unionists endeavoured vainly to elicit from Asquith some
hint of the proposals which he intended to insert in the promised
amending Bill, but Asquith declined to do so. Infuriated by his

refusal they started an uproar ofthe sort all too familiar in the House
during these stormy sessions. The Speaker, unable to quell it, took

the unusual - and improper - course of asking Bonar Law whether
the demonstration had his assent and approval. Surprised at such a

question Bonar Law rose and answered: "T would not presume to

criticize what you consider your duty. Sir, but I know mine, and that

is not to answer any such question.” He then sat down. After making
a pained comment on this reply the Speaker adjourned the House
amidst continued uproar.

Bonar Law’s answer was vigorously applauded by his supporters.

His papers contain many letters ~ the most important being from

Walter Long and Lansdowne - congratulating him on his conduct.^

Indeed if any episode can be said to mark the moment when Bonar
Law emerged from the inexperience and hesitancy of his earlier days

into a position of undoubted ascendancy as leader of the Party this

was probably the occasion. A typical expression of Conservative

feeling came from Mr. L. S. Amery. ^^You can have little idea”, he

wrote, ^^of the enthusiasm and warmth of affection which your action

on Thursday has created right through the Party.”*^ A few days later

the Speaker made a handsome apology for what he fully admitted

to have been an error ofjudgment on his part.

Bonar Law needed all the prestige that he could command, for

the situation still remained one of extraordinary delicacy and diffi-

culty. There was still a strong possibility of a Die-hard revolt if the

Conservative leaders agreed to any compromise on the Ulster

question, however generous it might be. Indeed a letter from Lord



2 1 2 THE BUCKINGHAM PALACE CONFERENCE
[ 1 9 1 4]

Middleton to Lansdowne forwarded by the latter to Bonar Law
shows that Lord Middleton was engaged in planning just such a

revolt.^ It is clear too that many extremists regarded both Carson and
Bonar Law as less ‘‘sound’’ than Lansdowne on the Home Rule

problem - a notion which Lansdowne himself was quick to repudiate.

Meanwhile Asquith had announced his intention of bringing in an

amending Bill in the House of Lords, At the same time the Home
Rule Bill having passed its final reading in the House of Commons
went up to the Lords, and, whatever its fate there, was bound to

become law within a short period. A most complicated tactical

problem now arose for the Unionists. Bonar Law was bombarded
with memoranda and counter memoranda full of ingenious sug-

gestions. Ought the House of Lords to reject the Home Rule Bill on

the second reading, or pass it with amendments^ If the latter course

were adopted what should these amendments be? Alternatively,

should they concentrate on amending the Amending Bill? What sort

ofAmending Bill had Asquith in mind? Then there was a subtle plan

to hold up the Amending Bill until the Home Rule Bill reached the

stage when it had to receive royal assent or lapse under the Parlia-

ment Act. If this occurred could the King give assent to a measure
which, even its own sponsors admitted, would provoke civil war
unless substantially altered? Another alternative, emanating from

the ingenious mind of Balfour, was to pass the Amending Bill with

one amendment only ~ that it must be followed by an immediate
General Election, Small wonder that in rejecting this latter plan

Bonar Law gloomily commented: “Whatever course we take will be

open to the gravest objections, and is almost certain to produce great

differences of opinion among our own friends,”® For the moment,
however, he could relax. The Whitsun recess had arrived. Bonar
Law devoted his time to the more congenial occupation of playing

golf by day and bridge by night.

As soon as Parliament reassembled the battle began again. The
Amending Bill was introduced by Lord Crewe on June 23rd. Its

provisions were almost identical with those proposed by the Govern-
ment in the House of Commons on March 8th that is a separate

option for each county in Ulster to remain outside Home Rule for

six years, with automatic inclusion at the end of the period, unless

Parliament had decided otherwise in the interval. We have already

seen the reasons which made this proposal totally unacceptable to

the Unionist leaders, Lansdowne at once repudiated the Amending
Bill, and in response to Lord Crewe’s request to the Unionists for
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constructive suggestions proposed instead the complete exclusion of

the whole province of Ulster, all nine counties, from the provisions of

the Home Rule Bill. The Amending Bill thus entirely transformed

was due to go down shortly to the House of Commons. There was of

course no possibility ofAsquith, let alone Redmond, agreeing to such

a drastic change.

The fury of party strife was hushed for a moment by the death on

July 2nd ofJoseph Chamberlain. For the past eight years a paralytic

stroke had tragically removed him from the poHtical scene, but he

remained clear in mind to the end. Opinions still conflict as to the

merits and defects of his character, but of the impact which he made
upon English history during his thirty years of political life there can

be no question. Bonar Law felt for him a deep and sincere admiration.

On July 6th Asquith, showing that courtesy which mitigates even the

bitterest struggles of English politics, moved the adjournment of the

House as a tribute to his dead opponent. Bonar Law spoke next.

“At the time when I first entered this House I was still young enough,
and indeed I hope I still am, to be a hero worshipper, and for me at that

time the essence of my political faith was belief in Mr. Chamberlain. . . .

He almost alone has changed the whole spirit of the relationship of the

different parts of the Empire towards each other and has thus laid strongly

the foundation on which other men may build. I think there is no instance

in our history of any statesman who has not filled the highest post, whose
name has become, like his, a household word.”

Another death of far greater significance had occurred a few days

earlier. On June 28th the Archduke Franz Ferdinand was murdered

at Sarajevo. Yet, such was the frenzy provoked by Home Rule

politics, that this grave event seems to have been scarcely noticed in

Unionist circles.

At the beginning ofJuly Asquith began to make serious overtures

for a compromise, for in many ways his position was even more diffi-

cult than that of Bonar Law. He was far more closely aware of the

dangers in the international situation. He knew that he could not

coerce Ulster, and he knew that the Liberal Party could not afford

to provoke violent resistance from the Ulster Unionists. Yet at the

same time he could not remain in office without Redmond’s support.

The only hope seemed a compromise to which both Carson and

Redmond might agree.

The first negotiations appear to have been made through Lord

Murray of Elibank, the former Liberal Chief Whip, and Lord

Rothermere. Bonar Law’s papers contain no account of these con-
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versations and for Bonar Law's attitude we have to rely on Red-

mond’s note of what Lord Murray said. It is printed in Dennis

Gwynne’s Life of Redmonf pp. 327-30. According to this account,

Bonar Law and Carson were most conciliatory in tone, but declined

to make any proposal which Redmond could accept. Their minimum
terms, according to Redmond’s note on July 2nd, were (i) abolition

of plebiscite by counties, and substitution of an artificial area carved

out of Ulster, to include Antrim, Down, Derry, Tyrone, North and
Mid-Armagh, North Fermanagh, and Derry City. (2) Abolition of

the Government’s time limit clause and substitution of an option to

decide by plebiscite whether, and if so when, this area should come
under Home Rule. (3) If these terms were agreed, Carson and Bonar

Law guaranteed to support Home Rule for the South, and promised

that they would not repeal it if the Conservatives came into power.

Redmond declined even to consider such a proposal.

There matters remained for a fortnight. Then Asquith took up the

question again, and again Lord Murray interviewed Bonar Law and
Carson. Bonar Law made a detailed memorandum of this and subse-

quent conversations.^ This time Murray conceded the point about

plebiscite by counties, and proposed that an area in Ulster should be

excluded en bloc from the Home Rule Bill. But the discussion broke

down on the demarcation of the area, for Carson insisted upon all

of Tyrone, while Murray insisted that the Nationalists could never

agree to give up the whole county. Shortly after this, on July 1 7th,

Asquith asked Bonar Law to see him in Sir Edward Grey’s room in

the House ofCommons. The same arguments were discussed. Asquith

maintained ‘^That it would be a crime if civil war resulted from so

small a difference”. Bonar Law replied that although Asquith “might
say it was our action which had created such a position, the people

of Ulster know that they had a force which would enable them to

hold the Province and, with opinion divided in this country, it was
quite impossible that any force could be sent against them which
could dislodge them, and therefore they knew that they could get

their own terms, and it was certain they would rather fight than give

way on such a point as this”. Asquith then declared that he would
give up the time limit clause altogether, but even this concession did

not move Bonar Law and the meeting ended.

About two hours later, however, Murray got in touch with Sir

Max Aitken and asked him to convey a message to Bonar Law. The
gist of this was that the Prime Minister still thought there was a

chance of a settlement and he proposed to ask the King to convene a
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This was the exclusion of an area consisting of the six North-Eastern

counties with the exception of South Armagh, South Fermanagh and

North Tyrone.

“After this statement”, records Bonar Law,J “we sat and looked at each
other for some time without saying anything. I then said that I did not
know whether the Prime Minister thought that this proposal was worth
serious discussion, for it seemed to me that it amounted to little more than
giving to the Ulster Unionists the four north-eastern counties. Both Asquith
and Lloyd George shook their heads but did not say anything.”

Then Redmond intervened to say that in any case he could not

accept such a plan even if the Unionists did. After some further

discussions about Tyrone it became clear, as Bonar Law had believed

all along, that no agreement was possible. The conference then

discussed for the second time how its failure should be announced
and it was agreed that only a bare statement of the fact should be

given to the public.

It has sometimes been said that the conference broke down solely

upon the question of partitioning the county of Tyrone. But it should

be clear from the foregoing account that this was by no means the

only cause. The question of time limit, for example, had not even

been discussed, and the gap between Carson and Redmond was far

wider than the question of Tyrone. On the one side the Ulster

Unionists were in a powerful bargaining position. Bonar Law and
Carson were well aware of the dangers ofa Die-hard movement, and
they were most reluctant to abandon the Protestant minority in the

three Catholic counties of the Province of Ulster. On the other side

Redmond found it extremely difficult to give up the principle of

county option, and would not even accept Asquith’s last proposal

which was about as favourable to the Nationalists as any policy

involving the exclusion of Ulster could be. Those writers who en-

deavour to give the impression that the issues which divided the

parties were foolish or trivial are unfair to the statesmen concerned.

No sooner had the Buckingham Palace Conference ended than a

disastrous event occurred in Dublin, The Irish Volunteers, following

the precedent of the Ulster Volunteers over the Larne gun-running,

decided upon a similar exploit for themselves. On July 26th a cargo

of rifles was landed at Howth on the north side of Dublin Bay.

Unfortunately a fracas ensued in Dublin and resulted in a conflict

between British troops and the Dublin crowd. Shooting began
in Bachelor’s Walk. Three people were killed and thirty-eight

wounded. These events produced a violent reaction in Ireland, and
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Redmond at once saw there would be no hope of persuading his

followers to compromise. But the Amending Bill, sent down from

the Lords in a form quite unacceptable to the Nationalists, was due

to be debated almost at once in the House of Commons. This was the

last chance of reaching some sort of agreement. Redmond, therefore,

asked Asquith for delay in view of the passions raised by the shooting

in Bachelor’s Walk and the Prime Minister agreed to postpone the

debate until Thursday, July 30th.

Meanwhile the shadow of the impending European War had
grown so black and formidable that even the Unionists began to be

alarmed. On July 23rd the Austro-Hungarian Government had
pi'esented its ultimatum to Serbia and by now the armies of Europe
were everywhere mobilizing. The question of British intervention

became a burning issue in the Cabinet. In the circumstances an

exhibition of disunity and party strife was most undesirable. Yet a

debate on the Amending Bill was as certain as anything could be to

produce furious scenes in the House of Commons. Bonar Law and
Carson therefore decided that it would be wiser to postpone the Bill

for the time being even though such action might prejudice the cause

of Ulster. On the morning ofJuly 30th Asquith, while endeavouring

to absorb religious statistics about Ulster in readiness for his speech

that afternoon, received a telephone message from Bonar Law. The
latter asked him to go round at once to Pembroke Lodge and sent

his motor car to convey Asquith there. On arrival he found Carson

present as well. Bonar Law declared that to advertise domestic

strife would merely weaken the Government at a critical moment,
and, with Carson’s full agreement, he suggested that the Bill should

be postponed.^ To this proposal Asquith gratefully agreed, and

announced the fact in the House of Commons in the afternoon.

In the event the Amending Bill never did come before the House.

It is worth noting what Asquith would have done if the second

reading had gone on in the ordinary way. He informed the King

that he intended to restore county option, but without the proviso

for automatic reinclusion at the end of a fixed period.^ Instead he

would have substituted a further option. Such a proposal was per-

haps as reasonable as any that could have been devised, but it would

undoubtedly have encountered violent opposition both from Red-

mond, and from Bonar Law and Carson. We can only surmise what

would have happened in Ulster, if the European War had been

averted. The Liberals then, and their biographers since, have

inclined to the view that Ulster’s resistance was all a gigantic bluff.
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Bonar Law’s papers naturally are not conclusive on such a topic,

but it can be safely asserted that Bonar Law himself did not believe

that there was any bluffing in Carson’s threats. He was all through

this period in the closest touch with Carson and, although negative

evidence is always dangerous, we would expect to find some sort of

hint in Bonar Law’s correspondence if in fact the Ulster Unionists

were consciously engaged in a game of bluff. On the contrary it

seems highly probable that Ulster would have resisted and at least

possible that such resistance would have been successful. But it

might well have been accompanied by riots and even civil war,

while the passions raised in England would have been scarcely less

violent. It is a small - though Ytry small - consolation for the horrors

of the First World War that England was at least spared a convulsion

calculated to wreck the very foundations of her parliamentary

system.

With this reflection we may leave for a while the tale of Bonar
Law’s dealings with Ireland and turn our attention to the mighty
hurricane which had already begun to blow from the direction of

Europe.



CHAPTER XIV

WAR
AUGUST AND SEPTEMBER I914

Bonar Law's attitude to foreign affairs — He favours support of France h respective

of Belgian question -His weekend at Wargrave ~ He and Lansdowne support

Asquith - Effect of their letter exaggerated - Asquith's opinions - Britain declares

war - Importance of Bonar Law's part in war-time politics - Unionist attitude to

Government - Appointment of Kitchener - Position of Balfour - Asquith puts the

Home Rule Bill on the Statute Book — Anger of Bonar Law - His bitter speech in

the House - Indignation of the Liberals

I

I

NEXHAUSTIBLE volumes havc been written to describe the ori-

gins of the First World War. Fortunately there is no need for the

biographer ofBonar Law to contribute any further pages toward
the elucidation of that dark topic. As leader of the Opposition Bonar
Law could have little say in the details of the diplomacy which pre-

ceded August 4th, 1914* Indeed he does not on the whole appear to

have taken much interest in foreign policy before the war. No doubt
he left such matters largely to Balfour, and to Lansdowne who, as a

former Foreign Secretary, knew far more than Bonar Law could

hope to know about European affairs. Certainly Bonar Law dis-

played no particular prescience with regard to the impending
disaster. Until the last week in July, for him as for most Unionists,

the Irish problem filled the horizon to the exclusion of almost every-

thing else.~

In general the Unionist attitude in foreign affairs was one ofbroad

support for the policy of entente with France - a policy which after

all owed its origin to Lansdowne and Balfour. One of the strongest

traditions in English foreign policy is continuity from one government

to another. Sir Edward Grey’s policy was no exception to this rule.

He represented the right wing ofthe Liberal Party, and the Unionists

had no desire to see him displaced by a Radical. Therefore Bonar
Law’s rare utterances on foreign affairs were usually in support of

Grey and Grey’s policy.

When the Austrian ultimatum to Serbia, by setting in motion the

219
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cumbrous levers and cogwheels of the European alliance system^

seemed certain to cause war between France and Germany, Bonar

Law’s chief fear was that the British Government might fail to come
to the aid of France. For at first it was far from certain that the

Liberals would intervene. Whatever understanding might exist

between the naval and military authorities of the two countries, no
formal alliance bound Britain to act. Moreover, there was a strong

pacifist element in the Cabinet including at one time its most formid-

able member, Lloyd George. Indeed there can be little doubt that

but for the question of Belgian neutrality the Government would

not have intervened at all - or only have intervened when it was too

late. Even the Conservatives were by no means united on this ques-

tion. Bonar Law told Grey, a few days before the war began,

“that it was not easy to be sure what the opinion of the whole of his party

was. He doubted whether it would be unanimous or overwhelmingly in

favour of war unless Belgian neutrality were invaded; in that event, he
said, it would be unanimous”.^

Whatever might be the attitude of other members of his Party,

Bonar Law himself was quite clear that England ought to fight at

once on the side of France. Apart altogether from the Belgian

question, he considered that honour and interest alike demanded
that we should not permit the destruction ofFrance as a great power.

There can be no doubt that this view, which was shared by all the

leading Unionists and by the whole of the right wing element in the

Liberal Government, was entirely correct. Failure to come to the aid

of France would have had incalculable consequences upon our posi-

tion as a great nation. It would have been a disaster of the first order,

and we can be thankful in retrospect that the Germans did in the end
invade Belgium, thus converting even the pacifist wing ofthe Cabinet

to the need for prompt intervention by a united Great Britain.

All this was, however, still uncertain when on the evening of

Friday, July 31st, Bonar Law motored down to Wargrave Manoi to

spend a long promised weekend with his old friend Edward Goulding.

Among others in the party were Carson, F. E. Smith, and Aitken.

Discussion soon turned to the international crisis and the correct

policy for the Opposition to follow. F, E. Smith, who had been in

touch with Churchill the evening before, informed the meeting that

the Cabinet was deeply divided, and that in the event of war numer-
ous resignations could be expected. He therefore asked on Churchill’s

behalf what the Unionist attitude was and whether they would be
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1

prepared if necessary to fill the gaps thus caused and enter a coalition

government. Churchill believed that he had the support of Grey

and the unspoken agreement of the Prime Minister in making this

offer.^

Bonar Law did not greet this overture with any cordiality. He
disliked indirect communications of this nature^ and, although he

was a close friend of F. E. Smith, he regarded Churchill both then

and later with profound mistrust. If there was to be any negotiation

for a coalition he preferred to deal directly with Asquith. Moreover,

he was by no means convinced that a coalition was necessary - yet.

Here he differed from many of his supporters, notably F. E. Smith

who was an ardent advocate of co-operation between the parties.

As a result, then, of these discussions all that F. E. Smith could bring

back to Churchill was a general assurance that the Unionist leaders

would support the Government.

On Saturday afternoon (August ist) the guests at Wargrave

motored up to London. Bonar Law declined an invitation to dine

that night with Grey and Churchill. He suspected that a further

offer of coalition might be made, and he did not wish to discuss the

matter again. Having arrived in London he proceeded to consult

Lansdowne and Balfour at Lansdowne House. George Lloyd, M.P.

(subsequently Lord Lloyd) and Sir Henry Wilson, were also present.

The Unionist leaders decided to inform Asquith that they would be

ready to see him whenever he wished in order to discuss the Unionist

attitude towards the crisis. Meanwhile Austen Chamberlain had

come up from Westgate where he had been staying. He arrived

about I a.m. on Saturday night and was met on the platform by

Lloyd who had come straight from Lansdowne House.^

Lloyd, according to Chamberlain, had gained the impression that,

although Balfour understood the gravity of the situation, neither

Lansdowne nor Bonar Law seemed to do so. Chamberlain writes:

‘T at once said that Lansdowne would obviously appreciate its full

meaning -he must have misunderstood him.” Chamberlain was

evidently not so sure about Bonar Law, of whose opinion and ability

he did not perhaps think very highly just then. As a matter of fact

Bonar Law was well aware of the nature of the crisis. He had been

seeing Grey almost every day during the past week to hear the latest

news and his views were quite clear. Grey writes:

^ The fullest account ofwhat follows is in a memorandum written by Austen Chambei-
lain at the time and published in Down the Tears, Chapter VI. The brief account given by
Lord Newton in his life of Lansdowme contains serious errors and should be disregarded
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“As to Bonar Law’s own opinion he never expressed it to me at this

stage. Nor do I remember that I expressed mine to him. Each of us prob-
ably assumed the other to be convinced that we ought not to stand aside

if France were attacked.”*^

Grey’s assumption was correct. But Bonar Law was the last man to be

excited or panicked by a crisis. He was inclined to seem lethargic

and almost indifferent on such occasions and this may account for

the impression received by Lloyd.

Lloyd’s account seems to have worried Austen Chamberlain.

Early next morning he went round to Lansdowne House, even before

its owner had finished breakfast, and urged an immediate demarche

to Asquith. Lansdowne replied that he and Bonar Law were waiting

for a reply from Asquith to \vhom they had already sent a message.

The two men then went to Pembroke Lodge to see Bonar Law.
Bonar Law shared Lansdowne’s view that it would be right to wait

for a reply from Asquith. Chamberlain insisted that a statement of

Unionist policy should be made at once. The conversation continued,

and then
‘

‘rather suddenly to my surprise,” writes Chamberlain,

“Law said T am not sure that after all Austen is not right. I think we
ought to write to the Prime Minister’.”

The Unionist Leaders then agreed upon the following letter to

Asquith:"^

2nd August 1914
“Dear Mr. Asquith,

“Lord Lansdowne and I feel it our duty to inform you that in our
opinion, as well as in that of all the colleagues with whom we have been
able to consult, it would be fatal to the honour and security of the United
Kingdom to hesitate in supporting France and Russia at the present
juncture; and we offer our unhesitating support to the Government in any
measures they may consider necessary for that object.

“Yours very truly,

A Bonar Law.”

One point is worthy of note in this letter: there is no mention of

Belgium. The letter clearly shows that the Belgian question was not

the reason why the Unionists pressed for intervention. It was, rather,

the whole question of our informal understanding with France, and
the perilous isolation in which we would find ourselves if France and
Russia were crushed.

The letter reached Asquith in time to be read out at the meeting
of the Cabinet held at 1 1 o’clock that Sunday morning.
How much influence did it have on the course of events? Both
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Bonar Law, and Austen Chamberlain who regarded himself with

some reason as its true author, seems to have thought that it played

an important part in Asquith’s decision to stand by France. But the

evidence suggests that it did not in fact make much difference. Both

J, A. Spender in his Life ofAsquith and Grey in Twenty-Five Tears state

that the letter had relatively little effect on the Cabinet’s decision.

Grey pays generous tribute to the Conservative leaders’

'‘resolution and courage in making this contribution to decision at a
moment when they had not before them as we had before us the compulsion
of the imminent menace to Belgium. But the message was first read and
then laid aside; it could have no influence on our discussion.”®

The truth would seem to be that although an Opposition can

probably prevent the Government going to war, because in war a

democracy must be united, it cannot force a Government into war.

By Sunday, August 2nd, it is fairly clear that the Government did not

intend to intervene unless Belgian neutrality was violated. But if

Belgian neutrality was violated and the Belgians called for the

implementation of the treaty of 1839, the Government was certain to

intervene. That being the case, Bonar Law’s declaration, although

he was quite right to make it, did little beyond recording the Con-

servative attitude.

Asquith’s reply, which is of some historical interest and has not

been hitherto published, makes it clear that he was not greatly influ-

enced by the Unionist communication. It confirms too that the

Government had no intention of giving anything more than a very

limited support to France, unless Belgium was invaded too. It took

the form of a memorandum on Government policy, and reads as

follows:^

“Secret. 10 Downing Street.

“We are under no obligation, express or implied, either to France 01

Russia to render them military or naval help.

“Our duties seem to be determined by reference to the following con-

siderations:

(1) Our long standing and intimate friendship with France.

(2) It is a British interest that France should not be crushed as a great

Power.

(3) Both the fact that France has concentrated practically their whole
naval power in the Mediterranean, and our own interests, require that

we should not allow Germany to use the North Sea or the Channel with

her fleet for hostile operations against the Coast or shipping of France.

(4) Our treaty obligations (whatever their proper construction) in

regard to the neutrality and the independence of Belgium.
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‘‘In regard to (i) and (2) we do not think that these duties impose upon
us the oWigation at this moment of active intervention either by sea or

land. We do not contemplate, for instance, and are satisfied that no good
object would be served by, the immediate despatch of an expeditionary

force.

“In regard to (3) Sir E. Grey this (Sunday) afternoon sent the following

communication to the French Ambassador.”

Asquith goes on to say that the Cabinet guaranteed to protect the

French coast against the German fleet. He continues:

“In regard to (4) we regard Mr. Gladstone’s interpretation of the Treat)^

of 1839 in the House of Commons on 10 August 1870 (203 Hansard 1787)
as correctly defining our obligations. It is right, therefore, before deciding

whether any and what action on our part is necessary to know what are the

circumstances and conditions of any German interference with Belgian

territory.

2 August 1914.’’

Naturally the Unionists regarded this as most unsatisfactoiy. It

even seemed to cast doubts on the question of intervening if Belgium

were invaded. Lansdowne, together with Chamberlain and the Duke
of Devonshire, was at Brook’s Club that evening. Bonar Law came
round from the Carlton with the letter and suggested that he and
Lansdowne should see Asquith the following morning. They inter-

viewed the Prime Minister at 10.30 the next day, Monday, August
3rd. They found him extremely tired and anxious not to prolong the

discussion. He was however able to make it clear that the memoran-
dum of the previous day did not fully represent his present views. In

fact Asquith knew by now that a German invasion of Belgium was
as certain as anything could be, and he was determined to play for

time, confident that once the invasion had occurred, he would be

able to carry nearly all the Cabinet with him. Unionist demands for

an immediate declaration were therefore merely an embarrassment
at this stage.

Indeed that very morning events moved rapidly. In the afternoon

Grey spoke in the House of Commons and gave a clear warning that

England would almost certainly be at war very soon. The following

day, August 4th, the news came through that the Germans had
definitely invaded Belgian soil. Already the Belgian Government had
appealed to the Treaty of 1839. midnight on August 4th Great

Britain was at war with Germany. Only two members ofthe Cabinet,

Morley and Burns, had resigned, and they were not among the men
who counted most. Asquith’s able management, aided by German
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folly, had achieved the seemingly impossible - a united Liberal

Cabinet convinced that England must fight.

2

The war was destined to bring profound changes to Bonar Law’s

life, as to the lives of so many million of his fellow men. It affected

him personally in his deepest feelings. No man was more devoted to

his family than Bonar Law, but he was destined to lose his two eldest

sons before the war had ended, and to lose them in peculiarly

harrowing circumstances. Like Asquith and Lansdowne, who both

suffered a similar tragedy, Bonar Law never wholly recovered from

this overwhelnaing blow. He had been a man of ambition. The war
brought him high office and great power, but these rewards were

no consolation. By the end he cared neither for office nor for politics.

Only a sense ofduty and perhaps the anodyne which hard work gave

to his wounds kept him still in public life.

In the world of politics remarkable transformations were to take

place. Some men were to climb the glittering peaks of prosperity and

fame, others were to recede into the darkness offailure and obscurity.

The old party divisions were to blur and fade. New alignments were

to arise, new allegiances, new enmities. In this strange and unmapped
political territory every step was fraught with difficulty and peril.

The old landmarks had vanished, the familiar scene had disappeared.

In its place was a new and unknown landscape full of false tracks

for the imprudent and snares for the unwary.

During these extraordinary years Bonar Law had to take decisions

of the greatest importance both for his country and his party. It is no

part of his biographer’s task to claim that those decisions were in-

variably correct. But it is a part of the thesis of this book that, correct

or not, Bonar Law’s decisions were important. Their consequences

were of the first magnitude. Without them history would not have

been the same. The numerous accounts of the war -with a few

exceptions - have not done justice to Bonar Law’s part. His own
self-effacement and modesty, his hatred of the limelight, his prefer-

ence for the shadows, the grey and rather bleak aspect which he

presented to a world ever prone to love colour and romance, all have

combined to make him a forgotten figure in the great events through

which he lived. But it will be found on examination that his attitude

was of vital significance in nearly all the most important decisions

taken during the war, the formation of the First Coalition, the with-

drawal from the Dardanelles, the appointment of Lloyd George to
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the War Office, the fall ofAsquith. On all these occasions a different

decision by Bonar Law would, for good or ill, have altered the course

of history.

His attitude to the problems of war will emerge as this narrative

proceeds. One or two points should be remembered at the outset.

Bonar Law was not and never claimed to be an expert on strategy.

In the years before the war he left the problems of defence to others.

Early in 1912 he did, it is true, briefed by Lord Roberts, make a

strong public attack on Haldane’s administration of the War Office.

Later he used to receive information from Sir Henry Wilson which

he sometimes used in order to ginger up the Government on Army
matters. Moreover, he was well aware, from the numerous and

violent memoranda sent to him by Lord Charles Beresford, of the

criticisms levelled in some quarters at Mr. ChurchilPs regime in the

Admiralty. In general, however, he does not seem to have concerned

himselfmuch over naval and military affairs. This did not mean that

he was lukewarm or defeatist over the progress of the war. On the

contrary, just as he was a fighter in politics, so he was a fighter

against the German menace. He was totally unable to share or

understand the views of those who believed in a negotiated peace. On
this he found himself profoundly differing from Lansdowne who by
the end of 1916 became convinced that the war could not be won
decisively by either side. Bonar Law appreciated the sincerity of his

old colleague’s views, but from then onwards their paths led far

apart. It is notable that, although Bonar Law expressed highly pessi-

mistic views on almost every other subject, he never wavered in his

beliefnot only that the war must be won but that, despite everything,

it actually would be won in the end.

Finally, it should be emphasized that Bonar Law was singularly

little influenced during these years by considerations either of party

or personal advancement. Until 1914 he was an intense partisan. We
shall shortly see that even after the war had begun it took him longer

than some people to recover from the passions raised by party strife.

But when once he had done so, his attitude was conditioned wholly

by what he considered to be the national interest. We shall find him
refusing to bargain with Asquith for the full quota of places to which
the Unionists were entitled in the First Coalition; we shall find him
declining to press his own claims to the Chancellorship of the Ex-

chequer; finally we shall find him refusing the offer of the post which
is the goal of every politician, refusing to become Prime Minister of

England.
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The outbreak of the war rallied all parties to the support of the

Government. On the afternoon of August 3rd Redmond followed

the speeches of Grey and Bonar Law by pledging the support of

Nationalist Ireland against Germany. He urged the Government to

remove all troops from Ireland declaring that the Nationalist Volun-
teers were ready to join with the Ulster Volunteers in defence of

Ireland’s shore against invasion. This bold and generous gesture,

fraught with much risk to Redmond’s own position as leader of his

party, received general applause. For the moment the Irish problem
seemed to have fallen into the background.

Meanwhile Bonar Law and his colleagues agreed that the normal
functions of the Opposition should be suspended. The Government
must be allowed a reasonably free hand in the running of the war.

This would be impossible if every action were the subject of questions

in Parliament or votes of censure. The machinery of opposition was
dismantled. Party meetings up and down the country were cancelled.

Instead the Unionists and Liberals stood together and made recruit-

ing speeches from the same platform.

This self-imposed abstention from party polemics might have

produced a greater strain upon Unionist forebearance but for two
important appointments. Asquith could clearly no longer hold the

War Office in conjunction with his other duties, as he had done ever

since the Curragh Incident. He decided to give the post to the great

Lord Kitchener. Kitchener had a prestige surpassing that of any

soldier since the days of the Duke of Wellington. Moreover, although

his appointment was non-political, it was widely believed that as a

great imperialist, he sympathized more with the Conservative point

of view than with that of the Liberals.

The other appointment ~ it was not new but now became impor-

tant - was that ofBalfour who had been ever since 1906 a member of

the Committee of Imperial Defence. As such, Balfour was invited

to meetings of the War Council and was in a position to press his

views upon the Government.

Although Balfour’s presence in the inner counsels of the Govern-

ment had obvious advantages, Bonar Law expressed in private a

certain anxiety.® An ex-Prime Minister and former Unionist leader

closely co-operating with the Liberal Cabinet might in some circum-

stances have endangered Bonar Law’s own position, might have

produced, for example, a premature coalition, and so have split the
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Unionist Party. In fact no such threat materialized. Balfour’s rela-

tions with Bonar Law continued to be marked, as they always had

been, by an impersonal, but impeccable correctitude. On the whole

the two men moved along parallel lines, but, like parallel lines, they

would only have met at infinity.

The honeymoon period in Conservative-Liberal relations was

abruptly broken about a month after the outbreak of war. The
trouble as usual came from the Irish question. When the Unionists

postponed the Amending Bill, they had understood that Asquith

would in return postpone putting the unamended Home Rule Bill

upon the Statute Book. Bonar Law therefore was greatly perturbed

when he learned through Carson and Redmond that the Nationalists

meant to insist upon the Home Rule Bill being placed on the Statute

Book at once. He immediately protested personally to Asquith and

wrote to Grey on August 6th

“I am sure you will agree that the Prime Minister could not now adopt
the course desired by the Nationalists without a breach ofhonour which is,

I am sure, impossible to him ... I wish you if possible clearly to under-

stand what our attitude must be. If the Government should decide (which
I do not think possible) to do what the Nationalists wish, they can do it;

for under no circumstances would we take a factious part in hindering the

Government in circumstances such as exist today; but if that course were
taken we should have to say that in our opinion the Government have
acted dishonourably, that we cannot trust them, and that though we will

not hamper them it will be impossible for us to co-operate with them.”

The Unionist leaders now proceeded to bombard Asquith with

letters and memoranda. Asquith was himself uncertain what to do
and decided to temporize, by making counter suggestions, one of

which was that the Home Rule Bill should be passed with an amend-
ment excluding the six counties.^ It was an unfortunate move, for

although Bonar Law agreed to it, Asquith soon discovered that he

had no chance of persuading Redmond to agree, and he was there-

fore obliged to withdraw the offer.^ When Bonar Law charged him
with going back on his own proposal Asquith pointed out that it was
not actually a proposal or offer, but only a tentative suggestion.

This was strictly true for Asquith had drafted his original letter to

Bonar Law with lawyerly caution, but the withdrawal naturally

created the worst possible impression upon the Unionists.

But it would be tedious to go further into the details of the dispute.

It is enough to say that Asquith decided in the end to put both the

Irish Home Rule and the Welsh Church Bill on the Statute Book and
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to pass at the same time a one-clause Act postponing their operation

until the end of the war. It now seems a fair enough solution. After

all it did not really matter whether the Bills were enacted or not. In

the conditions which were likely to prevail after the war, it was almost

certain that the Irish Bill at any rate would have to be greatly modi-

fied. It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the Unionist leaders -

Bonar Law not least among them - had lost all sense of proportion

over this question.

As soon as Bonar Law heard Asquith’s decision he wrote to him
the following bleak letter.^

II September 1914.

'‘Dear Mr. Asquith,

“I am in receipt of your letter of today and I learn with the deepest

regret that you have determined at such a time as the present to revive

party controversy.

“The decision which you announce is also, in the opimon of all the

colleagues whom I have been able to consult, and of myself, a distinct

breach of the definite pledge given by you in the House of Commons and
repeated to me by yourself in conversation.

“Yours very truly,

A. Bonar Law.”

Bonar Law decided that something must be done to mark the

indignation of the Unionists when Asquith introduced the postponing

Bill in the House of Commons on September 1 5th. On the other hand
he wanted to avoid prolonged debate. He decided, therefore, that

only one speech should be made and that he should make it. It was

possibly the most bitter of all Bonar Law’s speeches. Much to

Asquith’s annoyance he read out parts of the letter in which Asquith

had made alternative suggestions for dealing with the Home Rule

Bill, and he compared the Prime Minister’s conduct to the bad faith

shown by the Germans in invading Belgium. At the end of his speech

he announced that the Unionists would walk out of the House and

take no further part in the debate. Asquith wrote of the scene

“it was not really a very impressive spectacle, a lot of prosaic and for the

most part middle-aged gentlemen, trying to look like early French revo-

lutionists in the tennis court. Still it was unique in my or anybody else’s

experience”.

Bonar Law’s speech was greatly admired by his own party, and he

was expressing, however violently, sentiments which were wide-

spread.^ The Liberals naturally took a differentview. Asquith declared

^ See, for example, the extremely acrimonious correspondence between Austen Cham-
berlain and Churchill - Petrie, Austen Chamberlain, II, pp. 6-13.
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that he had never known Bonar Law ‘‘sink so low”. McKenna
and Illingworth, the Liberal whip, had to leave the House for fear

that an uncontrollable gust of fury would oblige them to hurl

missiles at the Conservative leader’s head.*^

Thus ended for the time being the Irish controversy. That it

should have occupied so much time and raised so much dust and heat

at a moment when the whole issue of the European war was in doubt,

may well seem extraordinary today. But it is not easy for men who
have been engaged for three years in bitter strife on a question which
they regarded as vital for the existence of the nation to abandon it or

forget it even in the face of the gravest danger from outside. The
passions raised by Asquith’s action took some time to cool. Writing a

month later to Lady Lugard, who had suggested that he should

appear on the same platform as Asquith, Bonar Law replied that he

would not refuse, but he added

“After what happened at the end of the session I should pi'efer not to

speak on the same platform with a member of the government and I have
no doubt that their feeling is the same as regards myself”

One thing was abundantly clear: the chances of a coalition, bad
already, became much worse now. It required a whole series of

drastic changes before Bonar Law and his colleagues were ready to

sit side by side with their political enemies in the same Cabinet.
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T
he next eight months were to be a frustrating and vexatious

period in Bonar Law’s career. He had pledged himself and his

Party to abstain from factious criticism, and to support the

Government in order that a clear impression ofnational unity should

be conveyed both to allies and enemies. He was loyally determined

to fulfil this pledge. But at the same time he was determined not to

enter into any form of coalition - at least for the time being. Even
ifhe had favoured coalition he would not have received any welcome
from the Liberals who - with the exception of Churchill ~ were deter-

minecHo keep the Conservatives out for as long as possible.

The resulting situation soon proved embarrassing for Bonar Law.
The militajry setbacks, inevitably suffered by a nation so ill-prepared

for war as Britain in 1914, became at an early stage the subject of

anxiety and criticism. The Unionists had no access to the confidential

information which might have relieved their doubts or justified the

apparent errors of the Government. They merely saw a series of

reverses, for which there was no obvious explanation except the in-

competence of an Administration which they had always mistrusted.

Bonar Law and his colleagues were in the awkward position ofbeing

unable to remedy the shortcomings of the Government either by

co-operation or by censure. Bonar Law himself sympathized with

many of the criticisms levelled by his more vociferous supporters

231
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against the Liberal Cabinet. As time went on, it became more and

more difficult for him to damp down the smouldering embers of a

revolt ever prone to flare into flame.

In theory, criticism should have been concentrated upon the

Cabinet as a whole. In practice it was concentrated upon the trium-

virate which actually controlled war policy - Asquith, Kitchener

and Churchill; and of these three it was the last-named who
soon became the target for the sharpest arrows of the Opposition.

Kitchener escaped such attacks at first, largely because his was a

non-party appointment, and he was believed to be more sympathetic

to the Unionists than to the Liberals. Moreover the progress of the

war on land seemed reasonably satisfactory; at any rate the defeats

which did occur could not be attributed solely to British incom-

petence. The case of the Navy was very different. Since it was a crisis

in the Admiralty, which ultimately brought the Government down
and created the First Coalition, the reasons for the Opposition’s

hostility to Churchill are worth discussing.

In the first place the Navy suffered a series of disasters which came
as an unpleasant shock to a nation accustomed to unchallenged

supremacy upon the seas: there was the loss of the cruisers Hogue

^

Cressy and Aboukir\ there had been the failure to prevent the German
cruiser Goeben from reaching Constantinople, a failure which cost us

Turkey’s hostile entry into the war; then occurred the sinking of one
of our newest battleships, the Audacious^ and finally, though soon

reversed, the disaster of Coronel. The public forgot the valuable

negative work of the Navy, the potential dangers which had been

averted, and saw only these sensational misfortunes. It is not sur-

prising that the Prime Minister himself on one occasion told Lloyd

George at lunch that he thought one of the paradoxes of the war
was that the Germans ‘‘are so much better than we are on the

sea”.^

These naval disasters might have been forgiven but for the per-

sonality ofthe man ultimately responsible for the Navy to Parliament.

It is not easy for those who have lived through the era of Churchill’s

ascendancy, through a period when criticism of him seemed barely

short of treason, to comprehend the intense and bitter animosity

which he inspired forty years ago. Yet the merest glance at the private

papers or public utterances of that time shows that Churchill was an
object of deep distaste to almost every Unionist - except Balfour -

and, for different reasons, to very many Liberals too. What is the

explanation of this hostility?



[1914] BONAR LAW AND CHURCHILL Q33

It was not merely that he had crossed the floor of the House; not

merely that he had become the most witty and merciless assailant

of his old Party; not merely that he had played - or was believed to

have played - so sinister a part in the Irish crisis. It was rather the

feeling, however unjustified and unfair, that behind brilliant oratory,

great talents, and prodigious energy, there lay a ruthless love of

power, a passionate determination to reach the summit of English

politics, no matter what changes in allegiance and loyalty this am-
bition might cost. No doubt such feelings were unwarrantable, but

the history of the times cannot be understood unless their existence

is recognized. Churchill, like Shelburne, like Disraeli, was at this

period a person who inspired, for all his great virtues, a profound

sense of mistrust^ and there is perhaps no handicap more fatal to an

English politician.

This mistrust was felt by no one more deeply than by Bonar Law.
He recognized Churchill’s great ability, but he regarded him at the

same time with ineradicable doubt and suspicion. To Bonar Law
Churchill seemed erratic, unbalanced, and overbearing. Nor were

his doubts assuaged by any of that susceptibility to Churchill’s per-

sonal magnetism, which influenced many of those who were other-

wise hostile to his ideas and plans. On the contrary Bonar Law
regarded him with a cool indifference amounting on occasions to a

positive dislike. Moreover by a singular fatality the two men found

themselves at variance on almost every great political issue which

emerged both during and after the war. Again and again Bonar Law
was destined to frustrate Churchill’s dearest ambitions. His exclusion

from the Admiralty in 1915, the abandonment of Gallipoli, his

exclusion from Lloyd George’s Government in 1916, the overthrow

of the Coalition in 1922, were all due in no small degree to Bonar

Law’s attitude. Had Bonar Law lived it is unlikely that Churchill

would either have wished, or been able, to return to the Conservative

fold and carve out a new and brilliant career in the Party which he

had left twenty years before.

There are many examples of the diflference m outlook which

existed between the two men on almost every subject. Their cor-

respondence is cool, formal, and sometimes tinged with acerbity.

Churchill writes on one occasion to Bonar Law:^ “You dance like a

will-o’-the-wisp so nimbly from one unstable foothold to another that

my plodding paces can scarcely follow you.” Nor did Bonar Law
spare Churchill. For example, in the autumn of 1916, during a

debate he said:
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'‘Mr. Churchill has given the House two valuable lessons which came
with great effect from him. One is that we should all conduct ourselves

with b^ecoming modesty,” (Laughter) “That is good advice from whatever
quarter it comes. The other is that the Government are committing an
unpardonable offence in putting on Government Whips for a Government
Bill. That is from the same right hon. gentleman who told us yesterday

the Government should lead the House.” (Laughter)

This sally annoyed Churchill who wrote to Lord Beaverbrook:^

“It is a pity Bonar should ht pei social in rejoinders to me. I do not make
personal attacks on him or try to decry his personal behaviour or qualities

Surely the wide field of political argument should afford sufficient scope

at the present time when everything is so uncertain.”

Why did Bonar Law hold so adverse an opinion of someone

destined to become perhaps the greatest war leader in all our long

history? There is no easy answer. Obviously Churchill, with his

colour, rhetoric, and flamboyance, would have had little in common
with Bonar Law. It might therefore be tempting to explain their

incompatibility as the incompatibility which one would expect be-

tween someone like Churchill and a sedate, prudent, and rather

unsociable teetotaller. But this clearly will not do. Bonar Law was

an intimate friend ofF. E. Smith, and an even closer friend ofBeaver-

brook, and no one could ever have described them as either sedate,

unsociable or hostile to alcohol. Indeed Bonar Law appears to have

got on admirably with people of an entirely opposite temperament
to his own. His close and long alliance with Lloyd George is a good
example. Far from being repelled by persons of brilliance and wit

he seems to have been attracted by them.

Whatever the reason, the fact is undoubted. Bonar Law’s opinion

of Churchill is tersely expressed in a letter to a correspondent who
criticized the conduct of the Admiralty*^

“I agree with the estimate you have formed of Churchill. I think he has
very unusual intellectual ability but at the same time he seems to have an
entirely unbalanced mind which is a real danger at a time like this.”

Later events did not soften Bonar Law’s judgment. In December
1916 Lloyd George, when forming his Government, endeavoured

vainly to persuade Bonar Law to consent to Churchill’s inclusion.

Bonar Law refused. Lloyd George argued that although Churchill

might be troublesome in the Government he might be even more
troublesome outside. He compared the problem to that of briefing

a brilliant but unreliable barrister. The question to be decided was
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this: “Is he more dangerous when he is for you than when he is

against you?” Bonar Law replied:® “I would rather have him against

us every time.” And he never deviated from this opinion.

Early in October 1914 there occurred the celebrated Antwerp

episode ~ an exploit which did nothing to improve Churchill’s status

in Unionist eyes. Churchill and Kitchener sent an expeditionary

force to help the Belgians in their resistance at Antwerp, and

Churchill went there himself in order to stiffen the failing morale of

the Belgian High Command. Having arrived he telegraphed to

Asquith offering to resign from the Admiralty and take personal

command over the forces at Antwerp. Asquith promptly declined

the offer. But he was obliged to read out ChurchilPs telegram in the

Cabinet - suppressing incidentally the fact that Churchill had nomi-

nated Runciman to be his successor as First Lord.^ The offer was

received with roars of laughter. But laughter turned to something

more serious when eventually the whole resistance at Antwerp

collapsed with the total loss of one of the Naval Brigades which had

formed part of the British force, and which was obKged to retire into

internment across the Dutch frontier. This reverse was very unfairly

attributed to Churchill; although in fact it was equally as much the

responsibility of Asquith and Kitchener.

Bonar Law strongly disapproved.

‘Tt seems to me’’, he wrote on October 14th,& “an utterly stupid busi-

ness, and what makes it worse is that, I am told, the Belgians had decided

not to defend Antwerp, and Churchill persuaded them to do so by the

promise of sufficient assistance from this country.”

Feeling perhaps that his position was somewhat shaken, Churchill

now proceeded to make an appointment which, though designed to

strengthen him, was destined ultimately to be fatal to himself and

to the Liberal Cabinet. An ignorant wave of Germanophobia had

enforced the resignation of the First Sea Lord, Prince Louis ofBatten-

berg.^ On October 30th Churchill appointed in his place the aged

and formidable Lord Fisher.

Fisher was one of the most extraordinary and eccentric figures of

modern times. A glance at his character should effectively dispose

of the notion that Service Chiefs are necessarily conventional, hide-

bound, or slaves to rigid tradition. He had been First Sea Lord from

1904 to 1910. During that period he had carried through immense

and long-needed reforms in the entire organization and equipment

of the Navy, but, in doing so, he had provoked the most furious

^ Father of Eail Mountbatten.
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dissension and the most bitter animosity. Fisher’s language and
demeanour were indeed calculated to produce storms wherever he

went. '‘Favouritism”, he once wrote, "is the secret of efficiency.” He
openly declared his intention of ruining the professional careers of

those who resisted him, whatever their rank. "Their wives should be

widows, their children fatherless, their homes a dunghill,” he would
declare again and again. The result of these methods had been a

violent schism in the Navy. Fisher’s chief enemy was Lord Charles

Beresford, Commander-in-Chief of the Channel Fleet. Eventually

Fisher went too far, and in 1910 he left the Admiralty, and retired

with a peerage into private life. Not long after Beresford retired also.

He at once entered the House of Commons where he conducted a

ceaseless vendetta against Fisher’s reforms and against Churchill,

who, as First Lord of the Admiralty from 19 1 1 onwards, continually

consulted Fisher about Naval policy.

Churchill’s decision to recall Fisher to the Admiralty at the age

of seventy-four did not go unchallenged. Lord Stamfordham pro-

tested to Asquith on behalf of the King who had grave misgivings

about Fisher. But Asquith was firm and, whatever his doubts about

Antwerp, now proceeded to declare his complete confidence in the

First Lord of the Admiralty, pointing out that the First Sea Lord

must be someone who possessed Churchill’s confidence. The King

gave way, but put his views in writing in a formal letter of dis-

approbation.^ Politically the appointment seemed a wise move. The
majority of Unionists were in favour of Fisher, and regarded his

presence at the Admiralty as a guarantee against the whims of the

First Lord.

Bonar Law had been for some time on friendly terms with Fisher.

He had a standing invitation to lunch at the Admiralty with the First

Sea Lord. On one occasion there is a note from Fisher:^ "jVb one else

coming. So that I may be free to explain all things to you after lunch

by ourselves.” It is not clear from Bonar Law’s papers quite how
much Fisher was in the habit ofdisclosing, but, in view ofthe explosive

nature of the First Sea Lord’s character, it is unlikely that he erred

on the side of undue discretion. On January 31st, 1915, hewrote:^

'Trivate-and personal

"'Dear Mr. Bonar Law,
'T am making enquiries as to what has been told you but this being

Winston Churchill’s own special department I have so far kept entirely

clear of it.^

^ To judge from later correspondence between Churchill and Bonar Law, this probably
refers to the allegations of Admiralty mismanagement of chartered shipping.
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take this opportunity of enclosing for your private eye a paper I

submitted to the Prime Minister but as he has decided not to circulate it

to the War Council I must ask you not to quote it in any way. Why he has

suppressed it is beyond my comprehension. Anyhow he is Prime .Minister

and there’s the end of it. . . .

“Y'ours very truly,

F.

‘‘^Secret. I sent a paper last February to the Prime Minister warning him
that German submarines would sink our merchant ships off Liverpool and
I was flouted. That paper also suppressed. This is very seaetT

The paper which Fisher enclosed is too long to be quoted here in

full,^ but its purport is significant. It was a strong plea against naval

bombardment of fortified coastal defences, an argument against two
of ChurchilFs pet plans, the bombardment of Zeebrugge and the

operation against the Dardanelles. Fisher was disclosing to Bonar
Law the existence of an important divergence of opinion within

the inner councils of the Government. The whole question of the

Dardanelles expedition has been thrashed out at immense length

elsewhere. We are only concerned here with the attitude of Bonar

Law. His opinions on the Dardanelles expedition had not yet crystal-

lized - they were later to be extremely hostile ~ but even from the

beginning he viewed the plan with some misgiving. Fisher’s lettei'

naturally tended to confirm these doubts. Bonar Law now realized

that, behind the apparent unanimity of the Admiralty, there lay a

deep but hidden conflict. The Unionists were relying upon Fisher to

keep the vagaries of the First Lord in check. It now became clear

that Churchill and his principal adviser viewed matters with ever-

increasing disharmony. When the final breach came, with Fisher's

sensational resignation in May 1915 on this very issue, Bonar Law and
his supporters were determined to see that Churchill did not prevail.

Almost at the same time as he received this disquieting information

from the i^dmiralty, Bonar Law came under heavy pressure from his

leading colleagues to make a drastic change in his relations with the

Government. The Unionists had for some time regarded the party

truce with dissatisfaction. It seemed to them that all the advantages

lay with the Government. Already the Home Rule and Welsh
Church Bills were on the statute book. The Liberals appeared to be

still pursuing many of their most partisan measures under the cloak

of national necessity. To understand the Unionist attitude we must

^ It is published in full by Churchill together with his own counter memorandum in

The World Crisis, igii-iS, p. 581 et seq. Churchill presumably did not know of Fisher’s

communication with Bonar Law,
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imagine what would have happened during the recent war if a

Labour Government had been in power and had introduced the

numerous controls and the heavy taxation which even a Conservative

administration soon felt obliged^ however reluctantly^ to enact. There

would undoubtedly at first have been indignant protests from the

Conservatives if they had been in opposition.

Early in January Unionist discontent came to a head. The imme-
diate cause was a debate in the House of Lords in which some criti-

cism was made of the Government by Curzon. Replying for the

Liberals Lord Crewe declared that the Unionists had a joint respon-

sibility with the Government for war policy. Bonar Law at once

wrote to the papers on behalf of himself and Lansdowne disclaiming

any such responsibility. But tliis declaration was not enough for some
of his colleagues. Walter Long, who now led the Die-hard section of

the Party, sent a seven-page memorandum urging a far more decisive

repudiation of the Government.^ Curzon also indited a characteristic

letter in portentous tones

‘'If we ask perfectly legitimate questions in the House of Lords we arc

treated as though we were naughty children, to be snubbed even by Lord
Lucas. The Secretary of State for War [Kitchener] reads us exiguous

Memoranda of platitudes known to everybody, is acclaimed by the

Liberal Press as having delivered an almost inspired oration and scored

off his impertinent antagonists. He inteipolates a curt affirmative or

negative to the solitary speech to which he deigns to listen, and he then
marches out and leaves the rest of the debate to colleagues who either

affect to know nothing or screen their silence behind his authority.”

Curzon continued in similar vein at great length and concluded

by demanding either more vigorous debate and criticism, or alterna-

tively a closer sharing of the Government's confidence. Both Curzon
and Long, however, firmly repudiated any idea of coalition.

Bonar Law, replying to Curzon, made it clear that jio middle

course existed between their present conduct and a genuine coalition.

He wrote on January 29th

“I know how unsatisfactory the piesent position is for it means that we
are conducting the most difficult war in which we have been engaged, in

regard to which the nation is united, but half the nation distrusts the men
who are carrying it on. That is a very difficult position and may be found
impossible but in my judgment, much as I dislike the present position,

there are only two real alternatives open to ils. One is to go on as we are

doing without responsibility and with only a very limited amount of
criticism, such as was made at the meeting of your House; or to face a
coalition. The latter proposal I should certainly be against; and on the
whole therefore I am reluctantly driven to the conclusion that the only
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proper course for us in the meantime is to continue on the lines on which
we have acted since the war began.’’

But events were soon destined to force Bonar Law into a different

attitude towards coalition. The first event which brought about a

certain rapprochement between the Parties was a curious by-product

of Lloyd George’s effervescent mind. This was nothing less than a

proposal that the State should buy up the entire liquor trade. Lloyd

George had become convinced that the production of munitions was

being slowed down because of the British working man’s excessive

addiction to alcohol, and he came to the conclusion that the only

way to reduce this evil was to nationalize the brewing and distilling

industries, so that the Government could impose whatever restrictions

it saw fit. Such a drastic proposal could scarcely be contemplated

unless the Opposition were prepared to give it their support. Lloyd

George therefore opened up negotiations with the Unionists.

The Unionist leaders were not so hostile to the plan as might at

first have been expected. They had grave doubts about its practica-

bility but they did not reject it out of hand.

Writing on April 17th, 1915, to J. P. Croal, editor of the Scotsman^

Bonar Law said:®

‘Tf it were possible, but as a matter of fact I hardly think it is, that such

a scheme should be carried out, it would ultimately have, I think, great

advantages. It would free us as a party from the incubus of being tied to

the Trade, which has done us far more harm than good, and the thing

itself, I really believe, would be a great reform.”

The sentiments are typical of Bonar Law’s empirical and non-

doctrinaire attitude to social problems. It might have been thought

that the leader of the Party, behind which ever since 1874 the great

brewing interests had been ranged, would have repudiated with

horror a scheme which could scarcely fail to alienate this support,

and which^oreover embodied state socialism of the kind that would

be anathema to believers in private enterprise. But Bonar Law was

always willing to consider a new proposal upon its merits, and so far

persuaded his colleagues that he was able to write to Lloyd George

on April 7th, 1915:^

“Dear Mr. Lloyd George,

“If the information in possession of the Government causes them to

decide that it is necessary for the successful prosecution of the war that

the State should take over the production and distribution of alcohol with

adequate compensation to the existing interests we shall not as a party

oppose the proposal. “Yours very truly,

A. Bonar Law.”
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It is true that many ofBonar Law’s colleagues were lukewarm upon
the matter, Lansdowne, Chamberlain and Long all regarding it with

considerable doubt. Moreover the Liberals themselves were divided

:

Asquith was sceptical; Edwin Montagu expressed strong opposition.

The House of Commons resolutely refused to pass any self-denying

ordinance about alcohol for M.P.s. From the opposite extreme there

was violent hostility on the part of the fanatical teetotallers who
objected to any compensation being paid to the liquor interest. The
brewers and distillers naturally opposed the whole idea ofnationaliza-

tion. Finally, what was always a somewhat chimerical scheme came
to disaster through the premature publicity that it received in the

Daily Express^ which asked in large headlines whether England was

to be drowned in beer or methylated spirits. Lloyd George aban-

doned it almost as quickly as he had taken it up, and nothing further

was done towards nationalizing the liquor interests.

In the end the only person to take abstinence seriously was the

King. ‘‘The King’s pledge”, a resolution that no alcohol should be

consumed at the Royal Table, persisted until the end of the war, to

the discomfort of those who were either Flis Majesty's hosts or guests.

But the example was not generally followed, least of all by the leading

figures in the political and military world.

The only other attempt at bringing the Parties together during this

period was in March 1915 over the question of Constantinople. The
early stages ofthe Dardanelles expedition had been highly promising.

Constantinople seemed to be within our grasp. What was its future

to be? The Government, anxious to encourage the Russians, wished

to announce publicly that in the event of a victorious peace Russia

would be allowed to annex the city. So important a decision could

not properly be made without consulting the Opposition. Accord-

ingly Churchill, seeing in such consultation a chance of bringing

about the coalition for which he had long hankered, urged Asquith

to invite Lansdowne and Bonar Law to attend a War Council meet-

ing upon this subject. The Conservative leaders accepted, but the

meeting was not successful. Bonar Law behaved with extreme cau-

tion, for, although he was unaware of Churchill’s plan, he suspected

that there might be an ulterior motive behind the invitation and he

was still extremely unwilling to join a coalition. Asquith was equally

unforthcoming. He did not yet consider that he needed Conservative

participation in the Government. The result was a frosty meeting and,

although agreement was reached on the question of Constantinople,

Churchill’s hopes for anything in the nature of a coalition were
frustrated.
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Nevertheless two months after the events just described Bonar Law
was a member of a coalition government and, what is more, a coali-

tion government formed largely at his own insistence. What produced
so remarkable a change in so short a time?

It has been usual to couple together two principal causes: (i) the

shell controversy, (2) the resignation of Admiral Fisher. But there

can be little doubt that the shell controversy was never comparable

m importance with the crisis in the Admiralty. No doubt it had some
effect in weakening the Government’s prestige, and perhaps, ifFisher

had not resigned when he did, the trouble over munitions might

eventually have brought down the Government in any case. Such a

supposition must remain a matter of conjecture, for the resignation

of Fisher was undoubtedly the immediate reason for the recon-

struction of the Government. By the time that the shell shortage first

became a matter of public outcry, the Liberal Cabinet was already

dead.

We have already seen how Bonar Law was aware of the widening

gulf between the First Sea Lord and the First Lord of the Admiralty;

and aware too that one of the principal bones of contention was the

Dardanelles expedition. Bonar Law’s own doubts about its wisdom
had increased. Writing on April gth, 1915, to Sir Henry Wilson, he

said:*^

“As regards the Dardanelles I have not received any information beyond
reports which are more or less gossip; but as far as I can gather, your views

as to the seriousness of the operations are being amplyjustified. As I wrote
you before, I was satisfied that the Government had jumped into all this

without at all counting the cost.”

But Bonar Law’s doubts were as nothing compared with the in-

creasinglybbitter feelings of Fisher upon this subject. He favoured as

an alternative a plan of his own which involved the British Navy
breaking into the Baltic and landing troops somewhere on the Ger-

man coast with the object of capturing Berlin. This plan naturally

competed with the Dardanelles expedition, and much of Fisher’s

hostility can be explained by that fact rather than objections to the

Dardanelles expedition in itself. Fisher was not the man to keep all

those notions to himself. Before long it became widely known in

Opposition circles that he was at variance with his Chief. This know-

ledge merely confirmed the Conservative mistrust for Churchill. It

became more and more certain that, in the event of an open breach,



PATRIOTIC OPPOSITION242 [1915]

the Opposition would espouse the cause of the Admiral, and that it

would be extremely difficult for Bonar Law, even if he so wished, to

hold his followers in check.

In addition to his hostility to the Dardanelles expedition Fisher

had another grievance. Kitchener, the leading soldier of the land,

was a Minister with a seat in the Cabinet and a vote on the War
Council, supreme in his own sphere and subject to no civilian except

the Prime Minister himself. Why should he, Fisher, England’s lead-

ing sailor, be confined to the role of a mere adviser to a civilian First

Lord? Fisher failed to appreciate that Kitchener occupied a unique

place in public esteem, a place far superior to his own - high though

that might be; and his grievance continued, adding further fuel to

an already combustible situation.

Churchill has given us in his Memoirs his own detailed account of

his relations with the First Sea Lord. It is clear that he did not realize

until too late how strongly Fisher felt, clear also that his failure to

do so was at least in part Fisher’s fault. The old Admiral was like

some quiescent volcano. There would be occasional rumblings, and,

every now and then, a sinister puff of sulphurous smoke, but the

inhabitants dwelling upon its slopes have long been accustomed to

these familiar phenomena, and little dream of the fearful eruption

which is imminent.

By the beginning of May it had become clear that the landings at

Gallipoli had failed in the sense that no quick military victory was
likely. A struggle of attrition similar to the war in France seemed

almost inevitable. All the opponents of the Dardanelles expedition

found their worst misgivings confirmed. On Saturday, May 15th, the

volcano erupted. Lord Fisher resigned.^ In a curt note to Churchill

he stated that he did not believe in explanations - ‘"Jowett said -

‘never explain’ ... I am off to Scotland at once to avoid all ques-

tionings.”^

The First Sea Lord, eccentric though he could often be, had sur-

passed himself both in his method of resigning and in his method of

communicating that fact to others. When Churchill informed Asquith

of the letter he had received, the Prime Minister at once sent a

peremptory note to Fisher commanding him in the King’s name to

^ The specific reasons need not detain us. They are given in Mr. Churchill’s account,
World Crisis, 1915, Ch. XVIII.

® It is frequently stated in accounts of this episode that Fisher forthwith left for Scotland.
Whatever he may have threatened he did not in fact do so at once. There are several

letters from him to Bonar Law in the next week with the Admiralty address. He was
still in London on May 22nd when J. A. Spender interviewed him. See below, p 255.
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return. After some hours Fisher reappeared, but remained obdurate

to all attempts to persuade him to withdraw his resignation. Lloyd

George, Asquith, and finally McKenna tried their blandishments in

vain. The First Sea Lord refused to come back to office, and remained

locked in his room in the Admiralty with the blinds drawn.

Bonar Law first learned of Fisher’s resignation from a curious com-
munication. It was a letter addressed to him in Fisher’s unmistakable

handwriting, containing nothing except a brief cutting from the Pall

Mall Gazette^ which stated that Fisher had had an audience with the

King lasting half an hour.^ After puzzling over this cryptic missive

Bonar Law decided that Fisher must be intending to convey the fact

of his resignation, and early on Monday, May 1 7th, he called upon
Lloyd George at the Treasury. He was on more friendly personal

terms with Lloyd George than he ever was with Asquith, which may
explain why he chose to interrogate the former rather than the latter.

He asked Lloyd George point-blank whether Fisher had resigned.

Lloyd George answered that he had. Bonar Law replied, ‘‘Then the

situation is impossible.” If Fisher resigned and Churchill remained,

he, Bonar Law, could not, and indeed would not wish to, restrain

the Conservatives from demanding a public debate upon the issues

that had provoked the crisis. If Churchill remained as First Lord,

the Opposition would deliver an attack upon the Government what-

ever the consequences might be.®

Lloyd George was never an enemy of coalition, and he was most

unwilling to have an open rupture with the Opposition. “Of course

we must have a coalition”, he replied, “for the alternative is impos-

sible.” He promptly took Bonar Law across to number 10 Downing
Street to see the Prime Minister. A very brief discussion convinced

Asquith that a complete reconstruction of his Cabinet was now
inevitable, and he promptly agreed to the proposal. Bonar Law had
already consulted Lansdowne. He now asked for time to collect as

many members of the Shadow Cabinet as were available in order to

inform them of Fisher’s resignation and the gist of his discussions with

Asquith and Lloyd George.

Any doubts that Bonar Law may have felt about the fact of

Fisher’s resignation or its reasons were dispelled by a remarkable

letter which he received on this same day/ A facsimile ofthe first page

is given on p. 244 in order to show the extraordinary style in which

Fisher was wont to write. The letter continues in similar vein for

another four pages including such expressions as these:

“Don’t be cajoled privately by the P.M. to keep silence. The danger is
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imminent and vital. ... Be careful of W.G. [Winston Churchill] "with

F. E. Smith and others. Be prepared for the suppressio veri and suggestio

falsi . . . W.C. is leading them all straight to ruin. A very great national

disaster is very near us in the Dardenelles! . . . W.G. is a bigger danger than the
Germans by a long way in what is just now imminent in the Dardenelles.
Concentrate on the Dccrdenelles!^^

Finally there was a postscript headed 'Tlease burn and don’t men-
tion.”^ It read as follows:

-“Very Secret and Private

“This evening Winston sent Lambert the Civil Lord ofthe Admiralty to

offer me a seat in the Cabinet if I would return as his First Sea Lord with
him (Winston) as First Lord! I rejected the ^o pieces of silver to betray
my country.”

This letter^ for all its eccentricities, was bound to confirm Bonar
Law in the view that Churchill must leave the Admiralty. It was
clear that matters had reached a crisis which could not be resolved

by the resignation of Fisher and the substitution of a First Sea Lord
who would be a mere tool of Churchill. It must be remembered that

Bonar Law, however much he might deplore Fisher’s extraordinary

mode of resignation, sympathized with him on the actual issue of the

Dardanelles, and his views would have been further reinforced had
he known of a resolution communicated to Asquith and Churchill

the previous' day (Sunday, May i6th) by the other Sea Lords.'^ They
did not go so far as to resign, but they associated themselves both

with Fisher’s objection to the Dardanelles expedition and with his

allegation that Mr. Churchill interfered too much in matters which
should have been the province of the First Sea Lord.

Churchill meanwhile had seen Asquith at the latter’s country

house on Sunday, May i6th, and had proffered his resignation.^

Asquith refused to accept it, and, when Churchill stated that he was
able to reconstruct the Board of Admiralty and had persuaded Sir

Arthur Wilson to take the post of First Sea Lord, Asquith was content

to leave the situation as it was. But all this occurred before Bonar

Law’s demarche on the Monday morning (May 17th).®

Asquith now saw that the situation had been transformed, and
that there was little chance of saving his First Lord of the Admiralty

^ The frequency with which the recipients ignore such instructions is of great assistance

to historians.
2 It is interesting to note, and typical ofAsquith, that even in a crisis of this sort he had

not forgone his weekend at Sutton Courtenay, in Berkshire.
® Asquith maintained afterwards, Memories and Reflections, Vol. II, p. 97, that his

decision to form a coalition was arrived at entirely independently of Bonar Law’s repre-

sentations. In view of Asquith’s discussion with Churchill on Sunday, it requires much
credulity to accept this statement.
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from the wrath of the Unionists. Meanwhile the unfortunate

Churchill, having, as he says/ ‘‘no knowledge whatever of the violent

political convulsions which were proceeding around me and beneath

me”, went to the House of Commons on the Monday afternoon

ready to vindicate his policy and his new Board in public debate.

He received a disagreeable shock when he learned from Lloyd George

and Asquith that a Coalition Government was to be formed, that he

was to leave the Admiralty, that no debate would take place in

Parliament.

Churchill has recorded his view that the Prime Minister should

not have surrendered to the Opposition’s demands, but should have
laid the whole question of the Government’s war policy on land and
sea before a secret session of the House of Commons, He maintains

that Asquith would have been supported by large majorities, and
“could then with dignity and with real authority have invited the

Opposition to come not to his rescue but his aid”.""

Such a weighty opinion cannot be disregarded. It may well be

conceded that Asquith would have done better to have allowed a

debate in the House of Commons. But it is doubtful whether even

this course would have saved Churchill personally. It is certain that

Bonar Law and the Unionists would have made his exclusion a con-

dition of their entry into the Government, and it is certain too that

Asquith could not have kept them out much longer in any case.

Moreover, Churchill never realized the extent to which his prestige

had been diminishing over the past eight months in the eyes of the

most important personage of all - Asquith himself.^

It is time to revert to Bonar Law. After his discussion with Lloyd

George and Asquith on Monday morning he went to Lansdowne
House to consult with Lansdowne and Chamberlain. They agreed

not to make a formal offer of a coalition but to despatch the following

letter to Asquith.^

Lansdowne House,
17th May 1915.

“Dear Mr. Asquith,

“Lord Lansdowne and I have learned with dismay that Lord Fisher has
resigned and we have come to the conclusion that we cannot allow the

House to adjourn until this fact has been made known and discussed.

“We think the time has come when we ought to have a clear statement
from you as to the policy which the Government intends to pursue. In
our opinion things cannot go on as they are, and some change in the con-

^ A number of private letters wntten by Asquith at this time make it clear that he had
come to regard Churchill as a liability. For reasons of copyright it has not been possible
to quote from these verbatim.
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stitution of the Government seems to us inevitable if it is to retain a sufE-

cient measure of public confidence to conduct the war to a successful

conclusion.

“The situation in Italy makes it particularly undesirable to have any-

thing in the nature of a controversial discussion in the House of Commons
at present, and ifyou are prepared to take the necessary steps to secure the

object which I have indicated, and, if Lord Fisher’s resignation is in the

meantime postponed, we shall be ready to keep silence now. Otherwise I

must today ask you whether Lord Fisher has resigned and press for a day
to discuss the situation arising out of his resignation.

“Yours very truly,

A Bonar Law.”

Mr. J. A. Spender describes this letter as “a pistol at Asquith’s

head”.^ This seems a somewhat highly coloured statement. In fact

Bonar Law had agreed with Asquith and Lloyd George to write such

a letter in order that Asquith could show it to his colleagues and

make the situation clear to them.^ The letter certainly did not come

in any way as a surprise to the Prime Minister who had already in

conversation with Bonar Law agreed to reconstruct the Govern-

ment. The following day Asquith replied informing Bonar Law that

he had received the resignation of the whole Cabinet and offering

to form a Coalition Administration in which the Unionists would be

fully represented. Bonar Law and Lansdowne promptly accepted the

offer.

Thus the long reign of the Liberal Party came to an end. The last

purely Liberal Cabinet to govern Britain had fallen. The first of the

war-time coalitions had begun.



CHAPTER XVI

THE FORMATION OF THE FIRST
COALITION
MAY -JUNE 1915

The division of places - Asquith^s leluctance in joining with Unionists - Bonai

Law^s claims to the Exchequer or Munitions - Austen Chamberlain^s sound advice -

Asquith resolves to make Bonar Law Colonial Secretary - His motives - Divide and

Ride - His exaltation of Curzon - Unionist hostility to Haldane and Churchill -

Latter appeals in vain to Bonar Law - Selfsacrifice of' leading Conservatives ~

Thirstfor places among minor office seekers - Complications over Irish Law Offices

- Problem of Lord Fisher - Aitken refuses a baronetcy - The new Government -

Bonar Law^s part in negotiations discussed - The Jacks Case - Trading with the

Enemy - Bonar Law^s distress at the verdict ~ His own innocence

I

ON May 19th Bonar Law and Asquith announced in the House
ofCommons that a Coalition Government would be formed.

The next week was occupied in the delicate, invidious, and

sometimes unpleasant task of distributing offices. Bonar Law claimed

on behalf of his Party an equal share in the important posts and in

all government patronage. The claim was conceded in ‘"principle”

by Asquith, but it soon became clear that a wide gulf lay between

principle and practice. In fact Asquith did not intend to yield an

inch more than he had to. Such an attitude was natural, even if in

the long run it was unwise. Asquith still found it most repugnant to

join forces with those who had been belabouring him so ^gorously

over the past ten years; he still possessed a comfortable majority in

the House of Commons; the new arrangement involving, as it did,

the jettisoning of many old friends and supporters was bound to be

disagreeable to him.

The first great problem concerned Bonar Law himself. As Leader

of the Opposition he had eminent claims to one of the key positions

in the Cabinet. These, apart from the Premiership, were the War
Office, the Admiralty, the Foreign Office, the Exchequer, and the

newly created Ministry of Munitions. According to his own account

Asquith decided from the start that there should be no change in the

248
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War Office or the Foreign Office.^ But he seems to have forgotten

that at one time he seriously considered getting rid of Kitchener.

He told Churchill on Monday, May 17th, when breaking the neu.s

of Churchill’s own removal, that Kitchener would go too, and

apparently both he and Lloyd George said the same thing to Bonar

Law.'’ But in the end he seems to have decided that Kitchener's

prestige with the public, both at home and abroad, outweighed his

admitted defects as War Minister.

This decision meant that the only positions available for Bonar

Law, if he was to be given his proper status, were the Exchequer or

Munitions, for Asquith had already decided that the Admiralty

should go to Balfour who was Churchill’s nominee for the succession,

and who, through his membership of the Committee of Imperial

Defence, seemed better qualified than anyone else to take over the

vacant post. At first Asquith appears to have favoured giving Bonar

Law the Exchequer, and indeed to have said so to Bonar Law him-

self. Austen Chamberlain strongly urged Bonar Law to take it, and

in a letter of May 17th waived any supposed claim that he himseii’

might have to the post:®

“. . . I presume that tomorrow you will give no liint at our sh.idow

cabinet as to who is to be in and who out beyond saying that .Vsquith has

offered you a fair share of places and has propo.sed that yon slionld be
Chancellor of the Exchequer, Lansdowne President of the Council, anti

A.J.B. 1st Lord.

“I attach great importance to your being Ch. of the Ex. I'hat office

gives its holder great authority and power. There is none other except the
Prime Ministership which gives such influence, or such a starting jxiint

for influence in the whole field of policy. It is second in the Govt, when in

the right hands. I beg you to take it. Don’t for one moment think that it is.

as you said, ‘hard on’ me. I have no ambition for it, and I think that there
are special reasons why in a Coalition Govt. I should not take it. . . .

“If I have had an ambition it has been (ever since I was Civil Lord in

’95-1900 except for a moment, I confess, when I thought the Icaderehip
was falling to me) to be ist Lord ofthe Admiralty. That is out of my reach,
and I only mention it to show you there is nothing ‘hard on’ me in being
sent elsewhere than the Treasury. If you take office I will go anywhere
where I can be useful.”

But on reflection Asquith thought better of his original proposal.
What is more, he decided not only to keep Bonar Law out of the
Exchequer but to keep him out of Munitions too. The latter post
was to go to Lloyd George. For a moment Asquith contemplated
taMng the Exchequer himself, but to hold it along with the Premier-
ship - a task which even in peace-time had strained all Gladstone's
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great abilities to the limit -was evidently impossible in war. The
Unionists made it clear that they would never agree. The Liberal

leader therefore resolved to give the post to McKenna, who was then

Home Secretary, on the understanding that he would make way for

Lloyd George when and if the latter wished to return. Accordingly

the argument was spread abroad that it would be impossible to have

a Tariff Reformer as Chancellor of the Exchequer in a House of

Commons with a large Free Trade majority.

This argument had some faint plausibility as far as the Exchequer

was concerned, but it could not conceivably apply to the Ministry

of Munitions. There, indeed, Bonar Law’s claims were overwhelm-

ing. The job of the new Minister would be largely one of negotiating

with the world of business and securing the co-operation of the great

industrialists. Bonar Law was among the very few prominent poli-

ticians, perhaps the only one at that time, to have had a business

career before he entered politics. On grounds of personal suitability

and Party claims he should have been given the post. Both Balfour

and Kjitchener wanted him to take it, and Austen Chamberlain,

when he heard that the Exchequer was not available, held the same

view. Writing on May 20th he urged him to insist upon it.'^

‘‘i. Because it is the biggest thing you can do in this country.
“2. Because it can now be made a success. . . ,

‘'3. Because what Balfour said shows that Lloyd George is not equal to

it and this is confirmed by what we know of him as an administrator.

“4. Because you are, as I said today at Lansdowne House, the only one
of us who has been in business and had a business man’s knowdedge and
training.”

Bonar Law agreed with these arguments. He promised his col-

leagues that he would not give way. The question had already held

up the announcement of the new Government, and now after nearly

a week a decision had to be taken. Asquith was in an awkward
position. Unless Bonar Law agreed, he could not form a Coalition

Ministry at all, and the Prime Minister must have realized that,

quite apart from the personal slight to Bonar Law, the Conservative

Party might well feel indignant if out of the six most important

Cabinet posts they only received one (the Admiralty for Balfour)

.

When Bonar Law came to see Asquith, the latter referred him to

Lloyd George. Lloyd George made a vigorous appeal in the name
of patriotism, unity, and other noble abstractions, to Bonar Law to

withdraw his claim.® Always reluctant to push himself, Bonar Law
gave way. He returned to his friends with the news that he had
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accepted the post of Colonial Secretary - a position which, whatever
its peace-time status, was in time of war only in the second rank of
importance. That the exclusion of Bonar Law was a deliberate and
planned manoeuvre is shown by the following memorandum among
Asquith’s papers. It is published by Asquith’s biographers but they

have prudently omitted the words in italics.^

“On the morning of Tuesday, May 25th, I commissioned LI. George to

see B. Law and point out:

1. The resentment of our party at the exclusion of Haldane.
2. Their resentment at the inclusion of Carson.

3. The impossibility from a party point ofview of both the Admiralty
and the War Office^ being in Tory hands.

4. The impossibility of having a Tariff Reformer at the Exchequer.

^^This was intended to prevent B. Law taking the office ofeither Munitions or the

Exchequer. [Author’s italics.]

“Later in the day the Tory leader in substance accepted the position,

Ll.G. going to Munitions, McKenna to Exchequer.

H.H.A. 26th May.”

What were Asquith’s motives? He appears to have left no account

of his reasons for acting as he did. Therefore any conclusion must be

a matter of surmise. It is reasonable to suggest two principal causes.

As we have seen, Asquith neither found Bonar Law a congenial

character nor thought highly of his talents. He had far more respect

for men like Balfour, Lansdowne or Curzon. He may, therefore, have

genuinely considered that Bonar Law’s abilities did not warrant any-

thing more important than the Colonial Office.

Moreover it is easy to see that from a pohtical point of view there

was something to be said for giving the leader of the Opposition a

depressed status. On the principle of ‘‘divide and rule”, Asquith’s

own position in a Coalition Government might be strengthened ifthe

principal Conservatives had no definite leader to represent them, if

in fact the whole question of Tory leadership seemed to be thrown

open. After all there was much sore feeling when Bonar Law became

leader in 19 ii, and Asquith knew that those feelings had not been

entirely forgotten. If this was Asquith’s calculation, it was to some

extent justified. Long and Chamberlain, it is true, remained entirely

loyal to Bonar Law, but there can be no doubt that his position was

weakened in some quarters. Curzon in*particular was a prominent

exponent of the view that the Coalition had put all the Conservative

^ The War Office was actually in the hands of Kitchener who did not officially belong

to any party, but Asquith was probably thinking of the Ministry of Munitions as a part

of the War Office, and no doubt regarded Kitchener as a virtual Tory.
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Ministers on the same level, owing allegiance to the Prime Minister

but to no one else; that the position of Conservative leader had

lapsed - at least for the duration of the war. Such a theory suited

Curzon’s own secret ambition. As time went on and as Lansdowne

became less and less important in the world of poHtics, Curzon’s

stock began to rise. Asquith, whether or not his motives are correctly

estimated here, undoubtedly tended to exalt Curzon at the expense

ofBonar Law and Lansdowne, the official leaders ofthe Conservative

Party.

Bonar Law's position was far from being the only matter of con-

tention in the formation of the new Cabinet. The Unionists were

particularly anxious to exclude Haldane, the Lord Chancellor, and
McKenna, the Home Secretary, from the Government. In the case of

the former they were successful. He had once observed that Germany
was his spiritual home, referring in fact to the cloudy metaphysicians

of that country, to whose works he was addicted; but this was a fatal

admission to have made, now that public feeling condemned every-

one who had ever, in any context, spoken well of Germany. Bonar

Law made his exclusion an absolute condition. But McKenna, as we
have seen, was able to survive, and indeed to rise to the even more
elevated post of Chancellor of the Exchequer.

The other object of the Conservatives’ wrath was, of course,

Churchill. They were determined to keep him out of the Admiralty

at all costs. But he was not the man to retire at all willingly. If he

was to sink, it would be with guns blazing to the end. He felt - and
with some reason - that he was being most unjustly treated. As a last

expedient he even wrote a long letter to Bonar Law to justify his

policy and demand an enquiry.^

This was a truly desperate measure, for he had already been told

by Aitken, who acted as a link between the two men, that Bonar Law
would never agree to his retention, and Bonar Law cofifirmed it

personally soon after. Bonar Law replied to Churchill’s letter on the

same day (May 21st):®

“My dear Churchill,

“I thank you for your letter which I shall show to my friends beginning
with Austen Chamberlain but, believe me, what I said to you last night is

inevitable.

“Yours sincerely,

A. Bonar Law."

Austen Chamberlain agreed witli Bonar Law.

^ Published in full in Pohtmans and the War^ Vol I, pp. 126^.
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‘1 return Winston’s letter,” he wrote,^ "‘I wish him nothing but good

and can sympathize with his feelings; but, as you said, his proposal is

impossible.
‘‘ 1st because he has not the confidence of either the Navy or the country
‘'2nd because it demands a full enquiry by a cabinet and there is no

cabinet to enquire.”

Accordingly Churchill yielded his place to Balfour and became
Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster with the consolation of a seat

on the War Council. It was indeed a melancholy decline. He, who
had moved fleets from ocean to ocean, and surveyed with an all-

embracing eye the entire strategy of the war, found himself in an
office whose routine business consisted of such grave matters as the

appointment of a new Commission of the Peace in Bootle.

The leading members ofthe Conservative Party, despite their long

absence from office, showed a commendable spirit of self-sacrifice in

pressing their claims. We have seen how Austen Chamberlain be-

haved over the Exchequer. Indeed he went further, and, suggesting

to Bonar Law that Lord Milner should be given office, he declared

that he would himself accept a mere under-secretaryship if it made
matters easier. Walter Long was equally co-operative, ‘T leave my-
self in your and his [Lord Edmund Talbot’s] hands”, he wrote;

although he added

“I cannot pretend that I shall not feel it acutely if I am obliged to take

an office below the rank of a Secretary of State after all these years and all

that has happened. Balfour offered me the Admiralty in 1905, and you
know all about the leadership.”

Unfortunately it was not possible to accommodate him with a

Secretaryship of State, but having made his protest Long loyally

accepted the post of President of the Local Government Board. Two
other examples of self-sacrifice were Finlay, who readily abandoned

a strong claim to the position of Lord Chancellor, and Lansdowne

who offered to remain out of office altogether if his inclusion pre-

judiced the appointment of Curzon or Selborne. In the end, however,

he became a member of the Cabinet without portfolio.

But when we descend to the less important posts the position

becomes somewhat different. Here the thirst for office resembled that

of travellers who have for many days journeyed in a parching desert

and see for the first time the thin trickle of water in an oasis. Bonar

Law was bombarded with letters from his supporters pointing to their

many years of service, to the debates in which they had taken part,

the sacrifices that they had made for the Party, the Bills which they
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had supported or opposed. To the passion for office, inevitable in a

Party that had been so long in opposition, was added a burning

desire to serve their country in time of war. Further, when it is

remembered that only half the places normally available to a Party

entering into power were at the disposal of the Conservatives, there

is no need for surprise at the intense competition that followed.

Nowhere was this more evident than in the case of the Law offices.

It was generally agreed that Carson had overwhelming claims to

become Attorney-General - despite the bitter opposition ofRedmond
and the Irish Members. Moreover, Bonar Law was determined to

see that F. E. Smith received proper recognition of his great talents

- a determination shared to the full by F. E. Smith himself. Bonar

Law was successful and F. E. Smith became Solicitor-General. This

meant that the Lord Chancellor had to be a Liberal. Since SirJohn
Simon had refused it, the only other candidate was Lord Buckmaster

who thus found himself elevated, surprisingly young, to the highest

judicial post in the land.

But it was the Irish Law offices which created the greatest diffi-

culty. Asquith had agreed during certain preliminary discussions that

James Campbell (later Lord Glenavy) should be made Lord Chan-
cellor of Ireland, a position to which Campbell’s standing at the Irish

Bar undoubtedly entitled him. Bonar Law told Campbell, who was
an old friend, of this offer. All seemed well, but in the meantime
Asquith received angry protests from Redmond who objected on the

grounds that Campbell had signed the Ulster Covenant. The Prime
Minister had been compelled already once to disregard such protests

~ in the case of Carson. He did not feel that he could do so a second

time. There followed a most protracted and embittered dispute.

Asquith wrote to Bonar Law withdrawing the offer to Campbell.

“I have received your letter”, replied Bonar Law,J “with the greatest

regret and indeed dismay. It is not merely a question of disaippointing

Campbell, though that is serious to me after I told him that he would
receive the appointment; but it means that we have no voice in the Irish

Administration and therefore no knowledge of what is being done.”

But Asquith remained firm in his refusal. At one time, indeed, it

seemed as if the Cabinet might break up upon this apparently trivial

incident. Bonar Law’s own position was made no easier by the im-

portunate attitude of Campbell himself, who pressed the claims of

friendship to almost indecent lengths. He wrote to Bonar Law on an
average every other day for three weeks. He even offered to accept

a reduced salary, or none at all, for the duration of the war, provided
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he obtained the post - with its valuable right to a pension on retire-

ment of ;^4,ooo p.a. Bonar Law was pained, and indeed shocked, by
this avidity on the part of his old friend, but he did his best for him
and only accepted defeat when it was clear that Asquith would not

yield, and that the only alternative was a break up of the Govern-
ment, which would in such circumstances have been nothing short

of scandalous.

Another problem was the position of the First Sea Lord. The
Unionists had insisted that Fisher’s resignation should be postponed,

as a condition of entering into negotiations with Asquith. Bonar Law
endeavoured to persuade the old Admiral to stay on, or at least to

reconsider his resignation. But Fisher was deternained to go. He
considered that Balfour was scarcely better than Churchill as First

Lord, and he was indignant that the latter remained a member of

the Cabinet in any capacity at all. Also he was furious at the appoint-

ment of Sir Arthur Wilson as his successor. The end of his final letter

to Bonar Law written on May 22nd is perhaps worth quoting:’'

“I told him [J. A. Spender who was acting on behalf of Asquith] . .

that I would only serve underjow or McKenna. With either ofyou I want no

guarantees. Sir John Jellicoe has written the letter of his life against Sir

A. K. Wilson being First Sea Lord and he says the whole fleet is unani-

mous and deeply stined. I can only hope Jellicoe will not resign in conse-

quence - that indeed would bring down the British Empire. For the matter

of that so will Sh A. Wilson if First Sea LordF
“Yours truly,

Fisher.”

In reality Fisher had already burned his boats when he sent an

astonishing ultimatum to Asquith three days earlier. Fisher laid

down six conditions which would guarantee victory. One of these

was:'

“That } shall have complete professional charge of the War at sea,

together with the absolute sole disposition of the Fleet and the appoint-

ments of all oflfleers of all rank whatsoever, and absolutely untrammelled

sole command of all sea forces whatsoever.”

If Fisher was going to behave in so megalomaniac a fashion his

retention was clearly impossible.

Next to the problem of appointments was the problem of honours.

The Conservatives stipulated for their share of peerages, privy coun-

cillorships, baronetcies, and knighthoods. The question of these

' Wilson, in fact, though Fisher did not know it, had resigned refusing to serve with

anyone but Churchill.
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awards was the subject for much tiresome and not always very edify-

ing negotiation; and, as in the case of offices, the claimants far out-

numbered the vacancies. Most of the details are of no interest today,

but there was one letter which deserves to be recorded. Bonar Law
had obtained Asquith’s consent to offer a baronetcy to Aitken, who
replied thus:^

Hyde Park Hotel,

June 2, 1915.
“‘My dear Bonar,

'‘I need not say how much obliged I am to you for the proposal made in

your letter today but, as I feel certain that the honour would be criticized

on the ground that it was given to me on account of personal friendship,

I must definitely decline it, because I think even a small thing like this

might weaken your position at the present time.

‘‘Yours faithfully,

W. M. Aitken.”

The Cabinet was announced on May 26th, just over a week after

the crisis had begun. The details are as follows:

*Prime Minister and First Lord of

the Treasury
Lord Chancellor

Lord President of the Council
Lord Privy Seal

*Chancellor of the Exchequer
Home Secretary

*Foreign Secretary

Colonial Secretary
*Secretary for War
Secretary for India

*First Lord of the Admiralty
* Minister of Munitions
Chancellor of the Duchy of Lan-

caster

President of the Board of Trade
President of the Local Government
Board

First Commissioner of Works
President ofthe Board ofAgriculture

President of the Board of Education
Secretary for Scotland

Chief Secretary for Ireland

Attorney-General
Minister without Portfolio

H. H. Asquith (L)

Sir S. Buckmaster (L)

Marquess of Crewe (L)

Earl Curzon of Kedleston (U)
R. McKenna (L)

Sir John Simon (L)

Sir Edward Grey (L)

A. Bonar Law (U)
Earl Kitchener
Austen Chamberlain (U)
A. J. Balfour (U)
D. Lloyd George (L)

W. S. Churchill (L)

W. Runciman (L) r

W. H. Long (U)

L. Harcourt (L)

Earl of Selborne (U)
A. Henderson (Lab)
T. Mackinnon Wood (L)

A. Birrell (L)

Sir Edward Carson (U)
Marquess of Lansdowne (U)

It can be seen that in a Cabinet of twenty-two there were twelve

Liberals, eight Unionists, one non-party (Kitchener) and one Labour.
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This preponderance of the Liberals is even more obvious if we con-

sider the six offices which really mattered. They have been marked
with an asterisk. Four were held by Liberals, one was non-party and
one by a Unionist. This inequality, together with the hard bargaining

which had preceded the formation of the Government, did not pro-

mise well for harmony and good feeling in the next few months.
What ofBonar Law’s part in these transactions? That he was right

to press for a reconstruction of the Liberal Cabinet is beyond ques-

tion. His attitude on the question of coalition had been consistent

throughout. He opposed it as long as two conditions prevailed: (i)

that he could keep his followers content with their role of ‘'patriotic

opposition”, (2) that the Government conducted affairs sufficiently

well to command the necessary prestige at home and abroad. The
two previous attempts at coalition - at the outbreak ofwar, and over

the question of Constantinople in March 1915 - had been rejected

by Bonar Law because these conditions continued, in his opinion, to

prevail. But with Fisher’s resignation this was no longer the case.

Bonar Law could not have restrained his followers, even if he had
wished, from moving a vote of censure in the House of Commons.
Moreover the open dispute between Churchill and Fisher was

certain to shake an already tottering Government to its very

foundations.

Ought Bonar Law to have bargained more keenly with Asquith

for Unionist representation in the Cabinet? Some would say that he

should have done so, and, above all, procured a better place for

himself. But Bonar Law, though often accused of being a purely

party man,^ was in fact singularly indifferent to these considerations

during the war. He genuinely regarded the national interest as para-

mount, and he was not prepared to make Asquith’s task more difficult

by insisting too much upon party claims. Asquith himself had no

such inhibitions. He undoubtedly resented the necessity of coalition

and he was prepared to use the formidable powers of his office to

the full in order to preseiwe as many Liberal places as he could. It

is not surprising, therefore, that the Conservative Party seemed to

come off badly in the delicate negotiations which preceded the

formation of the First Coalition.

2

There was one personal matter, in no way connected with politics,

which gave Bonar Law the greatest anxiety during this period. This

was a criminal prosecution against the firm of William Jacks &
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Company, in which Bonar Law had until the end of 1901 been an

active partner. The prosecution was launched on the grounds that

the firm had broken the laws which forbade trading with the enemy
during time of war.

The facts were briefly as follows. William Jacks acted as selling

agents for the Nova Scotia Steel & Coal Company. When war broke

out on August 4th5 1914, a ship, the Themis^ chartered by William

Jacks, was en route from Nova Scotia to Rotterdam with a cargo of

iron ore for certain German firms, among them Krupps, the great

armament manufacturers. The defendants did indeed tiy to divert

the Themis to an English port - not because they had in mind the

danger of breaking the law about trading witli the enemy, but

because they saw very little chance of being paid by any German
firm. Owing to a misunderstanding their efforts failed. The Themis

docked at Rotterdam and began to discharge her cargo on August

I ith. Six days earlier the Government had issued its first proclama-

tion against trading with the enemy.

So far no offence had been committed, but there now followed

an extremely complicated exchange of telegrams between the defen-

dants and their Rotterdam agents [the latter pressing for delivery to

the German firms, the former demurring on the ground that the

German firms could not pay], the upshot of which was that William

Jacks authorized, in return for the settlement of all outstanding

debts, the delivery of about 7,500 tons of iron ore to Krupps and

two other German firms. Some of the telegrams were intercepted by

the Censorship, and the Lord Advocate’s department proceeded to

investigate the whole matter. By May 1915 it became clear not only

that there would be a prosecution, but that Bonar Law’s brother

John Law, who was still a partner, might be among the accused.

Scurrilous rumours soon began to circulate about Bonar Law,
though admittedly not in any quarters which commanded the

slightest respect. On May 6th H. M. Hyndman, the elderly apostle

of Marxism in England, wrote a letter to the paper, Justice^ in which

he implied that Bonar Law was implicated along with his brother.

Bonar Law appears to have been greatly disturbed at this accusation.

In fact he himself no longer had any executive connexion with the

firm. He had ceased to be a partner and his only link with the firm

was that he used them as bankers, leaving with them on deposit such

surplus sums as he possessed, and drawing a fixed rate of interest.^

^ He later acquired a block of preference shares in the firm but he does not appear to

have had these at this tinae.
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The sum to his credit with William Jdcks fluctuated greatly from
year to year. In 1907 it was only ;;C590- In 1915 it was :^I9,057. But
in reality the quantity was quite irrelevant. Bonar Law had no direct

interest in the profits or losses of the firm, except in the very general

sense that any depositor has an interest in the solvency of his bank
- if it goes bankrupt he loses his money. Nor of course had Bonar
Law any knowledge of, or control over, the firm’s business trans-

actions.

Stung by Hyndman’s accusation Bonar Law prepared a statement

for the House of Commons. It was never actually delivered, but a

draft exists among his papers. After briefly reciting the facts about

his connexion with the firm Bonar Law concludes:^

“My relationship with my brother has always been so close and so

intimate that anything, which affected his honour, would not leave me
untouched. He has been accused of this great crime. To be accused does

not necessarily imply guilt. But if it should be proved that he has been
guilty I should not be willing to continue in public life, and I should at

once resign the position I now hold.”

Bonar Law’s brother was, however, taking the whole affair less

tragically. E. H. Robb, the firm’s solicitor, wrote to Bonar Law.

After saying that there was no chance of the case being dropped, he

observed that the only bright feature was John Law’s sense of

humour, the latter having told him that ‘‘if it were a matter of

imprisonment and there was any talk of leaving him out and taking

Wilson and Hetherington [two of the partners] he would much
prefer imprisonment to the worry of running William Jacks & Com-
pany in the absence of Wilson and Hetherington!”

In fact the prosecution did in the end decide to leave John Law
and the other partners out, and to proceed only against Wilson and

Hetherington, who had dealt with the question of the Themis, John
Law gave evidence in the trial and it was abundantly clear that he

was in no way responsible for what had happened. The trial began

on June i6th, 19155 at Edinburgh, before the Lord Justice General.

The leaders of the Scottish Bar were engaged for the defence but

their efforts were of no avail. Wilson and Hetherington had un-

doubtedly committed what was technically a crime, although it was

obvious that they did not intend to do so, that their minds were not

directed to the proclamation ofAugust 5th, and that they were under

the impression that a transaction, begun before the war was even

contemplated, could be completed without criminal consequences.

Unfortunately some of the letters, which had been written a few days
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after war began, and contained the ordinary expressions of courtesy

to their German customers, made a bad impression, read out in court

ten months later, when Germanophobia was at its height. The two

defendants were found guilty and received brief terms of imprison-

ment.

Bonar Law was playing bridge, as he often did, at the Baldwin

Club, on the day the verdict was announced. On learning the news

Aitken went round at once to break it to him. He persuaded Bonar

Law to leave the table - never an easy task - and told him what had

happened. Bonar Law w^as deeply distressed. Indeed he was for a

time in tears. The two partners were old friends of his and their

plight greatly disturbed him. Moreover he felt that they had been

hardly treated.

Four months later he wrote to Sir George Cave urging the War
Trade Department not to persecute the firm. Referring to the two

partners who had been sent to prison he said:^

. in spite of what has happened I think they are as honourable as

other men . . . and though I think they were guilty technically I really

believe that ninety-nine business men out of a hundred at the time would
have done as they did.”

On June 24th L. Ginnell, Irish Nationalist M.P. for North West-

meath, asked in the House of Commons whether any member of the

Government had any financial interest in the firm of William Jacks

& Company recently convicted for trading with the enemy. Bonar

Law rose and replied, briefly stating the facts about his connexion.

He was heartily cheered in the House. The Morning Post probably

expressed the general opinion when it said in a leader the following

day:

“No one but the parliamentary pariah who sits for North Westmeath
would have dreamed of asking a question of the kind. Whatever may be
thought of his political views or his political talents, there is no.man in the

House whose personal reputation is higher than that of Mr. Bonar Law,”

With that we may end the story of an episode which, although it

did no harm whatever to Bonar Law’s repute, added very greatly to

the worry and anxiety which he felt during this difficult period.
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F
or the next year and a half Bonar Law occupied the position of

Colonial Secretary. In those days no clear line was drawn

between Dominions and Colonies. The Colonial Secretary dealt

with the whole of the British Empire except India and Burma.

Nevertheless, in time ofwar the post was not one of great importance

despite the vast territories which came within its sphere. The bio-

grapher ofBonar Law need not devote much time to this side of his

career. He performed his functions efficiently and quickly, winning

at an early stage the approvsd of that most critical class, his perma-

nent civil servants. In the House ofCommons he gave a good account

of himself, answered the various questions put to him with courtesy,

clarity, and accuracy. It must be admitted that the subjects with

which he^dealt were not those upon which the fate of the nation

depended. Such topics as the location of Archdeacon Birley in East

Africa, the damage done by the grass louse in Jamaica, the remarks

made upon the Nigerian Spirit trade by Mr. R. E. Dennett, were

among the less pressing problems in a great war. Bonar Law’s

administration at the Colonial Office was quiet and competent.

Beyond that there is little to be said.

Far more important during these months was Bonar Law’s

position as leader of the Unionist Party and a member of the War

Council, or, as it was now termed, the Dardanelles Committee.

This was an inner cabinet, concerned with war strategy, and so

261
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named because the most important problems which it had to con-

sider were those arising from the Dardanelles expedition. The
membership consisted of the following: Asquith, Kitchener, Balfour,

Lloyd George, Bonar Law, Carson, Churchill, Crewe, Curzon, Sel-

borne, and Lansdowne. As an instrument of policy it had from the

first grave defects. It had, for example, no power to take decisions

binding upon the rest of the Cabinet. Yet there was little point in the

existence of the Committee, if all its decisions were liable to be

thrashed out again at length in full Cabinet. Moreover, it was too

clumsy a body and contained too many powerful personages for there

to be any chance of unanimity. An aggrieved minority could and did

appeal to the full Cabinet with the result that upon all controversial

issues there was a wasteful duplication of debate. Bonar Law was

soon aware of these defects, but he was in no position to remedy them.

Quite apart from the question of governmental machinery there

was the question of politics and personalities. Indeed the cumbrous

mechanism was itself the product of a political situation which made
any speedy agreement upon policy extremely difficult. The Unionists,

having, as it were, entered the Government by storm, viewed their

late antagonists in no friendly spirit. They deeply distrusted the

Prime Minister. In their early discussions there had been some debate

as to whether they could serve under him at all. A similar hostility

prevailed towards Lloyd George. Bonar Law himself was better

disposed than most Unionists towards the Minister of Munitions, but

events were soon to make him share their sentiments. In general the

Conservative Ministers surveyed Asquith and the Liberals in the

spirit of a hostile court of enquiry rather than that of cordial col-

leagues in the same Cabinet.

Two episodes occurred in the summer of 1915 ill-calculated to

improve Bonar Law’s personal relations with the two principal

Liberal leaders. In August Asquith decided to appoint n Cabinet

Committee to consider the advisability of introducing conscription.

He omitted Bonar Law’s name from the list. Bonar Law was under-

standably annoyed at the fact that he was not even consulted, and

even more annoyed when he discovered that the Prime Minister

had consulted Curzon and the latter had recommended his omission.

The ensuing correspondence, which all took place on August 12th,

speaks for itself:^

“Dear Mr. Asquith,

“I am greatly surprised to learn that you have not included my name in

the Committee which was decided upon in yesterday’s cabinet. It is the
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most important Committee which has been set up since the present
Government was formed and as the leader of our Party in the House of
Commons it is difficult for me to understand on what principle you left me
out of it without previously consulting me.

“Yours very truly,

A. Bonar Law/’
Asquith replied at once:^

“My dear Bonar Law,

“I, of course, included your name in the first list of the Committee
which I showed to Curzon. We both thought it looked too long. So I left

out you and Simon as being both heavily occupied with departmental

work. But I need not say that I shall be very delighted ifyou will serve on
the Committee, and I have given instructions accordingly.

“Yours very truly,

H. H. Asquith.”

Bonar Law was not mollified at learning that Curzon had been

thus consulted:*^

“Dear Mr. Asquith,

“I have your note but my object in writing to you was not to ask that I

should be added to the Committee, and in the circumstances I prefer not

to serve on it.

“Yours very truly,

A. Bonar Law.”

Asquith answered

“My dear Bonar Law,

“Just got your note - 1 very much regret that in the hurry I did not

consult you. You may be sure that it was not from any want of personal

consideration. I should be obliged ifyou would see your way to reconsider

your decision. I am sure that your co-operation would be a great gain to

the Committee.
“Yours sincerely,

H. H. Asquith.”

Bonar Law maintained his refusal and declined to join the com-

mittee. The incident was trivial perhaps, but none the less sympto-

matic of Asquith’s attitude to Bonar Law.

In September there occurred a second misunderstanding between

Bonar Law and one ofhis Liberal colleagues — this time Lloyd George.

Asquith had frequently to be away from London attending confer-

ences in France and making visits to the front. In his absence who was

to act as Leader of the House of Commons? Clearly Bonar Law had

a strong claim to do so. He actually led the largest party in the House,
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the Conservatives outnumbering the Liberals by one or two votes ~

although the Labour and Irish parties normally gave Asquith a

comfortable majority. When Lloyd George became Prime Minister

at the end of 19165 Bonar Law became Leader of the House, an

arrangement which might well have been made long before. Now in

September 1915 Asquith appears to have agreed to make him deputy

leader, though it is not clear from whom the suggestion originated.

But Bonar Law had apparently omitted to consult Lloyd George,

who, ever since he became Chancellor of the Exchequer in 1908, had

held the position of Deputy Leader. On September 15th Bonar Law
received the following letter from Lloyd George:®

“My dear Bonar Law,

“Thank you for your note, but the P.M. whom I have just seen tells me
what you said to him yesterday on the subject of the Deputy Leadership

of the House, which you were anxious to secure.^ As you are aware I have
held that position for 8 years. I have no objection to surrender it to you.

I wish, however, you had mentioned the matter to me. It would have been
more friendly and ~ having regard to our conversation yesterday - more
candid.

“There are grave issues to be settled involving the fate of the Empire,

and these personal arrangements, as I told the Prime Minister today, will

not weigh with me in the estimation of a hair. But I felt not a little hurt

that you had not thought to mention to me your desire for the position I

have so long occupied.

“Ever sincerely,

D. Lloyd George.’*

Bonar Law gave way as he had over the Ministry of Munitions.

A skilfully worded appeal of this kind was nearly always successful

with him. There was no further discussion of the position. Lloyd

George remained Deputy Leader. But Bonar Law’s relations with

him became appreciably cooler ~ a fact destined to have important

consequences in the course of the next year. ^

Throughout the summer and autumn of 1915 the issue, which
dominated all discussions of strategy in the Cabinet, was the Dar-

danelles expedition. Since Bonar Law’s attitude was of the greatest

importance in the decision ultimately taken it is necessary to sum-
marize very briefly the course of events. The early stages lie outside

the scope ofthis narrative - the dramatic story of muddle and missed

opportunities, which is related with such eloquence by Churchill in

his World Crisis, By the time the Coalition had come into existence

^ Apparently, however, Bonar Law disclaimed having made any such demand, for the
following day Lloyd George wrote to Asquith and said that Bonar Law had denied doing
so in conversation with him [Lloyd George].
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hopes of an early victory had been frustrated. Sir Ian Hamilton’s
forces had, after desperate fighting, come to a halt on the Gallipoli

peninsula. On the night of August 6th the attack was renewed, and
a large force landed at Suvla Bay under the command of General
Stopford. The Turks were taken by surprise, but a melancholy series

of rmshaps, combined with a display of incompetence on the part

of the British Commander, seldom equalled in the annals of our
military history, resulted in a miserable failure. Once again there was
complete deadlock. Once again the Imperial forces were condemned
to a dreary war of attrition upon the torrid and inhospitable shores

of the Gallipoli peninsula.

Bonar Law found his worst apprehensions confirmed. He had not,

at any time, been an enthusiastic supporter ofthe expedition. He was
partly influenced by the letters he received from Sir Henry Wilson

who was at this time liaison officer with the French and a strong

advocate of concentration upon the Western Front. Replying to him
on July 15th, 1915, Bonar Law wrote:^

“I have seen Amery and, like you, dread the whole Dardanelles busi-

ness; but I am afraid we cannot abandon it. IfHamilton does not succeed

with the troops he now has, I see nothing better in prospect than that he
should hold his ground. I am a little more hopeful about it than when you
were here, because we have very clear indications from our representative

at Bucharest that the Turks are really short of ammunition.”

Throughout the war Bonar Law was on good terms with the lead-

ing figures in the Army - far better terms than for example Lloyd

George ever was. He listened to their opinions, and, rightly or

wrongly. Army opinion was in general strongly hostile to diversions

in the East. Bonar Law did not accept these judgments in any blind

or uncritical spirit, but his natural instinct was to regard the generals

as experts in their own profession, and to be most hesitant in support-

ing any policy which ran flatly against military opinion.

-The failure at Suvla Bay had given a strong impetus to aU the

supporters of evacuation from Gallipoli, when suddenly a most

unexpected event occurred. On September ist, 1915, the French

Government, hitherto uniformly hostile to the Dardanelles expedi-

tion, declared its willingness to despatch four divisions under General

Sarrail to Gallipoli. The motive of the French in making so striking

a volte-face was not obvious, and it only later dawned upon the

British Cabinet that strategy was the least important ofthe considera-

tions which prompted this startling decision. In fact it was based

upon French internal politics, a desire to give an independent and
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important command to General Sarrail, the only sound anti-clerical

Republican among the higher ranks of the French Army. The
Cabinet was astonished at the news, especially when they remem-
bered that JofTre had only recently brow-beaten the British into

supprorting his plan for a grandiose offensive on the Western Front.

But whatever the French motive, their decision was welcomed. Even
Bonar Law took a more favourable view of the Dardanelles. '‘Mr.

Bonar Law’’, writes Churchill, "joined with me in pressing the

despatch of still larger British forces to 'make a good job of it’.”^

These optimistic sentiments were somewhat damped when it was

learned that General Joffre had only agreed to the diversion of the

four divisions on condition that he could retain them until the results

of his forthcoming offensive in Champagne had become known. This

was due to open on September 26th.

Meanwhile, yet a further complication appeared. The German
victories in Russia, and the Allied failure at Suvla Bay convinced

King Ferdinand of Bulgaria that the moment had come to throw in

his lot with the Central Powers. Evidence accumulated to show
beyond doubt that a combined Austro-German and Bulgarian offen-

sive was imminent against Serbia early in October. The only power
capable of aiding Serbia in time was Greece. It was argued accor-

dingly that the Allies must at all costs procure the entry of Greece

into the war, and that the only means of doing so was to send a sub-

stantial Allied force to Salonika. It would be a political rather than a

military move, since there was no chance of an Allied army actually

reaching Serbia in time to save the Serbs from being overrun. But

it was hoped that such a move would stiffen the Greeks into fulfilling

their obligations under their treaty with Serbia. So far so good, but

where were the troops to come from? Not from France, where by the

end of September the offensive was in full swing, and Joffre firmly

refused to allow the departure of a single man. The ordy possible

theatre which could be raided was Gallipoli.

Therefore the Cabinet was confronted at the end of September

with three possible courses of action: (i) Complete withdrawal from

the Near East and exclusive concentration upon the West. (2) The
immediate transfer ofsome troops from Gallipoli to Salonika and, as

a corollary, since there was no point in merely preserving a deadlock

in Gallipoli, the ultimate withdrawal of all forces from that penin-

sula. (3) The reinforcement of Gallipoli in a last desperate effort to

secure a decisive result. This of course meant disregarding the plea

to send troops to Salonika.
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Plan (i) was favoured by the weight of Army opinion and had
some, although not much, support in the Cabinet.^ Plan (2), or

variants of it, was supported by Bonar Law, Carson, Lloyd George,

Walter Long, and Austen Chamberlain. Plan (3) had the backing

of Asquith, Balfour, Curzon and, above all, Churchill. With such

redoubtable combatants there was certain to be a hard and fierce

fought contest. Throughout October and November a ferocious paper

warfare convulsed the Cabinet. Memoranda flew to and fro. Resigna-

tions were frequently threatened. It seemed that the Government

could never survive.

The pro-Salonika party received valuable support when the

French Government, reversing its original offer to send troops to

Gallipoli, pressed instead, in the most urgent manner, for an expedi-

tion to Salonika. So far did they go that Joffre actually came to

London and threatened to resign his command of the French armies

if the British refused to support the Salonika plan. Joffre’s attitude

was the product of complicated political pressures, ill-comprehended

by most Englishmen, but what Churchill calls ‘‘this outrageous

threat” inevitably had the strongest influence upon the Cabinet. On
October 6th the Cabinet was so deeply divided that it referred the

whole question to the combined opinion of the War Office and

Admiralty Staff. The Staffs produced a paper which began by

strongly recommending plan (i), i.e. complete concentration of all

resources on the Western Front. They then argued, consistently with

this general doctrine, against any diversion to Salonika. But, they

concluded, quite inconsistently with the rest of the paper, by

recommending the continuance of the Gallipoli campaign. This

recommendation when brought before the Dardanelles Committee

resulted in such irreconcilable conflict that the Prime Minister

decided to postpone the crisis by a characteristic and ingenious com-

promise; fo send to Egypt as soon as possible 150,000 troops from

France, and to decide later whether to employ them in Galhpoli or

Salonika, the decision to be made after sending out some eminent

soldier - Kitchener or Haig was suggested to examine the situation

in the Near East and report upon the best policy.

Neither Bonar Law nor Lloyd George was willing to accept this

compromise. On October 1 2th each circulated a lengthy memoran-

dum to the full Cabinet, and both seriously contemplated resigning.

Bonar Law claimed that the so-called compromise was tantamount

to complete abandonment of the Salonika plan, because the delay

^ Lord Buckmaster was one of its advocates.
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involved would mean the certain ruin of Serbia. He strongly urged

that the troops should be sent to Salonika, not from France but from

Gallipoli. He condemned the General Staff’s proposal to reinforce

Gallipoli as ''quite indefensible”. He pointed out.

“The whole tendency of the Staff paper is to recommend that all our

efforts should be concentrated on France, and the suggested expedition to

Gallipoli is against the whole spirit ofthe paper. I must also saythat Iamnot

in the least satisfied that this proposal represents the best military opinion.”

He suggested that Sir William Robertson and Sir Douglas Haig

should be so consulted. Bonar Law ended

"The decision of the Dardanelles Committee, if sanctioned by the

Cabinet and adopted, would in my opinion be a fatal mistake.”

Lloyd George wrote on similar lines but in more racy language. He
described the idea ofsending reinforcements to Gallipoli as "insane”.

"It is quite clear to anyone who reads the document prepared by the

General Staff that this was no part of their original plan. It has

simply been spatchcocked into their document by strong Dardanel-

lian influences.”^ As a result of these representations General Munro
was sent out to report on the advisability of withdrawing from the

Dardanelles.

On the same day that Bonar Law and Lloyd George made their

protests, Carson wrote a letter of resignation to the Prime Minister.

His grounds were the failure to honour our pledge to Serbia and a

general discontent with the whole way in which the war was being

run. Bonar Law endeavoured to persuade him to withdraw, but

Carson would not be shaken. His resignation was announced briefly

on October 20th, although he postponed his full resignation speech

until November 2nd. Here he put his resignation on the more general

ground that the machinery of government was fundamentally defec-

rive, that it was no use having a War Council, even a sm^l body of

four or five, unless it had powers to bind the other Ministers, in

other words unless it was the Cabinet. The Salonika episode, he

claimed, was simply one example ofthe consequences of this defective

machinery. Although Bonar Law sympathized with Carson’s opin-

ions on Salonika, he did not consider the resignation opportune or

necessary at this particular moment, nor could he have looked with

equanimity upon the presence of such a formidable member of his

party standing outside the government, a focus for all the discontents

inevitable in time of war.

^ The whole Memorandum is printed in War Memoirs, pp. 298-304.
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Meanwhile Bonar Law was assailed by more immediate worries.

On November ist Asqnith broached privately to him a proposal that

he (Asquith) should take over the War Office and combine it with
the Premiership. Bonar Law at first agreed with this idea. Like most
members ofthe Government he had become more and more disturbed

at the way in which Kitchener was conducting affairs, and it was
evident that a person of Asquith’s calibre would at least bring some
sort of order into what had become the most chaotic department in

the Government. But having slept on the idea Bonar Law perceived

its grave defects, and wrote to Asquith:^

Bonar Law to Asquith, November 2nd, 1915

“My dear Prime Minister,

“Your proposal to take the War Office yourselfcame to me so much as a
surprise that the not unfavourable view which I expressed to you about it is

entirely changed by further consideration. I quite recognize that so far as

the work of the W.O. is concerned, nothing could be better than that you
should be at the heart of it; but in my opinion it will be so badly received

by the country that the whole benefit of the new departure will be lost.

“The criticism which is directed against the govt, and against yourself

is chiefly based on this - that as Prime Minister you have not devoted
yourself absolutely to co-ordinating all the moves of the war because so

much of your time and energy has been directed to the control of the

political machine. Now you are proposing to undertake duties which in

the view of the country, as I believe, ought to be performed by a man who
does nothing else, and thinks of nothing else, at the same time that you are

continuing to do the work (and it is necessary work) which has already

made you almost the busiest man in England. ... I feel it would be
impossible for anyone like myself to defend the arrangement.

“You will remember that at the time the coalition was formed all your
Unionist colleagues refused to join the Govt, ifyou undertook the duties of

Chancellor ofthe Exchequer as well as P.M. The objections to your present

proposal are far stronger, and ifanyone wished to find a reason for leaving

the Govt. ~ and it is not impossible that some ofyour colleagues may be in

that position - you are giving them an excuse which would have immense
weight both with the House and the country. I am sorry that I did not

express this view to you at once, but for the moment I thought only of the

administrative work at the W.O. and overlooked other considerations,

“Now I feel in the strongest possible way that you could not make a

greater mistake and I urge you to reconsider it.

“I should have preferred to discuss this matter with you, but I cannot

ask you to spare the time to see me when you have today’s speech in your

“Yours sincerely,

A. Bonar Law.”

On receiving this letter Asquith decided that he must abandon the

idea of taking over the War Office as a permanency. He resolved
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however to send - or persuade the Cabinet to send - Kitchener to

report on the Dardanelles, and during his absence, to act as tempo-

rary War Minister himself. His intention was not so much to get a

second opinion on Gallipoli - General Monro had already by then

pronounced decisively for evacuation^ ~ as to get rid of Kitchener.

Writing to Lloyd George on November 3rd, Asquith said that he

was confident that he could put things on a better footing at the War
Office. ^'We avoid by this method of procedure the supersession of

K. as War Minister, while attaining the same result. And I suppose

even B.L. would hardly object to such a plan.”^

Bonar Law did not object to Asquith’s temporary occupation of

the War Office, and he approved of the changes which Asquith was

able to make in its organization. Nor did he raise at first any objec-

tion to Kitchener’s mission to the Near East, when the matter was

discussed in Cabinet the following day, November 4th. But, as in the

case of the Asquith’s original proposal to become War Minister, a

night’s reflection made him change his mind. It was indeed a sur-

prising proposal which Asquith had made. After all by now the

Cabinet already had before it a clear military verdict from General

Monro in favour of evacuation. The situation had been transformed

since Bonar Law’s protests of mid-October. Serbia had been utterly

defeated and overrun. Direct communication through Bulgaria was

now possible between the Central Powers and Turkey. Substantial

Allied forces were being landed in Salonika; and, apart from the

need to reinforce Salonika, there was reason to suppose that our

positions in Gallipoli might become untenable, as soon as German
supplies began to reach the Turks in large quantities. General Monro
anticipated heavy casualties (30 or 40 per cent) in the event of a

withdrawal but he thought that an even greater disaster would recur

if the Army remained. In all these circumstances the sending of

Kitchener seemed to Bonar Law merely a waste of time, a^op to the

opponents of evacuation, a cause of dangerous delay in taking a vital

decision.

Accordingly he wrote to Asquith the following day, November
5th, protesting at the decision of the Cabinet and demanding that

the whole matter should be reopened.^

“You will perhaps remember”, he wrote, “that when it was proposed
that General Monro should be sent out I stated to the Cabinet that in my
opinion we ought to evacuate the Peninsula ... I consented to the delay

^ “He came, he saw, he capitulated”, writes Churchill with some acerbity, Wodd Crisis

jgii-iB, p. 108.
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necessitated by General Monro’s visit and now it is proposed to have
further delay, for which there is, I think, no justification, and which is only
to be explained by the desire to postpone a disagreeable but inevitable
decision. ... If, as is at least possible, this delay may result in the destruc-
tion of our force, a weight of responsibility will rest upon the GaMnet,
which I am reluctant to share. I therefore earnestly request you to call at
once a meeting of the cabinet so that a definite decision may be taken on
the subject.”

Unfortunately Kitchener had already left, and even the supporters

of evacuation were unwilling to cancel his entire mission, when they

had, however reluctantly, agreed to it in Cabinet the day before.

Bonar Law could not have put himself in a worse position. For
whatever arguments he used, he could always be answered with the

cry - "'Why, if you believed all this, did you not say so on Thursday?
It is too late now to reverse a unanimous decision. Ifwe are to adopt

such methods the conduct of business will become totallyimpossible?”

The Cabinet meeting held on November 6th resulted in complete

deadlock. Bonar Law was in a minority of one but refused to be

shaken. The following day was spent in prolonged discussions with

Asquith, and vigorous appeals from his Unionist colleagues, in par-

ticular from Chamberlain and Long, against taking the irrevocable

step of resignation. Bonar Law remained obstinate. On November
8th he actually sent his letter of resignation to Asquith,^ who per-

suaded him to withdraw it and wait for Kitchener’s report. But at

the same time Asquith undertook to support Bonar Law over evacua-

tion, and to join with him in pressing this policy upon the Cabinet,”^

On November 8th, Bonar Law wrote

‘‘My Dear Prime Minister,

“In view of the discussion at the cabinet on Saturday (November 6th)

and the appeal made to me by yourself and supported by our colleagues I

have determined to postpone the consideration ofmy position in relation

to the Gallipoli policy until Lord Kitchener’s report has been received.

“Yours sincerely,

A. Bonar Law.”

“I feel sure”, wrote Asquith in reply, “you will not repent your wise and
loyal decision.”

But the struggle had resulted in a victory for Bonar Law on the

real matter at issue. With Asquith on his side he was sure ofdefeating

the Dardanelles Party, whatever the nature of Kitchener’s report. A
significant change in the composition of the War Committee showed

the direction in which the wind now blew. On November 2nd the
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Prime Minister had reconstituted the War Committee, reducing its

members to five, Asquith, Balfour, Lloyd George, McKenna and
Kitchener,^ who departed on his mission two days later. But the

names were not announced until November nth. In the interval,

presumably as a result of the events just described, Asquith thought

it wise to add Bonar Law to the number. Scarcely less significant than

the inclusion of Bonar Law was the exclusion of both Curzon and
Churchill, the leading opponents of evacuation. The latter, indeed,

was quick to see the implication of his own omission. On November
15th he resigned declaring his intention to go out on active service

in France.

Bonar Law’s obseirations on his resignation speech are of some
interest.

‘T entered the Cabinet, to put it mildly, with no prejudice in favour of

the right hon. Gentleman. I have now been his colleague for five months.
He has the defects of his quality and, as his qualities are large, the shadow
which they throw is fairly large too, but I say deliberately, in myjudgment,
in mental power and vital force he is one of the foremost men in our
country, and I am sure that every hon. Member of the House wishes him
success, and every kind ofsuccess in the new sphere in which he is engaged.”

The evacuationists were now victorious, and their position was
greatly reinforced when Kitchener, who had gone out convinced that

Gallipoli should be retained, cabled back on November 22nd advis-

ing withdrawal. The War Committee had no difficulty in coming to

a unanimous decision on November 23rd in favour of carrying out

this recommendation. Nevertheless, the Dardanelles Party was not

ready to admit defeat. The decision still had to be ratified by the

full Cabinet, and the opponents of evacuation fought a brisk rear-

guard action with all the forces at their command. The ponderous

artillery of Lord Curzon was brought into action and on November
25th he fired the first of two heavy salvoes in the fornuof lengthy

memoranda for the Cabinet. In these the rotund eloquence, and

rhetorical imagination of the Lord Privy Seal were given ample

scope. A terrible picture was painted of the consequences of evacua-

tion:'’

“I ask my colleagues to picture the situation ... a moment must come
when a sauve-qui-peut takes place and when a disorganized crowd will press

in despairing tumult on to the shore and into the boats. Shells will be
falling and bullets ploughing their way into this mass of humanity. . . .

Conceive the crowding into the boats of thousands of half crazy men, the

^ Grey also attended when matters of Foreign Policy were discussed.
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swamping of craft, the nocturnal panic, the agony of the wounded, the

hecatombs of the slain. ... It requires no imagination to create a scene
that, when it is told, will be burned into the hearts and consciences of the
Bidtish people for generations to come. What will they say of those who
have brought about this supreme and hideous disaster?”

Five days later Gurzon circulated a second memorandum with an
equally fearful picture of the final scene on the beaches, which he

described as ^^a welter of carnage and shame”.^

By the time the reader had finished these effusions he might be

pardoned for thinking that Gurzon was describing something that

had actually taken place before his own eyes rather than making an
imaginative prediction which, incidentally, turned out to be wholly

false.

Bonar Law was stimulated into replying to this second memoran-
dum. He refers to Gurzon’s fearful picture of the evacuation and his

description of that picture as a ‘'welter of carnage and shame’

. .if this were an accurate picture, it would also be an accurate

description But I do not think it is an accurate picture. It implies an
absence of discipline and a frenzied cowardice of which there are few
examples in the British army and which is rarely found even in the crew
of a merchant vessel when shipwreck overtakes her.”

Bonar Law pointed out the dangers ofremaining, and the evidence

of German weapons arriving in increasing quantities.

“If the Central Powers attack us at Gallipoli with their own troops there

is every reason to fear that our whole force will be destroyed: if not, then

by remaining we shall not cause these powers to expend any energy what-
ever. It seems to be assumed, by a strange process of perverted reasoning,

that by merely holding on at Gallipoli we should paralyse the whole
offensive of the enemy in the East. ...”

He concluded by asserting that every successive military authority

consultedJiad advised in favour of evacuation, that the War Com-
mittee, although it included Asquith and Balfour, both strong

opponents of evacuation, had now recommended unanimously in

favour of abandoning Gallipoli, that the whole purpose of a small

War Committee was to enable speedy decisions to be taken.

“Their recommendation was brought before the cabinet with the result

that on a matter in regard to which delay must be dangerous and may be

fatal no decision has been reached.

“I hope my colleagues will agree with me that the war cannot be carried

to a successful issue by methods such as these.”

The rearguard action of the Dardanelles Parly had been the result
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of telegrams from Admiral Wemyss, the Naval C-imC at Gallipoli,

who made a last minute attempt to reverse the decision for evacua-

tion, claiming that he could carry the Dardanelles by naval power
alone. But Bonar Law’s intervention was decisive. The British

Government now at last ceased to vacillate. A final decision was taken

to evacuate, and despite Curzon’s melancholy predictions, the Army
was withdrawn on the night of December 19th from Anzac and
Suvla Bay, with scarcely a casualty.

These events have been discussed in some detail for two reasons.

In the first place the importance ofBonar Law’s influence in bringing

about the evacuation of Gallipoli has rarely been given sufficient

recognition.^ Secondly, the whole story throws a curious sidelight

upon Bonar Law’s character. One of his weaknesses was a tendency

to be out-manoeuvred in argument, especially when some unex-

pected proposition came up for the first time and caught him by
surprise. On such occasions he was all too apt to agree with proposals

to which on closer examination he would find himself deeply hostile.

Both in the matter ofAsquith taking the War Office as a permanency,

and the question of sending Kitchener to report on the Near East,

Bonar Law changed his mind abruptly, and protested with vigour

against a policy to which he had consented only twenty-four hours

earlier.

Naturally such a volte-face laid him open to the charges of incon-

sistency and vacillation. Anyone who wishes to resist a policy which

the majority of his colleagues favour puts himself in a much weaker

position if he fails to resist at once. To the general arguments against

him there is then added the weighty consideration that almost any-

thing is preferable to such violent fluctuations of opinion. Most men
confronted with such a situation would swallow their doubts and,

having once agreed, abide by their original compliance, hoping for

the best. But Bonar Law was not the man to do this. His^hesitation

proceeded from a certain slowness in making up his mind. It did not

stem from moral weakness or any inability to hold firm when once

his mind was made up. It is a remarkable testimony to Bonar Law’s

tenacity, and the respect which his colleagues had for his tenacity,

that he was able to win the day on the question of evacuation. A
Liberal colleague gave away the secret of Bonar Law’s success when
he said, ‘‘Lloyd George is always threatening to resign, and we don’t

believe him. Bonar Law said he would resign and we knew he

would.”^

^ Except by Lord Beaverbrook, Politicians and the War, Vol. I, pp. i57“74.
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Although Bonar Law differed from Asquith on the issues of

evacuation and the War Office, there was one matter upon which
they, and most members of the Government, were agreed. This was
a growing mistrust of the Secretary of State for War. The Unionists

had entered the Cabinet as strong supporters of Kitchener, whose
presence at the War Office they rightly regarded as the result of

Unionist pressure. But the next six months had given them a less rosy

picture of his abilities. The truth was that Kutchener endeavoured to

do far too much himself. The War Office controlled until May 19155

war strategy, munitions and recruitment. Each was alone a whole-

time occupation for an able man. Moreover, Katchener totally lacked

the inclination or the capacity to delegate work to others. The
General Staff was reduced under his autocratic regime to a mere

rubber stamp endorsing with obsequious regularity his own in-

scrutable, and increasingly capricious decisions.

To those defects may be added another. When war broke out

Kitchener had not spent a winter in England for forty years. The
great imperial proconsul was strangely ignorant of his own country.

That same oriental remoteness which gave him his vast prestige with

the British public - that awe and reverence which so often attaches

to the unknown - was a grave disadvantage for a professional soldier,

who, suddenly and without experience, found himself a member of

the British Cabinet. Kitchener once said to Carson: ‘T don’t know
Europe, I don’t know England, and I don’t know the British Army.”

This ignorance, combined with a certain inability to express himself

fluently, made Kitchener curiously reluctant to explain his policy to

his colleagues. 'Tt is repugnant to me”, he once observed, ‘To reveal

military secrets to twenty-three gentlemen with whom I am barely

acquainted.” But the Cabinet, obliged to take responsibihty for the

disasters which all too frequently followed upon Kitchener’s decisions,

was undSfstandably incensed at this attitude.

By the end of October Bonar Law and Lloyd George were both

convinced that Kitchener must go, and they made a strong protest

to Asquith upon the subject. An undated note by Bonar Law to

Lloyd George shows their views.®

“My dear Lloyd George,

“Have you any objection to my telling the P.M. that you had said to me
that in your opinion as long as Lord K. was at the W.O. nothing but

disaster was in front of us, that you had told me you had written to the

P.M. that you could not continue to share responsibility if conditions at

the W.O. were unchanged and that I had replied that if this question
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were raised as a clear issue I should be compelled to take the same
course.”

Asquith agreed, and when he decided to send Kitchener to the

Near East he undoubtedly hoped that it might be possible to super-

sede him, giving him instead some high position such as Commander-
in-Chiefof all Eastern forces. This plan was frustrated by the accident

of a newspaper indiscretion. The Globe announced that Katchener

had resigned because of disagreements with his colleagues. The
resulting uproar convinced Asquith that it would be politically

dangerous to dismiss the War Minister. There was also the difficult

problem of the succession. Therefore Asquith resolved to achieve his

end by indirect methods. The Cabinet decided to elevate the Chief

of the Imperial General Staff to the position of a second War
Minister. The C.I.G.S. was to be responsible to the War Council for

strategy, and from now onwards would have direct access to the

Cabinet, where he could put his own views without having to sub-

mit them first to the Secretary of State. This really meant that the

C.I.G.S. became the originator of strategy and the Secretary of

State, though nominally his superior, declined into a mere admini-

strator dealing with such problems as recruitment and man power.

In order to ensure that the change was really effective, Sir Archi-

bald Murray, the existing C.I.G.S., was transferred to another post.

Sir William Robertson, a far more formidable personality, replaced

him. At his insistence the new arrangement was put in writing and,

thus provided against all contingencies, Robertson entered upon his

new domain with powers nominally inferior but in practice far

superior to those of the War Minister himself. Kitchener offered to

resign, but he was persuaded to remain. Only his strong sense ofduty

induced him to do so when his powers had been thus truncated. The
new organization had little to recommend it in theory, but, as an

ad hominem arrangement with the object of keeping Kitchfener as a

figurehead and transferring real power elsewhere, it had certain

merits. Indeed, while Kitchener and Robertson were there it worked
without any trouble, for the two men at once established the most

friendly relations. It was only later that the real defects of the

machinery became apparent.

The arrangements for the new organization were approved by
Bonar Law. They became effective before the end of 1915. Another
important change occurred at the same time, when Asquith replaced

SirJohn French by Sir Douglas Haig. The result of all these changes

may be summarized thus. Until May 1915 war strategy had been
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run by Asquith, Kitchener, and Churchill. Fiom May to December
Churchill and Kitchener fought a losing battle against Bonar Law
and Lloyd George, with Asquith as umpire. By the end ofDecember
they had been decisively beaten. But their defeat did not mean a

victory for their opponents. Asquith saw to that. A third party had
stepped on to the scene; the Army, in the persons of Robertson

and Haig, was now in effective control and, backed by the Prime

Minister, dictated the strategy for 1916.

As for Kitchener, his great career was moving into the twilight.

In May he had lost his control over munitions to Lloyd George. In

December he lost his control over strategy to Robertson. With his

colleagues, as he well knew, his prestige had sadly fallen. Only with

the public did his repute remain as high as ever. There he towered

like some mountain peak above his fellows. Dusk approached, but,

gazing at the summit bathed in sunlight, men were oblivious of the

shadows creeping up from below.
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I

1916 was destined to be a gloomy and worrying year for Bonar Law.
In his private life he experienced for the first time the anxiety of a

father whose son is exposed to daily peril in the front line. Bonar Law
was deeply devoted to his eldest son^ Jim. At the outbreak ofwar he
even tried to persuade his son not to join up at once, and displayed

great distress when he discovered thatJim had done so without telling

him. Afterwards Bonar Law was ashamed of this attitude. As if to

make amends he resolved not to exert any influence towards procur-

ing a staff appointment for his son. Nor did he raise any objection to

his second son, Charlie, joining the K.O.S.B.s, although he was
barely seventeen. Early in 1916 Jim, who had transferred from the

Royal Fusiliers to the Flying Corps, completed his training andjoined
an Observation Squadron in France. From then onwards Bonar Law
lived in constant fear ofthe dreaded War Office telegram announcing
his son’s death in action - a fear all too tragically justified, eighteen

months later.

Moreover, he had difficulty in reconciling himself to the changes

which he found in his son’s character. In July 1916 Jim had a serious

crash, endeavouring to avoid a convoy ofmotor lorries which crossed

the airfield as he was taking off. He had bad concussion and was
given prolonged sick leave in England. Bonar Law saw much ofhim
and discovered, as many fathers have done, that the experience of

278
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war matures the young out of all recognition. His son^ writes Lord

Beaverbrook,^

“had gone out a boy whom Bonar understood, he returned a man whom
Bonar failed to understand. . . . There was no question of disagreement,

but his father found a difficulty in adjusting himself to the new relation-

ship’’.

To these private worries was added a heavy weight of public and

political anxiety. The war showed no sign of ending. A long series of

disasters attended Allied efforts in almost every field. At home the

political situation grew darker and more perplexing, Bonar Law’s

own position increasingly precarious. Before the year had ended he

was to be faced with one of the most complicated conflicts ofpersonal

and political loyalty which could confront any statesman. This will

be described in its proper place, but it should be recorded from the

outset that Bonar Law did not possess that happy gift of some poli-

ticians, the ability to take a hard and ruthless decision, and carry it

through without further doubts or qualms of conscience. On the

contrary with his natural melancholy, and his somewhat sombre

view of life, he tended to brood about such problems in a manner
incomprehensible to persons of sanguine temperament like Lloyd

George, Asquith, or Churchill. Such a happy temperament is un-

doubtedly an advantage in politics. So also is a certain toughness

of skin and an indifference to false or perverse criticism. Bonar Law
lacked these qualities too. He was not indeed as hyper-sensitive to

aspersions upon his honour as for example was Austen Chamberlain,

but he hated to act in a way which could be represented even by
the malicious as being dishonourable or discreditable. "'That is the

difference between Bonar Law and me,” Lloyd George once said to

Baldwin. “Poor Bonar can’t bear being called a liar. Now I don’t

mind.”^

Hereiif^ies the clue to much ofBonar Law’s dealings with Asquith.

He viewed, indeed, with increasing alarm many features of the Prime

Minister’s administration. Some of their disagreements have already

been recorded in the previous chapter. In addition to specific

differences upon such matters as the Dardanelles and conscription,

Bonar Law felt a more general mistrust ofthe whole way in which the

war was being conducted, especially of the clumsy machinery of

government, which Asquith refused to modify. But he was most un-

willing to engage in anything which could be construed as an intrigue

against the Prime Minister. To take any step against Asquith Bonar
Law had to be convinced not only that Asquith’s method of con-
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ducting the war was very bad, but also that some alternative could

be found that was not even worse. Early in 1916 he was beginning

reluctantly to be convinced upon the first point, but he remained

wholly unconvinced on the second. In his opinion Asquith, despite

grave defects, remained indispensable, the one man who could unite

the nation in the great struggle against Germany.

Nevertheless, Bonar Law was well aware of the mounting hostility

felt in many quarters for the Prime Minister. Early in March he

observed to Lloyd George, ‘'Asquith has no idea how unpopular his

Government is’’.*^

One ofAsquith’s bitterest enemies was Sir Henry Wilson. He wrote

to Bonar Law at the end of March from France:"^

''My dear Bonar Law,

‘'That old ramshackle of a coalition is, we all hope and trust, going to

fall to pieces very soon. It has not been a success and the reason appears to

me to be quite simple. We have at the head of it a man who has never gone
to war, who has no intention, even now, of going to war, and who has no
intention either of allowing anyone else to go to war.

“Now in spite of Squiffy we happen to be at war, and there is only one

way of winning in war, and that is by going to war heart and soul. This,

Squiff is both mentally and physically incapable of doing. Now I am fond

of you - many of us are - and I don’t want to see you go under when the

crash comes. . . . You owe Squiff no loyalty, absolutely none. You saved

him once when you joined him - and a bad day’s work it was - whereas

you owe the whole ofyour loyalty to our country, and you know as well as

I do how shamefully, how disastrously, Squiff has tried to govern us. . . .

“Ever H.W.”

But Bonar Law could not regard the situation in this light. He
replied on March 31st:®

“My dear Wilson,

“I need not say that I am always glad to receive a letter froftl you; but

I wonder if your own profession seems as plain to you as minel

“What you say would do for an article in the Daily Mail^ and I fancy

expresses the view of the majority of our Party. The position, however,

does not seem to me quite so simple. I wonder whether you have thought

out the consequences of such a step as you propose? If we broke up the

present Government, it is obvious that a new Government could not exist

in the present House ofCommons. There would therefore be the immediate

necessity of a general election; it would be fought, in spite of the war, with

almost the usual amount of party bitterness; and if our Party succeeded in

getting a majority we would be faced with an opposition of precisely the

^ A nickname for Asquith, widely used by those who disliked him. It had reference to

the alleged conviviality of his habits.
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same nature as that at the time of the Boer War. This would really mean
m my opinion that in a very short time we would have martial law all over

the country; for not only would there be strong Opposition in the House
of Commons but that Opposition would encourage every form of opposi-

tion outside. ... It may be that something of this kind may become neces-

sary: it may be also that ifwe faced the danger and made up our minds that

the best way of carrying on the war is by considering only the military

position and ruthlessly dealing with all opposition, the best results would
be obtained.

“In my belief however that is not what would happen, and we should
find that the first effect of such a change, when it was obvious that instead

of even the appearance of unity the nation was bitterly divided, would be
to discourage our Allies and make our enemies feel certain that we could
not stay the course. In other words my view is that with all its disadvan-
tages the best chance of winning the war is by a Government such as the
present, and of course as long as I hold that view I shall not do anything to

change it. [The Government.]
“Do not suppose that I don’t fully realize that the other ~ what I may

call the ruthless - method may be best, but that must be a matter of
opiifion and my judgement is against it. ’

“Yours very sincerely,

A. Bonar Law.”

Bonar Law had summed up his attitude rather more succinctly, a

week earlier when writing to J. P. Croal.

“The whole political situation is as bad as it can be; so bad indeed that it

seems to me very doubtful if the present condition of things can continue;
but on the other hand I do not see the possibility of any change which
would be an improvement.”^

As long as Bonar Law envisaged the problem of change in terms of
a break up of the Coalition, a General Election, and a return to party
warfare, it was natural that he should take this view. There was,
indeed, another solution: it might be possible to discover an alterna-

tive Prirrfe Minister who would be able to unite the majority of both
parties in support of a reconstructed coalition. In this way the whole
machine of government might be overhauled without the need for

a General Election and all the difficulties consequential thereon in

time of war. But who would be the new Prime Minister? There were
only two real possibilities - Lloyd George or Bonar Law himself. If

those two could come together and agree upon (i) the need to over-

throw Asquith and (2) which of themselves should replace him, then
a change could take place without the dismal consequences contem-
plated by Bonar Law.

Yet, in early 1916, the chances ofany such agreement seemed most
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remote. Bonar Law may have had his doubts about Asquith, but he

certainly did not regard Lloyd George with any favour. On April

24th, Bonar Law had a long talk with Lord Riddell, and, if Lord
Riddelfs account is correct, spoke with considerable candour.®

They had both been guests at dinner with Sir Reginald Brade, the

permanent Under Secretary for War, one of those civil servants

whose influence upon events is all too likely to be forgotten by
historians. “Bonar Law spoke much of L.G. He said that L.G.

recently came to him and remarked that there was no real confidence

between them, and that he would like a heart to heart talk. B.L.

replied, T do not confide in you because I do not agree with you.’
”

These feelings were reciprocated by Lloyd George. A few days before,

April 19th, Lord Riddell had dined with Lloyd George who said that

he would not be prepared to replace Asquith by Bonar Law. “He
thinks Asquith much superior to B.L. in every way ~ a much bigger

man.”^

As long as his two potential successors regarded each other in this

light, Asquith was safe.

2

The two principal political problems in the first half of 1916 were

conscription and Ireland. Fortunately the biographer of Bonar Law
is not obliged to discuss either in very close detail. The question of

conscription would indeed be a tedious topic to pursue through all its

ramifications. The endless discussions, the attitudes taken by public

men at various times, the compromises, the disputes, constitute a

chapter in English history to which no doubt in years to come dull

history professors will direct their duller research students. Here we
need only notice a few salient points.

In general the Conservatives favoured and the Liberals opposed

conscription. Lloyd George was an exception to this rule, ^le was a

keen advocate of compulsion, and owed much of his unpopularity in

Liberal circles to that fact. After the formation of the First Coalition

it seemed highly probable that conscription would be enforced, and

so it would have been but for the reluctance of the War Minister.

Kitchener, for reasons not easy to understand, viewed conscription

with a strange hostility. The Conservatives found it difficult to press

for compulsion without a clear lead from the Minister most closely

concerned, especially when they remembered that he was a great

soldier and certainly could not be accused of Liberal sympathies.

In the autumn of 1915 the Government made a last effort to
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exploit the voluntary system; this was the famous Derby scheme, so

called because its sponsor was Lord Derby who became Director-

General of Recruiting. By the end of the year the scheme had clearly

failed to produce the numbers required by the War Office, and
Kitchener at last began to press for some measure of compulsion.

Unfortunately one of the features of the Derby scheme had been a

virtual pledge by the Government that married men would not be

required for military service until the great majority of single men
had enlisted. This absurd differentiation, founded neither on justice

nor common sense, seriously hampered the first efforts ofthe Govern-

ment to introduce compulsion. As regards voluntary recruiting it had
the effect which might be expected: large numbers of married men
attested their readiness to enlist, confident that they would not be

required for a long time, if at all, whereas on the best estimates over

a million single men remained outside the Derby scheme.

Early in 1916, after prolonged debates in Cabinet, Asquith brought

in a measure compelling the attestation ofall unmarried men between
the ages of 18 and 41. He could not introduce general conscription

without seeming to betray the pledge given to the married men under
the Derby scheme. Even this modest measure of compulsion was
too much for some Liberals. Sir John Simon resigned from the

Cabinet, hoping perhaps to carry a substantial number into opposi-

tion.^ If so he badly misjudged the war-time temper of the nation.

Not a dog barked, and the Bill was passed by overwhelming majori-

ties in both Houses of Parliament.

The first Military Service Act was clearly only a temporary
measure. Bonar Law and his Conservative colleagues in the Cabinet
were anxious to bring in universal conscription at the earliest oppor-
tunity, for they were convinced that the Army’s requirements could
be met in no other way. The Conservatives outside the Cabinet were
strong for the same course, especially the Unionist War Committee
whose chairman was Carson, But Bonar Law, aware of the political

difficulties involved, did not intend to be brow-beaten by any
external agitation into arriving at a premature decision on this

matter. Writing to Carson on April 4th, 1916, he said."

‘T am sure you will agree with me that I cannot allow myself to be
influenced either as to the decision which I shall think it my duty to take,
or as to the time which seems to me necessary before coming to that deci-
sion - even by my desire to meet your own views and those of the

^ At one time it looked as if McKenna, Runciman, and Grey would all resign too, not
on the specific principle of compulsion, but on financial problems consequential upon its

introduction. They were, however, in the end induced by Asquith to remain
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committee which, as I know, is largely 1 epresentative of the Party of
which I have the honour to be the leader in the House of Commons/’

There is a cool formality in Bonar Law’s tone, which suggests that

he was no longer on terms of cordial friendship with Carson. It

was perhaps inevitable that Carson’s position as the leading political

figure outside the Government should bring him into collision with

his leader. As we shall see, this divergence was soon to become even

more significant.

Meanwhile, in the Cabinet the question of conscription was
rapidly producing a crisis. The Liberals were still most unwilling to

countenance universal conscription, and the Conservatives were
divided on the matter, some favouring it whatever the political

results, others reluctant to force it through at the cost of disrupting

the Government. For a time Bonar Law belonged to the second

category, but careful examination of a memorandum submitted by
the Army Council convinced him that conscription was vital; further,

that he would be placing an impossible strain on the loyalty of his

own supporters, if he asked them to vote against a policy so strongly

advocated by the military experts.

On April 17th Bonar Law addressed a long letter to Asquith. He
argued that the only logical course now was to enforce universal

conscription for all men ofmilitary age, married or single. He severely

condemned the compromise proposals (the details do not matter)

brought forward by a Cabinet committee over which Asquith had
presided. He had been willing to oppose conscription, despite his

own conviction of its necessity and his knowledge that nearly all his

party favoured it, if such opposition was the only way to secure

national unity. But the verdict of the Army Council seemed to him
conclusive. He ended/

‘T think it is easier for you to carry your supporters in favour compul-
sion than it is for us to obtain the support of our Party against it. ... I

think it right to send you this letter at once, before I have had the oppor-
tunity of consulting my Unionist colleagues, not as my final decision ~ for

in that I shall be influenced by the views of my colleagues ~ but as an
indication of what I think that decision must be.”

Meanwhile, Lloyd George was bringing all his guns to bear upon
the anti-conscriptionists. The Cabinet seemed again and again on

the verge of dissolution. On April 25th, a Bill embodying a new
series of compromises was introduced by Walter Long on behalf of

the Government. It satisfied no one, and was withdrawn the next

day. Finally on May 2nd Asquith, yielding to the pressure of Lloyd
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George and Bonar Law, announced that he intended to bring

forward a measure conscripting all able-bodied men between 18 and

41. Bonar Law’s judgment turned out to be correct. There was no
split in the Liberal Party. SirJohn Simon’s ^^cave” numbered a mere

27, to which could be added 10 followers ofRamsay MacDonald. No
one resigned. The Bill received the Royal Assent on May 25th. For
the moment the Government was safe.

3

The attitude of the Cabinet to conscription was considerably

affected by the other great question agitating the political world at

this time - the question of Ireland. Once again with that strange

mixture of tragedy and farce, of folly and heroism, which so often

colours their history, the Irish stepped into the limelight. On April

22nd, Sir Roger Casement, who had been landed in Kerry by a

German submarine, was arrested. On the same day a German vessel

laden with arms was seized off the Irish coast and scuttled by her

crew while being conducted under naval escort to Queenstown
harbour. Two days later, on Easter Monday, an armed insurrection

broke out in Dublin; Sinn Fein forces seized the Post Office and other

public buildings; P. H. Pearce proclaimed himself President of the

‘Trish Republic”; a number of British soldiers were murdered in the

streets, and a large part of the centre of the city was consumed by
flames. After a week of fighting the rebelhon was suppressed with
considerable bloodshed. Martial law was proclaimed in Ireland.

Several of the leading rebels were summarily court-martialed and
executed.

The Easter Rebellion was repudiated at first by the overwhelming
majority of Irishmen. Many people have claimed that, if a greater

degree of clemency had been displayed, then the extremist party in

Ireland.would have died a natural death, and the fearful bitterness

of the years to come might have been avoided. It may be so. But it

was difficult for any Government in the midst ofwar to display such
magnaninfity. In the next few weeks the Cabinet was assailed with
equal fury by those who declared that it had been far too harsh and
those who asserted that it had been far too weak. Believers in the
doctrine of the Golden Mean will perhaps conclude that the Govern-
ment had behaved with sense and moderation in circumstances of
great difficulty.

Asquith visited Ireland in May and came to the conclusion that
the existing system of government had broken down entirely, and
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that the only way to prevent the Sinn Fein extremists securing all

the support previously accorded to Redmond and the moderate
Nationalists would be to concede some measure of Home Rule. The
Conservatives viewed such a step with much scepticism but Bonar
Law agreed to Asquith’s proposal that Lloyd George should en-

deavour to negotiate a settlement between Redmond and Carson.

Lloyd George was successful as far as the Irish leaders were con-

cerned. Redmond and Carson agreed to a settlement involving the

immediate enforcement of the Home Rule Act, subject to an amend-
ing Bill excluding the six LFlster counties for the duration of the war.

At the end of the war an Imperial Conference would be held in order

to consider the whole government ofthe Empire including the govern-

ment of Ireland. For the duration of the war the Irish Members
would continue to sit in full numbers at Westminster.

Carson and Redmond hastened to Ireland in order to secure the

support of their respective parties for the new proposals. But in the

meantime a furious storm began to rise within the Coalition Cabinet.

Lloyd George’s plan encountered the fiercest opposition from the old

guard ofthe Conservative Party. As we have already seen, Bonar Law
was himself by no means a fanatic upon this subject - although he
has frequently been regarded as such by subsequent historians. He
disliked Home Rule, but he did not believe that it could be indefi-

nitely postponed. What chiefly concerned him was the question of

Ulster, and Lloyd George’s plan seemed to him to give all that could

reasonably be required for the duration of the war.

But Bonar Law could not go too far ahead of the sentiments of his

Conservative colleagues. It soon became clear that a powerful

group of Unionists would fight to the death rather than give way on
the question of Home Rule. The leading figures of this group were

Lansdowne, Walter Long and Selborne, The latter indeed resigned

as soon as he learned of the proposals which Lloyd Georg#^ Carson

and Redmond were making, and did not even wait for the Cabinet’s

verdict. The first two - more wisely perhaps - remained in the

Cabinet and asserted their views there. Once again the Government
seemed on the verge of collapse. Bonar Law returning from Paris

toward the end ofJune found himselfin the midst of a perilous crisis.

Along with Carson and Balfour he fought as best he could for the

Lloyd George plan, but the opposition was too strong. On July
7th Bonar Law summoned a Party meeting at the Carlton Club
and tried to persuade the rank and file of his supporters. He
concluded:
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‘‘I quite admit there is a danger in setting up this Government in

Ireland, but there is a danger always with regard to Ireland: there is only

a choice of evils. It may be that to do this is a gamble, but the alternative

is not a gamble: there is not even a gambler’s chance if we do not. . . .

‘^It is now nearly five years since in circumstances which you all remem-
ber you chose me to be your leader. Before the outbreak of war neither

Lord Lansdowne nor I thought that our task was especially easy, but it was
child’s play in comparison with the difficulties we have had to face since.

Until that time we had been going along the beaten track of ordinary

party warfare: we were engaged in that party warfare but we had our

Party behind us, and none of us cared what was said by our opponents -

in fact perhaps we rather liked it. With the outbreak of war all that has

changed: there is now no beaten track for us to walk on Since then we
have been sailing on an uncharted ocean with no compass to guide us

except this, that we are bound to do what we think right in the national

interest without regard even to the interests of our Party. (Hear, hear)

Whether I am right or wrong that is what I am doing now. I am bound
to do what I think right and as long as I am in the position in which you
placed me I am bound to tell you what my conviction is, and it is this,

that if we go back on these negotiations now as a Party we shall make a

terrible mistake
”

But, although Bonar Law was supported by Balfour and other

important Unionists, it was far from certain that he carried a majority

of his party with him. Lansdowne who also addressed the meeting

made no secret of his hostility to Home Rule. There can be little

doubt that he and Long represented the feelings of most Unionists:

that to set up Home Rule, even with Ulster excluded, was a danger-

ous concession in time of war, a concession moreover which had all

the appearance of being extorted by rebellion and revolution instead

of being based upon a just assessment of the merits of the case. The
meeting adjourned without coming to any conclusion, Bonar Law
shrewdly perceiving that to take a division might be unwise and
merely crystallize opposition.

In any case the scheme was destined very soon to founder. Lans-

downe attacked the proposals openly in the House of Lords, and
Bonar Law himself declared that he could not agree to the full

number of Irish Members remaining at Westminster. All the Unionist

Members of the Cabinet were firm on this point, for they feared that

otherwise the 80 Irish Nationalists would continue to be able in

certain circumstances to determine who should govern England -

and this seemed an intolerable position after Home Rule had been
granted. Redmond, however, regarded the maintenance of Irish

representation as an indispensable guarantee that the settlement was
temporary, and that the permanent exclusion of Ulster had not yet
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been conceded. Bonar Law declined to give way. The negotiations

were brought to an end, and late in July the old system of govern-

ment was restored, with a Unionist Chief Secretary, H. E. Duke
(later Lord Merrivale), in place of the discredited Birrell.

The Irish negotiations had brought Bonar Law into closer touch

with Carson and Lloyd George, but had alienated him from the bulk

of the Unionist Party. We have already seen how Asquith, whether

by chance or design, had weakened Bonar Law’s position as leader.

These latest events - though of course Asquith had no responsibility

for them - had an even more unfavourable effect upon Bonar Law's

prestige. He was bombarded with angry and abusive letters from

Conservatives in every walk of life. It was perhaps fortunate for his

personal fortunes that the negotiations broke down as they did.

Otherwise he might have been the object of still greater wrath on the

part of his colleagues and supporters. Even as it was, the summer of

1916 saw him acutely conscious of his dangerously isolated position.

This refusal to swim with the main current of Conservative thought,

or to bow to the antiquated idols which the Party had so long been

worshipping was to his credit as a statesman, but to his peril as a

politician and party leader.

4

Before these events came to their melancholy conclusion an impor-

tant change had occurred in the Cabinet. On June 5th the Hampshire

in which Kitchener had sailed for Russia struck a mine off the

Orkneys. Kitchener and all his staff were drowned. The news spread

a thrill of horror and dismay throughout the country. Even members
of the Cabinet who had long surveyed with increasing doubts the

conduct of the War Minister were stunned by the shock of this

disaster. Kitchener’s death left a most important vacancy. Who
would succeed him at the War Office?

The two obvious claimants were Bonar Law and Lloyd George.

There was indeed a third possibility. Many prominent soldiers fearing

that Lloyd George might make difficulties with the Army Chiefs,

favoured the appointment of Lord Derby, but the latter indicated

at once that he did not aspire to such an elevated position. He would

however be willing to serve as under-seex'etary to Bonar Law. Such

an offer strengthened Bonar Law’s claim to the post, for Derby

possessed much prestige at this time. Bonar Law’s own feelings were

mixed. He did not particularly want to be War Minister. The
Kitchener-Robertson agreement had deprived that office of much of
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its effectiveness. On the other hand he did not wish to be slighted

again by Asquith and would have resented the offer being made to

any Unionist other than himself.

On Sunday^ June i ith^ Aitken entertained Bonar Law and Lloyd

George to luncheon at Cherkley. The avowed purpose was to achieve

agreement on this important topic for, on the following day, Bonar

Law had to leave for France, and it was necessary to settle the matter

as soon as possible. The War Office was temporarily in the hands of

Asquith who had so far come to no decision.

The two Ministers arrived quite early. ^‘The conversation between

them”, writes Lord Beaverbrook,^ ^'began extraordinarily badly as is

often the case between two public men who are not on close terms of

friendship with one another.” Bonar Law apparently taxed Lloyd

George with being too ambitious, too much on the make, and thus

disturbing the harmony of the Cabinet. Lloyd George skilfully

avoided these complaints. Declaring that the past was not worth dis-

cussing he diverted the conversation to the immediate problem - who
was to be War Minister? He maintained that a weak man, a mere
satellite of Asquith would be impossible, that the choice lay between

himself and Bonar Law, and he offered to give full support to Bonar

Law. ‘‘Yet even to this gesture”, writes Lord Beaverbrook, “Bonar

Law did not respond very readily.” But the discussion was resumed
after lunch, and eventually the two men agreed that Lloyd George

should be War Minister, provided he could get some modification

of the Kitchener-Robertson agreement, and that Bonar Law would
see Asquith, and back his claim, if necessary with the threat of

resignation.^

Bonar Law now endeavoured to get in touch with Asquith, only

to be informed that if he wanted to see the Prime Minister he must
go to the latter’s house at Sutton Courtenay in Berkshire. Bonar Law
was natu^lly irritated at this news. It was too late to go that evening

and the next morning he and Aitken were due to leave for Paris

together. However, he could not risk Asquith making the appoint-

ment before he had time to put the case for Lloyd George. Accor-

dingly early on Monday morning he motored with Aitken from
Leatherhead to Sutton Courtenay. Bonar Law went into the house

leaving his companion in the car. He found the Prime Minister

engaged in a rubber of bridge with three ladies.^^ Asquith genially

requested him to wait till the game was finished. Bonar Law, by
now considerably annoyed, declined to wait and informed him of

the discussion with Lloyd George. Asquith immediately offered the
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1

AS the autumn of 1916 darkened into winter, discontent at the

UL progress of the war became ever more widespread. It had
JL indeed been a dismal year for the fortunes of the Allies.

Admittedly the French had been able to prevent the German armies

breaking through the Western Front at Verdun, but only at heavy
cost. Moreover, the great counter offensive launched by Haig on

July ist, the campaign of the Somme, seemed bitterly disappointing.

Gains few. Losses were immense. It is now known that the

German suffered almost as badly as the Allies and that the balance

was by no means as one-sided as it appeared at the time. But, during

the autumn of 1916, there seemed little consolation for the lengthen-

ing casualty lists which brought home the fact ofwar in its most cruel

and personal form to thousands of British homes.

In the east the picture was equally sombre. At the end of April,

after a series of tactical and administrative errors seldom rivalled in

our military history, the British force under General Townsend was
obliged to surrender to the Turks at Kut. Of ten thousand prisoners

less than one-third were destined to survive the fearful conditions of
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their captivity. On the plains of Galicia Brussilov’s great offensive

achieved early successes but died away without any lasting results.

In August Rumania entered the war upon the Allied side, only to

meet a swift and conclusive defeat. Before the end of the year

Bucharest and three-quarters of the country were in German
hands.

To all these calamities must be added the Easter Rebellion at

Dublin described in the last chapter. We have seen how it weakened

Bonar Law's personal position with his own supporters. Moreover, it

seemed a clear proof of the bankruptcy of the Government’s Irish

policy. It further increased the hostility felt for Asquith by the right

wing of the Unionist Party, a group which in any case regarded the

Prime Minister with acute dislike and distrust.

Although many of these disasters were not the fault either of the

Prime Minister or of the Cabinet, it was natural that criticism should

focus upon the Government. A widening circle ofpoliticians, soldiers,

and journalists began to regard the Coalition Government with

profound dissatisfaction. Again and again, so the hostile critics

averred, events moved too fast for its slow deliberations, opportuni-

ties were missed, and instead of driving straight to its objective, the

Government became lost in a morass of vacillation and indecision.

How much truth was there in these accusations?

There can be no doubt that the Cabinet was an unsatisfactory

instrument for achieving quick results. Bonar Law had perceived one

of its weaknesses almost as soon as he entered it. He wrote to Asquith

on June 22nd3 1915:^

Might I suggest that you should have for every cabinet an agenda,

and not permit any of our colleagues to raise any subjects, not previously

submitted to you, until the agenda has been completed.”

Asquith replied:^

“I am afraid this is a counsel of perfection in wartime. I try as far as

possible to rule out secondary discussion but it is very difficult.”

No doubt it was difficult, but Bonar Law had seized upon a defect

which was ultimately to be in some degree responsible for Asquith’s

fall. Partly from a genuine reluctance to overrule the Unionists

whom he felt he must treat with special courtesy, partly because he

possessed what his biographers call ‘‘a certain arrogance”^ which

made him regard with contemptuous tolerance the ramblings of his

colleagues, Asquith was curiously unwilling to closure debate in
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Cabinet or to force a decision. This was particularly unfortunate in

a Government which contained so many powerful and clashing

personalities. Winston Churchill writes of the Coalition:^

‘'The progress of business therefore became cumbrous and laborious in

the last degree and, though all these evils were corrected by earnest

patriotism and loyalty, the general result was bound to be disappointing

. . . every operative decision was obtained only by prolonged, discursive,

and exhausting discussions. Far too often we laboured through long delays

to unsatisfactory compromises.’’

This picture is confirmed from other sources. Austen Chamberlain

noticed that Asquith was an indifferent chairman, and often could

be observed writing letters while the discussion was in progress.®

. when he at last intervened with a statement ‘Now that that is

decided we had better pass on to . .
.’ there would be a general cry, ‘But

what has been decided?’ and the discussion would begin all over again.”

The truth was that Asquith had become a tired and weary man.

He had been Prime Minister for nearly nine years -- a longer con-

tinuous period in office than had been enjoyed by any of his predeces-

sors since the days of Lord Liverpool. It had moreover been a period

of intense stress and difficulty. Only a man with Asquith’s iron

constitution could have stood the strain so long. Then, in September

1916, came the death in action of his brilliant son, Raymond, to

whom he was devoted. It was a terrible blow to Asquith upon whom,
write his biographers, it left “^^an indelible scar”. Such a tragic loss

had inevitably a most unfavourable effect upon his capacity to carry

on the Government, and it came moreover, at a moment when
Asquith needed all his powers in order to surmount the difficulties

which lay ahead. Lloyd George later wrote

“It w^ a misfortune for Britain that the great statesman who had the

supreme responsibility was less equal to his task than he had ever been in

the whole course of his distinguished career. Mr. Bonar Law, who was
well disposed to him, was of that opinion, and expressed it repeatedly in

the course of conversations I held with him.”

But the various people who were hostile to Asquith’s Administra-

tion were agreed neither upon how to bring it to an end, nor

upon what should take its place. It is necessary here to give some
account of these divergences, and then to consider the position of

Bonar Law.
There existed a formidable group which frankly wanted Asquith’s
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removal. Its two most important members were Carson and North-

cliffe. Carson regarded the situation as hopeless while Asquith

remained Prime Minister. It was not, Carson believed, merely a

change in the machinery of government that was needed. The
creation of a small War Council with real powers in the place of the

cumbrous War Committee would be some help, and indeed it was

partly on this issue that Carson had resigned in 1915. But this

reform, though desirable in itself, would be ineffective, as long as

Asquith was at the head of affairs. Carson was supported by Milner

who had great influence with certain sections of Unionist opinion,

and by Sir Henry Wilson who regarded Asquith with a personal

hostility which was heartily reciprocated.

Northcliffe too favoured the removal of Asquith, and he was at

this time a most formidable enemy. Indeed he possessed a power

such as no newspaper proprietor has ever wielded before or since.

Owning both The Times and the Daily Mail he could spread his

opinions among the classes and the masses with equal effect. In his

heyday he controlled half the circulation of the entire London Press.

It must be remembered that the wireless, as a means of disseminating

news, had not yet come into existence, and the Government had no

alternative method of communicating with the public. The power of

the Press was greater in those days than it ever has been since, and
Northcliffe’s share of that power was proportionately far larger than

the share of any newspaper owner in more recent times. Asquith,

however, regarded the sensationalism of the Northcliffe Press with a

silent contempt. He declined to take the trouble of refuting the

virulent charges which were constantly being brought against him,

and made no attempt to present his own case to the newspapers. It

was an attitude which reflected his personal integrity, but it was not

wise.

Ndrthcliffe’s view of the situation was not quite the'*^ame as

Carson's. He favoured the removal of Asquith because he considered

that greater power should be given to Haig and Robertson in the

direction of the war. At times he used language suggesting that he

almost favoured a military dictatorship,^ and the temporary suspen-

sion of Parliamentary Government. Carson would certainly not have

supported any change as drastic as this. The link between Noith-

cliflFe and the Carson-Milner group was Geoffrey Dawson, editor of

^ “To the right soldiers he woiold have given almost unlimited power.” History of the

TimeSf Vol IV, Part i, p. 274. See also Politicians and War, Vol. II, p. 122, for NorthclifFe^s

remarks to Lord Beaverbrook
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The Times, He had a great dislike for Asquith, and a passionate

admiration for Milner. He too consistently advocated the creation

of a small War Council or War Cabinet.

If Asquith’s opponents had come only from the right wing his

position would have been much safer, for he still controlled a Parlia-

mentary majority, even in the event of the Coalition breaking up.

But his Achilles heel was in his own party. Lloyd George, the most

powerful member of the Liberal Party next to Asquith, was deeply

dissatisfied with the conduct of the war. His dissatisfaction was not,

indeed based on the same grounds as that of Northcliffe. What
Lloyd George wanted was to give the soldiers not more power but

less. He believed that Haig and Robertson were entirely wrong in

seeking a decision on the Western Front. A confirmed Easterner, he

considered that the war could only be won by flank attacks through

the Balkans or the Alps against Germany’s weaker allies. In parti-

cular he chafed at his own position as War Secretary. Despite his

original resolve, he had accepted that position without cancelling the

Kitchener-Robertson agreement which, it will be recalled, gave to

the Chief of the Imperial General Staff the substance of power over

strategy and left the Minister controlling only man-power and

administration.

Lloyd George differed from Northcliffe - and in this respect from

Carson too - on another point. He did not want to see Asquith

disappear from the scene. He hoped that Asquith would remain as

Prime Minister while he (Lloyd George) acted as Chairman of a

small War Council responsible for the strategy of the war. He did

not at this time, autumn of 1916, wish to displace the Prime Minister,

whereas Carson, Milner and Northcliffe from their differing stand-

points believed that Asquith’s removal was the essential preliminary

to any further reforms.

LloydjGeorge was not the only prominent Liberal to view the

Government with a jaundiced eye. There was also Churchill. As

soon as he had resigned from office he had departed to France to

command a battalion. It was scarcely a field worthy of his great

talents. In the spring of 1916, at the instigation of Carson, and

Aitken, who as Canadian Government Representative with the

Canadian Forces made frequent visits to France, Churchill decided

to return home and help to form a patriotic opposition with the

object of “gingering up” the Government.

What was Bonar Law’s attitude to, and relationship with, these

various opponents of Asquith? At the beginning of November 1916,
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it is safe to say that he was on cordial terms with none of them. He
viewed Lloyd George with much mistrust. Their co-operation over

the War Office and over Irish Home Rule had not led to any close

alliance. Indeed Bonar Law had regarded Lloyd George with more
approval, when the Coalition had first been formed, than he now did

after eighteen months ofsitting with him in the same Cabinet. ^‘When
we joined the Cabinet'’, said Bonar Law at the end of 1915, referring

to himself and his Conservative colleagues, there was no man we
disliked more than McKenna and no man we trusted more than

Lloyd George. Now the case is precisely reversed.”®

Bonar Law thought that Lloyd George was an ambitious, and none

too scrupulous colleague. ^‘The root cause of the trouble”, writes

Lord Beaverbrook,^ 'Vas that Bonar Law had formed the opinion

that in matters of office and power Lloyd George was a self-seeker

and a man who considered no interests except his own.” It is un-

necessary here to recapitulate Bonar Law’s reasons for this belief: it

was, after all, an impression widely shared by his colleagues in both

parties. Moreover, Bonar Law had no sympathy with Lloyd George’s

complaints about strategy. He was on the contrary at this time a

supporter of the Army chiefs. It was largely for this reason that he

had pressed so strongly - and successfully - for the evacuation of

Gallipoli.

As for the other opponents of the Government, Bonar Law’s

attitude can be quickly summarized. He had no use for, or dealings

with, Northcliffe. More than a year before he had expressed himself

thus when writing to Lord Maclay about a newspaper article:^

‘Tor once I have no sympathy whatever with the Press as represented

by the ‘MaiP. It is all Northcliffe, who is one of the most jumpy of men
and rushes at everything without any regard to anything except his own
vanity.”

And the succeeding fifteen months had given him no cause to modify

this severe - though perhaps nfnfair -judgment. Northcliffe and

Churchill were on the worst possible terms, but Bonar Law’s dis-

approval of the former did not make him think any the more highly

of the latter. He had social relations with Churchill through their

mutual friends, F. E. Smith and Aitken, but any idea of pohtical

collaboration was out of the question.

Far more important to Bonar Law than either Northcliffe or

Churchill were the intentions and attitude of Carson. The relations

between the two men had been marked by increasing colcJhess ever
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since Carson’s resignation. That episode in itself had lowered Carson

in Bonar Law’s estimation, for he regarded Carson’s motives as in-

sufficiently weighty in time ofwar. All through 1916 Carson had been
emerging as the most dangerous enemy of the Government. In some
ways he seemed to be acquiring a greater control over the Unionist

Party than Bonar Law himself. His formidable oratory lashed the

Cabinet again and again. Although he had never held any executive

post to justify such a belief, the notion became current that he

possessed a drive, a remorseless determination, and unrelenting

hostility to the Germans, which contrasted strongly with the dismal

procrastination attributed to Asquith and his colleagues. In fact

there was no truth in this idea. Carson was not particularly effective

when he became First Lord of the Admiralty in Lloyd George’s

Government, but he was undoubtedly one of the most formidable

leaders of the Opposition that ever spoke in the House of Commons.
More than any single person he was responsible for Asquith’s

fall.

Thus, then, the stage is set at the beginning of November. The
various opponents of Asquith are divided among themselves as to

strategy and tactics. Lloyd George advocates one policy, Carson

another, Northcliffe a third. But they can do nothing, unless they

gain the support of Bonar Law. As long as he remains allied to

Asquith the Government is safe; and for the time being Bonar Law
still believes that he must sustain that alliance. He regards Asquith,

indeed, with a critical eye, but considers every alternative fraught

with even greater danger.

And what are Asquith’s feelings? He thinks, as so many others do,

that he is indispensable, and that no one can overthrow him. He is

sustained by consciousness of the powerful groups that support him:

the Liberals, McKenna, Grey, Runciman, Crewe, Samuel, Montagu;
the Conservatives, Curzon, Chamberlain, Cecil, Long, Lansdowne.
He is perhaps a little weary. His son’s death has dealt him a shattering

blow, but he has no intention of abandoning the great post to which
the nation has called him. Duty and inclination alike demand that he

should remain. As for troubles and criticisms they are inevitable in

war. An overwhelming majority supports him in Parliament. The
ignoble machinations of the Press can be disregarded. The captious-

ness of Lloyd George can be ignored. The last of the Romans, as he
was once described, sits presiding week after week in the Cabinet

room, courteous, lucid, powerful and serene.
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The curtain for the curious drama to be played during the next

month^ rises upon an apparently unimportant and irrelevant pro-

logue. On November Sth^ the House of Commons debated a topic as

remote from war as can well be conceived. The question concerned

the sale of enemy businesses confiscated in Nigeria^ mainly firms

which dealt with Nigerian palm kernels. Carson put down a resolu-

tion that ‘'such properties and businesses should be sold only to

natural born British subjects or companies wholly British”.

This apparently innocent motion had been chosen with no small

degree of craft. For it was certain to bring on to Carson’s side and
against the Government, which favoured a free auction to all bidders,

the maximum number of Conservative Protectionists. It was also

nicely calculated to aggravate those nationalist, anti-foreign, anti-

neutral, sentiments which always predominate in time ofwar. It had,

moreover, an inner significance which wholly escaped the general

public. Bonar Law had declared at the time of the Coalition’s forma-

tion that he would cease to be a member of the Government the

moment that “the Party to which I belong has lost confidence in

me” - in other words always a party man, he would not hold office

by virtue of Liberal votes. This meant that the ostensible result of a

division would be irrelevant. Supported by Liberal votes the Govern-

ment was certain to win easily. What mattered was the way in which

the Conservatives voted. If more voted for Carson than for the

Government, then, whatever the technical result of the division,

Bonar Law would resign - and his resignation would at once precipi-

tate the faU of the Government.

The debate was marked by extraordinary bitterness. Bonar Law,

as Colonial Secretary, had the task of winding up for the Govern-

ment, Following immediately after a ferocious speech from Carson,

Bonar Law began:

^ The history of the crisis which resulted in Asquith’s fall has been related in great

detail by Lord Beaverbrook in Pohticims and the War, Vol. II Lord Beaverbrook played a
most important personal part in the crisis. His narrative, based upon his own contemporary
record and upon Bonar Law’s papers, has in the main never been seriously challenged.

The only important criticisms of it came from Austen Chamberlain, who has given his

own account in Down the Tears, pp. 107-31, and maintains that Lord Beaverbrook mis-

understands the motives of the group of Unionist Mimsters with whom Chamberlain
acted, and from the biographers of Asquith who, while accepting in substance Lord
Beaverbrook’s story, consider that he attributes over subtle political intentions to the

Prime Minister. These criticisms will be considered in their place. Carson and Lloyd
George, the principal participants in these events still alive when Lord Beaverbrook’s
account was published, accepted it as accurate. In what follows I have based my account
on Lord Beaverbrook’s book, and, except where otherwise stated, it must be taken as my
authority.
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‘‘This is a Motion of want of confidence in the Government^ moved -

and this I must say I do regret - with a violence which to my mind is

hardly in keeping with the serious situation in which the country stands

... I at least will never question the sincerity of the motives by which my
right hon. friend (Carson) is actuated and I hope and believe that our
personal friendship will stand the strain of political opposition and even
of speeches such as that to which we have just listened. . .

Nevertheless, it soon became clear that Bonar Law was opposed by
many members of his own party. He was repeatedly interrupted by
Carson with such observations as: “Nonsense’'. “1 never made any

such statement.” “Absolutely untrue.” Bonar Law wound up with a

warning of the possible consequences of pressing a division. The
Carsonites ignored it. In the result the Government was supported

by 231 votes to 117. Churchill voted with the minority- a clear

indication that the real issue at stake was nothing to do with Free

Trade or Protection. But the true significance ofthe debate lay in the

way the Unionists voted: 65 supported Carson, 73 supported Bonar

Law, out of a total representation in the House of 286. Thus by a

narrow majority Bonar Law was upheld. The passions raised by the

debate were fierce. One of the Carsonite whips meeting Sir F. E.

Smith in the lobby told him that Bonar Law had been saved by the

votes of “the paid members”. “We will cross off the votes of the

members who are paid,” replied Smith, “if you cross off those who
want to be paid.”-’

Bonar Law was much disturbed at the result of the debate. Unlike

those who poured congratulations upon him after the division he

was well aware of its real significance. It was an alarming milestone

upon Carson's road to ascendancy in the Unionist Party. If such

attacks continued, Bonar Law would sooner or later be forced to

resign. Aitken, indeed, urged him to lose no time and resign at once.

But Bonar Law was unwilling to do so. Such action would be dis-

loyal t^iiAsquith, however advantageous it might be for Bonar Law
to stand forth as an alternative Prime Minister and disentangle him-

self from a discredited Government. He refused to listen to Aitken's

advice.

An appropriate moment has arrived for the consideration of

Aitken's part in the events which followed. There have been many
who, both then and later, have maintained that he exerted a malign

and sinister influence upon the political scene at this time. It has

even been suggested that Bonar Law was a mere puppet in his hands
and that, but for Aitken’s intrigues, Asquith would never have
fallen; his Government would have sailed on, buffeted and weather-
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beaten perhaps^ but victorious in the end. The Asquithian Liberals

were sedulous in spreading this view; but it was echoed in other

quarters too. The Morning Post summed it up in a phrase adopted

from the title of a once well-known play, ''Bunty pulls the Strings'".

Yet a moment's thought is enough to convince anyone of the

essential unplausibility ofsuch a theory. Opinions may conflict about

the character, the attainments, and the influence of Lord Beaver-

brook in the years between the wars, and during World War II, but

it is an historical error to think of Sir Max Aitken in the same light

during 1916. At that time he was a Conservative back bencher ~

admittedly very wealthy, but this was not in itself of great signifi-

cance. He had never held office. His influence upon the Press was
relatively unimportant. For although the Daily Express was under his

control it had but a tiny circulation compared with the papers

controlled by Northcliffe and Rothermere. Bonar Law was 58 years

of age and had been leader of the Conservative Party for five years.

Aitken was 36 and had only been in Parliament for six years. He was

in no position to use Bonar Law as a puppet, and the whole theory

has a high degree of inherent improbability. Bonar Law enjoyed

staying at Cherkley, liked talking about politics to his friend, and

was amused at his picturesque, entertaining, and, on occasions, out-

rageous, conversation, but he was at no time a mere tool of Aitken.

Nevertheless, it would be very wrong to go to the opposite extreme

and underestimate the part which Aitken played. Although Bonar

Law’s views on general political objectives were not much affected

by his friend’s opinions, he was far more ready to take his advice on

tactics, on the means of securing those objectives. We have already

seen how shrewd that advice had been at a critical stage in the

negotiations which resulted in Bonar Law becoming leader of his

Party. It was to be equally shrewd in the manoeuvres which led to

the displacement of Asquith. For Aitken had, and has, ttT'an un-

canny degree the art of perceiving and exploiting those weak - and

strong - points in men's characters which can be played upon in

order to secure their friendship or support. Moreover, he possessed

immense energy and astonishing resourcefulness in the pursuit of

any project upon which he set his heart. No trouble was too great,

no detail too small, when he devoted himself heart and soul to the

successful accomplishment of a political intrigue. He had a profound

intuitive understanding of the secret fears, vanities, aspirations, and

cupidities of those whom he knew well. His judgment on wide issues

of general policy was sometimes at fault, and, on occasions, wildly
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erratic, but it seldom erred in matters of individual personality. And
it was precisely a problem of individual personalities which had to

be solved if a change of Government was to be brought about. How
could the conflicting beliefs and prejudices of Carson, Lloyd George

and Bonar Law be brought into harmony? It must have seemed an

almost insuperable problem. There was, possibly, only one man who
could have solved it. In this sense, perhaps, the partisans of Asquith

were right, when they saw in Sir Max Aitken their hero’s most

formidable foe, the true author of his downfall.

Aitken frankly believed that under Asquith’s rule the country

would never win the war. That view may have been right or wrong,

but it was sincerely held, and it was shared by many others who
belonged to the inner circles of politics at that time. He saw, that, if

Lloyd George, Carson and Bonar Law could be brought together

and could agree upon a common programme of reform to present

to Asquith, some sort of crisis must ensue. The result might not

necessarily be the resignation of Asquith, but at the worst it would

mean a reconstructed Government which would run the war more
efficiently. At the best it would mean a new Government and a new
Prime Minister; and Aitken, with his intense devotion to his friend,

naturally hoped that the new Prime Minister would be Bonar Law.

But Bonar Law was still very far from joining in any opposition

movement against Asquith. His attitude was strikingly displayed a

few days later when on Sunday, November 12 th, he drove down to

Gherkley to discuss the political situation with Aitken. Both F. E.

Smith and Churchill were there for the weekend and had already

been engaged the previous evening in a warm altercation on the

merits of the Government, Smith strongly supporting it, Churchill

expressing bitter hostility. At Bonar Law’s arrival Churchill promptly

launched a great oratorical tirade against the Government. He spoke

as if hft^ere addressing a mighty audience rather than a small

group of political friends and acquaintances. Bonar Law, like Queen
Victoria, did not enjoy being addressed as ifhe were a public meeting

and began to show signs ofirritation. Finally, when Churchill came to

a pause in his allocution, he said, "‘Very well, if that’s what the critics

of the Government think of it - we will have a General Election.”

According to Beaverbrook, Churchill afterwards declared that

this suggestion to hold a General Election in the midst of war ‘'was

the most terribly immoral thing he had ever heard of”.^

Whether or not it was immoral it was undoubtedly a formidable

threat. For a General Election in which both Bonar Law and Asquith
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appealed to the country against Carson and the Tory Die-hards could

have had but one result - an overwhelming victory for the Coalition.

In time ofwar the patriotic cry ofrallying to a government supported

by the leaders ofboth parties would have been irresistible. Moreover,

it would have had disastrous results for the Conservative Party. In

effect it would have broken the Party in two, in something the same
way that the Election of 1918 was destined to break the Liberal

Party. Aitken reflecting after the departure of his guests came to the

conclusion that it was vital to avoid this danger. An Election held at

this time would confirm Asquith’s power, destroy all chance of a

successful reconstruction, and probably break up the Conservative

Party. It became more than ever urgent to bring not only Lloyd

George but Carson too into collaboration with Bonar Law.

Asquith’s biographers deny that Asquith in fact seriously contem-

plated a General Election at any time during these events, though

they admit that he might in conversation have used the expression,

'‘What if I were to dissolve?”^ It may be, therefore, that Bonar Law
was speaking without Asquith’s authority when he made his threat.

Nevertheless, whatever Asquith’s real views, those who were con-

templating his overthrow had to take into account the likelihood of

such a counter-move on the part of the Prime Minister. And since

they could not see into Asquitlx’s mind they could scarcely be blamed
for drawing conclusions from his casual observations. At all events

the possibility of a General Election was a potent element in the

calculations of the anti-Asquith group during the succeeding three

weeks.

The next day, November 13th, Aitken saw Lloyd George at the

War Office. Their interview is fully described in Politicians and the

War. It now became clear for the first time to Aitken that Lloyd

George and Carson were acting in close collaboration. They were

agreed upon the reform that was needed: the control of policy

should be taken away from the Cabinet and the War Committee,

and given to a small War Council^ of three or four members; this

^ At this point a question of terminology should be made clear In this nairative the

word ‘‘committee” will be used to describe any body which is a mere committee of the

Cabinet, to which the Cabinet may have delegated powers, but which is responsible to,

and can be overruled by, the Cabinet. All the successive war committees of the Asquithian

regime had been of this character* their decisions could always be challenged m the full

Cabinet. The word “council” on the other hand will be used to describe a body which has

real executive powers and does not need to refer its decisions to the Cabmet, except per-

haps on a few well defined specific subjects. This distinction between “committee” and
“council” will be followed in this narrative, but the reader should be warned that in the

contemporary letters and documents it is frequently disregarded. The words are often used
indiscriminately and the context has to be examined before it is clear exactly what is meant.
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council should sit from day to day with Lloyd George as its chairman,

and Asquith would not be a member. Lloyd George hoped that

Asquith would remain as Prime Minister and Leader of the House,

Carson preferred that he should be superseded entirely. But both

Carson and Lloyd George agreed that, whatever form the new
arrangement took, its effect should be to take the day to day conduct

of war out of Asquith’s hands.

Having learned Lloyd George’s intentions Aitken, on the following

evening, Tuesday, November 14th, imparted them to Bonar Law.

The latter’s reception of these suggestions was frankly hostile. He
regarded the whole plan as a device on the part of Lloyd George to

get round the Kitchener-Robertson agreement about the War
Minister’s powers. Lloyd George’s proposals seemed to him intended,

as so often, only to exalt the position of Lloyd George. Bonar Law
conceded that the Government was most unpopular and that the

machinery of the Cabinet badly needed to be overhauled if there was

to be any hope of obtaining quick decisions and a unified policy.

But he was not prepared to agree to a plan which seemed likely to

diminish the power of Robertson whom he favoured, and exalt the

power of Lloyd George whom he distrusted. Nor was he prepared to

take any part in an intrigue against Asquith.

Such was the situation on Tuesday, November 14th. Yet eleven

days later Bonar Law is presenting to Asquith a memorandum
drawn up by Aitken and agreed upon by Lloyd George and Carson,

embodying almost precisely these suggestions. What had occurred to

change his mind?
The biographers of Asquith give an unflattering explanation.

According to them Bonar Law was influenced not so much by the

bad progress of the war, or the merits of the proposals,

“but by a succession of personal appeals and inducements: appeals to his

ambiticflf^ when it seemed to be flagging, reminders of the precariousness

of his own position, and of the popular wrath supposed to be rising against

the Government, and those whom the public might hold responsible for

its failures

The writers do not claim any special insight into the working of

Bonar Law’s mind. They are purporting to summarize the account

given by Lord Beaverbrook in Politicians and the War.

It should at once be stated that their version will barely be recog-

nized by anyone who has read that book with care. Lord Beaver-

brook traces in detail - far more detail than is possible here - the

discussions which took place between himself, Bonar Law, Carson,
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and Lloyd George. He makes it quite clear^, (i) that from the first

Bonar Law favoupd the general idea of putting the control of the

war into the hands of a small body, (2) that Bonar Law was most dis-

satisfied with the existing method of deciding war policy, not

because of his own personal position but because he really believed

that disaster lay ahead. Bonar Law has himself left a somewhat bare

memorandum of the events leading up to the fall of Asquith. It is

dated December 30th, 1916? and so was written while the events were

fresh in his memory. Bonar Law begins:”

''After the Nigerian debate I had very strongly the feeling that the

Unionist Party in the House was not only hostile to the Government but
was fast reaching a point where their hostility would make it impossible

for me and probably for other Unionist Ministers to remain in the Cabinet.

This view was strengthened by the number of political friends both in the

House and out of it who came to me constantly with this complaint - that

I alone was keeping up a Government which was not acting with sufficient

energy and which in any case was so discredited that it had lost the power
of effectively prosecuting the war. Among others Sir Starr Jamieson came
to me urging strongly that I alone had the power to end the situation,

which if it were not altered, would be disastrous for the country.

'Tn consequence of this feeling I came definitely to the conclusion

that some radical change must be made, or that the Government
would go straight on the rocks with consequences that no one could

foresee.

"Early in November, therefore, I said to Mr. Asquith that in my judg-

ment we could not go on as we were and that some radical change must be
made in the Government and must be made at once. He did not accept

this view, but thought, on the contrary, that I was simply exaggerating a

passing discontent due to a want of military success in the war. I however
adhered to my opinion but added that there was no object in talking about

it until I had something definite to propose, and that, when I had, I would
speak to him again.

"Afterwards I met Sir Edward Carson and asked him to come to my
room . . . when I asked him in what respect a change was needed his reply

was that the first essential was that the conduct of the war should-fee in the

hands of a small body. I replied that I entirely agreed with this view but

that there was one particular in which I thought we could not agree, and
that was that, in my opinion, under such a Constitution as ours the control

of the political machine, even from the point of view of the conduct of the

war, was as essential as the preparation of big armies; and I added that in

the present House of Commons no one, I thought, could control that^

machine so well as Mr. Asquith. Sir Edward Carson said that he did not

altogether disagree with that view, and I then said to him that if we
started on that basis - Mr. Asquith to continue as Prime Minister then I

was prepared to take any measures and to exercise any pressure that it

was in my power to exercise, in order to improve the existing state of

things. .

,
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Bonar Law does not make it clear exactly when this discussion

occurred - except that it was in early November, but it seems from

Beaverbrook’s narrative to have been shortly before November I4th5

the date on which he, Beaverbrook, first put the case for Lloyd

George to Bonar Law. It would appear then, that Bonar Law was
from the first in sympathy with the idea of a small War Council.

Beaverbrook’s narrative makes it clear that the real obstacles in

Bonar Law’s mind were his personal suspicion of Lloyd George’s

ulterior motives^ and his great anxiety to behave with loyalty to

Asquith. His discussion with Carson and Lloyd George convinced

him eventually that Lloyd George did not aim at displacing Asquith,

and that a plan for a War Council could be drawn up, which would
safeguard Asquith’s position as Prime Minister, abolish the cumbrous
deliberations of the existing War Committee, and give Lloyd George
the chance of using his powers of drive and energy in the prosecution

of the war.

Bonar Law’s reluctance to do anything behind Asquith’s back is

shown by an incident which occurred during the course of these

negotiations. He agreed to meet Lloyd George and Carson on
November 20th and discuss their proposals for a War Council.

These proposals had been communicated to him so far only through

Aitken, and the latter had asked him to keep them confidential.

Despite this injunction Bonar Law told Asquith what the proposals

were and also that he intended to discuss them with Carson. Aitken

was both surprised and annoyed when Bonar Law informed him of

what he had done. Asquith’s own reaction to the proposals was un-

favourable but he raised no objection to the plan being discussed.

*‘The Triumvirate”, as Lord Beaverbrook calls them (Bonar Law,
Carson and Lloyd George), held several meetings. On November
25th they met at Pembroke Lodge and were at last able to agree

upon a common formula. Aitken drafted, and Bonar Law amended,
a document which took the form of a suggested announcement to be

made by Asquith. It read as follows:®

‘^The War Council has in my [i e Asquith’s] opinion, rendered devoted
and invaluable service, but experience has convinced me that there are

disadvantages in the present system which render a change necessary.

“Some Body doing the work of the War Council should meet every day.

It is impossible that the War Council can do this while its members have
at the same time to fulfil the exacting duties of their Departments. At the

^ Politicians and the War^ Vol. II, p. 142, “The trouble throughout was less a difference

of principle than the view which the men took of each other’s mentality”, Bonar Law^s
memorandum surprisingly, makes no mention of his suspicion of Lloyd George.
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War Council also we have felt it necessary to have the advantage regularly

of the presence of the Chief of the Imperial General Staff and the First

Sea Lord. Their time is in this way taken up sometimes unnecessarily

when every moment is required for other work, I have decided therefore

to create what I regard as a Civilian General Staff. This Staff will consist

of myself as President and three other members of the Cabinet who have
no portfolio and who will devote their wholetime to the considerationdayby
day ofthe problems which arise in connectionwith the prosecutionofthewar.

‘‘The three members who have undertaken these duties are:

[Here a blank is left for inserting the names]

and I have invited Mr. Lloyd George, and he has consented, to act as

chairman and to preside at any meeting which, owing to the pressure of

other duties, I find it impossible to attend.

‘T propose that the body should have executive authority subject to

this -> that it shall rest with me to refer any questions to the decision of the

Cabinet, which I think should be brought before them.”

Although the names were left blank the Triumvirate in fact wanted

the other members to be Bonar Law and Carson, unless the Prime

Minister raised strong objections. Armed with this memorandum
Bonar Law proceeded to No. 10 Downing Street to see Asquith.

Bonar Law’s own account of what followed must be quoted:^

‘Tn giving it (the memorandum) to him I stated that, in my opinion,

if this change were made by him entirely on his own initiative, and before

there had b^een any pressure from outside, it could be made without the

smallest loss of dignity; but if it came about as a result of pressure either in

the Cabinet, or still worse, in the Press, it would be almost impossible to

carry it out. I therefore urged upon him that if he saw his way to do it at

all he ought to do it without a moment’s delay. The Prime Minister did

not seem to me altogether opposed to the idea but naturally did not give

me any answer then,”

According to Lord Beaverbrook, whose account is based on what

Bonar Law told him that same evening, Asquith was rather more

specific than this. He regarded the terms ofthe proposal as acceptable

provided '^they represented Lloyd George^s final aims and \i^e not

merely an instalment of further demands for power. Personally he

did not believe that this was a final demand. He went on to raise the

former objections to Carson”

Asquith repaired to his country house and spent Sunday in reflect-

ing upon the problem. Then, as he had promised, he wrote a definite

answer to Bonar Law’s proposals. It took the form ofa letter to Bonar

Haw which Asquith showed him in advance on Monday morning.

What Asquith originally wrote is not known, since, at Bonar Law’s

request, he deleted some very adverse remarks about Carson, Bonar

Law having pointed out that the letter would have to be shown to the
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Other members ofthe Triumvirate. The references to Lloyd George, he

considered, could be left in. The letter must be quoted in full:^

The Wharf, Sutton Courtney,

“My dear Bonar Law,
November 26, 1916.

‘‘What follows is intended for your eyes alone.

“I fully realize the frankness and loyalty with which you have put
forward the proposal embodied in your paper note. But under the present

conditions, and in the form in which it is presented, I do not see my way to

adopt it.

“I take a less disparaging view than you do of the War Committee.
There is undoubtedly too much talk and consequent waste of time, but
the Committee has done and is doing very valuable work; and is thrashing

out difficult problems. I am quite open to suggestions for its improvement,
whether in composition or in procedure. I may say, however, that I do
not see how any body of the kind can be really workable unless the heads
of the War Office and Admiralty are members of it. Our recent practice

of sitting a good deal without the experts is a change for the better, and
might perhaps be further developed.

“But the essence of your scheme is that the War Committee should

disappear, and its place be taken by a body of four - myself, yourself,

Carson, and Lloyd George.

“As regards Carson, for whom as you know, I have the greatest personal

regard, I do not see how it would be possible, in order to secure his

services, to pass over Balfour, or Curzon, or McKenna, all of whom have
the advantage ofknowledge of the secret history of the last twelve months.
That he should be admitted over their heads at this stage to the inner

circle of the Government is a step which, I believe, would be deeply
resented, not only by them and by my political friends, but by almost all

your Unionist colleagues. It would be universally believed to be the price

paid for shutting the mouth of our most formidable parliamentary critic -

a manifest sign of weakness and cowardice.

“As to Lloyd George, you know as well as I do both his qualities and his

defects. He has many qualities that would fit him for the first place, but he
lacks the one thing needful - he does not inspire trust. . . . Here, again,

there is one construction, and one only, that could be put on the new
arrangShent that it has been engineered by him with the purpose, not
perhaps at the moment, but as soon as a fitting pretext could be found, of

his displacing me.
“In short, the plan could not, in my opinion, be carried out without

fatally impairing the confidence of loyal and valued colleagues, and under-
mining my own authority.

“I have spoken to you with the same frankness that you use to me, and
which I am glad to say has uniformly marked our relations ever since the

Coalition was formed. Nor need I tell you that, if I thought it right, I have
every temptation (especially now) to seek relieffrom the intolerable daily

burden of labour and anxiety.
..yours very sincerely,

H. H. Asquith.”
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This reply was of course a polite but absolute refusal to agree to

Bonar Law’s Proposals. The latter after some reflection saw Asquith

again. To quote his own memorandum.®

‘1 told him that in my opinion the facts made it absolutely necessary to

carry out such a change. I added that, as far as I could judge, he had no
idea of the extent of the unpopularity of his government, and indeed, from
the nature of the case, anyone in his position would find it difficult to

realize the exact facts, for no one would be likely to tell him. I then put to

him that, after all, the one thing, which seemed to me essential, was that

he and Lloyd George should work together, with the close co-operation

which existed at the time that the Coalition was formed, and I suggested

that the best way would be for the two of them to have a frank talk and
see to what extent they could come to an agreement. This was agreed to,

and the meeting took place on Friday, December ist.”

The upshot ofthat meeting will be considered shortly. In the mean-

time Bonar Law was faced with another problem. Hitherto he had

acted solely in concert with Carson, Lloyd George and Aitken. It was

now time to consult his Conservative colleagues who, so far, knew

nothing ofwhat was in the air. The principal persons concerned were,

Lansdowne, Balfour, Curzon, Austen Chamberlain, Walter Long,

Lord Robert Cecil, and F. E. Smith. Balfour was ill, and so unable to

come, but all the others attended a meeting summoned by Bonar Law
in his room in the House ofCommons on Thursday, November 30th.^

When Bonar Law put his proposals for a small War Council before

his colleagues and told them that Lloyd George must be Chairman,

and that he, Bonar Law, would back this plan with the threat of

resignation if necessary, he met with very strong opposition. The
Unionist Ministers disliked Lloyd George, and opposed the scheme

not so much on its abstract merits as on those of the proposed chair-

man. So strong was this hostility that Bonar Law never even came to

the point of mentioning Carson’s name. If he had done so, the Con-

servative Ministers would have been even more hostile, for4feey re-

garded Carson by this time with almost as much mistrust as Lloyd

George. However, the discussion broke up before this point had even

been reached. Bonar Law’s colleagues put forward, as an alternative,

a scheme for two committees of the Cabinet - the existing War
Committee and a Home Committee which would deal with domestic

aspects of war policy. This scheme had already been discussed in

Cabinet the day before, and it had very little to recommend it. Bonar

Law pointed out forcibly the overlapping that would almost certainly

^ Not November 27th, as stated iix the Life of Asquith^ Vol. II, p. 251, and repeated in

The History of the Ttmes^ Vol. IV, Part i, p. 290.
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occur if the plan was adopted. The meeting ended with no clear

conclusion.

Feeling had however run high. F. E. Smith stigmatized the whole

affair as '‘an intrigue”. Lord Robert Cecil accused Bonar Law of

dragging the Conservative Party at the coat tails of Lloyd George.

Long and Lansdowne wrote afterwards to Bonar Law in protest.

Lansdowne’s tone was particularly sharp. "The meeting in your

room”, he declared, "left 'a nasty taste in my mouth’. ” Bonar Law
replied in mollifying tones.^ He had not yet realized how deep a gulf

was opening up between himself and his old colleague. First the Irish

question and now Lansdowne’s own sincere conviction that the war
could not be won were driving the two men far apart. When the

Second Coalition was formed Lansdowne alone of the Conservative

Ministers declined to join it.

The result of his meeting with the Unionist Ministers was pro-

foundly disturbing to Bonar Law. He felt obliged to reconsider the

whole question of his attitude to Asquith, and he discussed the situa-

tion at some length that evening with Aitken. The forces arrayed

against Lloyd George and Bonar Law seemed exceedingly formid-

able. Not only would Asquith be supported by nearly all his Liberal

colleagues; it now looked as ifhe could rely upon all the Conservative

Ministers too. It was true that many powerful forces supported Lloyd
George and Bonar Law in their desire to bring about a change in

the running of the war, but all these lay outside the Cabinet. The
dissident Tory back-benchers, the discontented public^ the anti-

Asquith Press, even such important figures as Carson, Derby, and
Milner could not intervene directly in the coming struggle. As far as

their colleagues were concerned Bonar Law and Lloyd George had
to fight on alone. "In these sombre and careful reflections”, writes

Beaverbrook, "Bonar Law passed the evening of Thursday.”
Wevtnust now see what happened as a result of Bonar Law’s

suggestion that Asquith and Lloyd George should meet and discuss

the position. The following day, Friday, December ist, had been
fixed for their interview. Lloyd George now drafted a new memoran-
dum comprising what he considered to be the necessary reforms.^

Having shown it to Aitken and to Lord Derby who had come out

definitely upon the side of change, he proceeded to No. 10 Downing
Street to see Asquith. The memorandum differed in one important
respect from the memorandum which Bonar Law had presented to

Asquith on November 25th. In Lloyd George’s plan the Prime
^ See Politicians and the War, Vol. II, pp 169-70, for the full text of these letters.
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Minister was not to be a member of the War Council, but could

exercise from outside powers both of initiative and of veto, i.e. he

could direct the Council to consider any topic, and if he disagreed

with its conclusions he could refer the matter to the Cabinet which

could override the Council’s decisions.

Lloyd George handed this memorandum to Asquith. Apparently

Asquith raised no immediate objection to the plan, or to the exclu-

sion of the Prime Minister from the War Committee. He promised to

let Lloyd George have his considered opinion in writing later. During

their conversation which was entirely friendly Lloyd George told

Asquith that he considered it was essential to remove Balfour from

the Admiralty and that the Committee should consist of himself,

Carson, and Bonar Law.

Lloyd George having finished his interview with Asquith promptly

reported progress to Bonar Law. The latter seeing the memorandum
for the first time at once pointed out that it gave the Prime Minister

a less favourable status than in the original plan. His own account

should be quoted:^

®‘Lloyd George’s reply was that in his view the dignity of the Prime
Minister was retained as much in the one case as in the other and that no
exception had been taken to it by Mr. Asquith ... he added that he had
expressed the view to the Prime Minister that it was essential that Mr.
Balfour should cease to be at the head of the Admiralty. I said at once that

not only could I take no part in any attempt to get rid of Mr. Balfour from
the Admiralty, but that in view of the relationship between us, if he were
compelled to leave that position, I could not under any circumstances

take his place, that, whoever else might be justified in doing so, nothing

wouldjustifyme in treating him in such a way after the more than generous

treatment I had received from him since the time he had ceased to be

leader of our Party.”

On this rather indecisive note the discussion ended.

Bonar Law spent the rest ofthe day, December ist, broodingoipon

the problem. That night he dined alone with Aitken at the Hyde
Park Hotel and went over the whole subject with him. Finally, he

decided that he must see Lloyd George again, have out with him

the question of Balfour, and finally decide what to do if Asquith

procrastinated any further. Aitken happened to know that Lloyd

George was dining out that night at the Berkeley Hotel with Lord

CunliflFe, the Governor of the Bank of England, Lord Reading, and

Mr. and Mrs. Edwin Montagu. Bonar Law insisted upon accompany-

ing him to the Berkeley but agreed to wait outside in a taxi. Aitken

went into the restaurant and beckoned from a distance to Lloyd
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George who, to the surprise of the other guests, promptly got up and

left. He knew that only a matter of the greatest urgency would have

induced Aitken to act in this curious way. The three men returned

in their taxi to the Hyde Park Hotel and they once again discussed

the problem of what to do if Asquith refused to move. It must be

remembered that Asquith’s reply to Lloyd George’s memorandum
had not yet arrived.^

According to Beaverbrook Lloyd George behaved with great tact

at the discussion and made no attempt to bully Bonar Law or to

bring pressure upon him.

Bonar Law’s own account is as follows.'^

“I at once said to him [Lloyd George]: ^Now I want to know exactly

to what extent you consider I am committed to you.’ He replied that he
did not consider me committed at all. I did not agree with that, but stated

that I was committed to support him to the fullest extent in securing a

small War Council of which he would be Chairman, but that I did not

feel justified in dictating to the Prime Minister precisely the way m which
that Committee should be constituted, and, therefore, I must be free to

take whatever action I thought right, if the small Council were agreed to,

and if the Prime Minister suggested other names to constitute it. Lloyd
George agreed to this and, indeed, added that he himselfhad not made the

names a condition in his conversation with the Prime Minister.”

Lloyd George left late. He himselfrecords the result ofthe meeting

thus:'^ ‘‘it was decided that we should go forward with our plan of

reorganization, whatever the consequences”. Aitken accompanied

Bonar Law to Pembroke Lodge. Late though the hour was, the two

men continued the discussion even longer. ‘T can still hear him”,

wrote Beaverbrook, ‘‘speaking with that curious emphatic inflexion

which always showed that he had come to the end of the period of

interminable debate and made up his mind. So he had. He was going

forward at any cost.”^
f—

v

^ At least that must be presumed, although Lloyd George’s own account, War Memoirs,

pp. 587-89, seems to suggest that he had received Asquith’s reply already. If so it is

difficult to see why Lloyd George needed to write the following day to Bonar Law
enclosing Asquith’s reply; see below, p. 313 If it had already come, presumably it would
have been discussed at the Hyde Park Hotel on Friday night
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Asquith rejects Lloyd George's new pioposal - Lloyd George's letter to Bonar Law -

Rumours in the Press - Bonar Law calls a meeting of Conservative Ministers on

Sunday^ December ^id - Sensational article in Reynolds News" - Fury of the Con-

servative Ministers ~ Conflicting versions of their discussion with Bonar Law - Im-

possibility of reconciling Beaverbrook's and Curzon's stories ~ The Conservative

Resolution - Bonar Law's own version - Bonar Law sees Asquith - Their apparent

misunderstanding — Asquith agrees to come to terms — Conflict of evidence over the

interview - Bonar Law's failure to show Asquith the Conservative Resolution - No
ulterior motive - Significance of the omission much exaggerated by the Asquithians -

Surmise as to what really happened

1

Meanwhile what was Asquith’s attitude to Lloyd George’s

proposal? Winston Churchill has subsequently observed that

the Lloyd George plan was by no means as unfavourable to

Asquith as it might at first sight appear. ‘‘Indeed if it is studied with

attention it will appear to have contained many features of great

advantage to him. Viewing the issue from a detached standpoint I

reached the conclusion, as did Sir Edward Carson, that the position

of the Secretary of State for War under it would become one both of

difficulty and weakness.”^ Churchill points out that all the setbacks

ofthe war would have been attributed to Lloyd George, that quarrels

would certainly have arisen between him and the professions! staff

of both Army and Navy, and that in the case of appeals the Prime

Minister would have had the final word, and thus been able to ensure

that on all major and controversial topics his own view prevailed.

Asquith did not see the matter in this light. After reflecting upon

his conversation with Lloyd George he wrote later on the same day,

Friday, December ist, a letter which was tantamount to a complete

rejection of Lloyd George’s plan. While agreeing that some sort of

reorganization was necessary Asquith declared (i) that the Prime

Minister must be Chairman of the War Committee, (2) that there

must still be a right of appeal from its decisions to the Cabinet - a

312
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right which could be exercised, apparently by any aggrieved member
of the committee, (3) that a second committee, called the Committee

of National Organization, should be set up to deal with the domestic

side of war problems.

purposely do not’’, Asquith added, ‘‘in this letter discuss the

delicate and difficult question of personnel.”^

It was clear to Lloyd George that an impasse had been reached.

Asquith’s counter-proposals were quite unacceptable. They destroyed

the entire basis of Lloyd George’s plan. But he could do nothing

further until Bonar Law had first clarified the position with his

Unionist colleagues and secondly presented his own final views to

Asquith. Without Bonar Law, Lloyd George was powerless. Accord-

ingly on Saturday morning he sent a copy ofAsquith’s letter to Bonar

Law with this covering note:^

War Office,

Whitehall,

2nd December 1916.

‘‘My dear Bonar,

“I enclose copy of P.M.’s letter. The life of the country depends on
resolute action by you now.

‘‘Yours ever,

D Lloyd George.”

On Saturday morning rumours of the impending trouble, and the

probability of Lloyd George’s resignation, began to appear in the

Press for the first time. In the Daily Express and the Daily Chronicle

these rumours were particularly detailed and accurate. This was not

surprising: Aitken had informed their respective editors, R. D.

Blumenfeld and Robert Donald, of the exact situation. Both papers

not only announced the impending crisis but named Lloyd George,

Carson, and Bonar Law as the essential members of a new War
Council. Bonar Law now decided that he must summon a meeting

of his Conservative colleagues to discuss their attitude to the rapidly

approaching crisis. This meeting was fixed for Sunday morning at

Pembroke Lodge.

The likelihood was that Bonar Law would find himself in a

minority of one against all his colleagues, just as he had on the pre-

ceding Thursday. Admittedly no one knew what Balfour’s attitude

would be, but, as he remained ill in bed, his attitude for the moment
did not matter. Lloyd George had indeed summoned Lord Derby
from Lancashire, hoping thus to give Bonar Law at least one ally,

^ For the full text see Lord Beaverbrook, Politicians and the War, II, pp. 186-7.
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for Derby, who occupied the post of Under-Secretary for War, had

been won over to support the War Council Plan. Unfortunately

although Derby was a person of great weight in the Unionist Party,

he was not a member of the Cabinet. Bonar Law decided on balance

that he had better not risk the resentment which might be caused

if Derby were asked to attend.^

Before the critical meeting of Sunday, December 3rd5 a discon-

certing and unexpected episode occurred. On Sunday morning there

appeared a leading article of a sensational character in Reynolds News^

a radical paper then owned by Sir Henry Dalziel. This article, which

looked 'Tke an interview with Lloyd George written in the third

person”,^ stated plainly that Lloyd George would resign unless his

demands were accepted, that he was in close alliance with Carson,

that Bonar Law and Derby would back him up, and that, having

resigned, Lloyd George would appeal to public opinion against the

Government for its incompetence in managing the war.

The Unionist Ministers arrived at Bonar Law’s house in a state of

fury. They were naturally very angry at what seemed a deliberate

attempt on Lloyd George’s part to force their hands in the midst of

these delicate negotiations about the future of the Government.

Never friendly to Lloyd George they now became extremely hostile.

Bonar Law soon found that he had against him Curzon, Chamber-

lain, Cecil and Long. Lansdowne was in the country and unable to

attend but he would undoubtedly have agreed with the others.

What followed is far from clear. Indeed the accounts subsequently

written by some of the chief actors conflict in a manner impossible

to resolve. According to Beaverbrook, the Conservative Ministers,

with the exception of Bonar Law, were unanimous in their hostility

to Lloyd George, and any action which followed was, as far as they

were concerned, directed against Lloyd George in order to strengthen

Asquith, and not the other way round, as seemed afterwaroT to be

the case. Beaverbrook was not actually present in the room during

the discussion, but he was in another room at Pembroke Lodge and

Bonar Law at one stage came out and told him what was going on.

His account, therefore, must be regarded as an accurate reflection

ofhow Bonar Law viewed the situation at that particular moment.

Other accounts suggest that the difference between Bonar Law
and the rest ofthe Unionist Ministers was not quite so clear. There is,

indeed, a letter from Curzon to Lansdowne, published in the latter’s

biography which gives a precisely opposite version, and suggests that

the Unionist Ministers were all determined on a course that would
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result in Asquith’s resignation and the substitution of Lloyd George

as Prime Minister.

'‘We know’’^ writes Curzon, "that with him (Asquith) as Chairman
either of the Cabinet or War Committee, it is absolutely impossible

to 'win the war.”^

It is very difficult to accept Curzon’s version, but, unless we sup-

pose him to have been deliberately lying to Lansdowne - and it is

hard to see what motive he could have had - we must assume that

the discussion at Pembroke Lodge was of a more confused and
ambiguous nature than has sometimes been claimed.

At all events, whatever the motives behind their action, the

Unionist leaders, Bonar Law included, eventually passed the

following resolution:®

"We share the view, expressed to the Prime Minister by Mr. Bonar Law
sometime ago, that the Government cannot go on as it is.

"It is evident that a change must be made, and in our opinion the

publicity given to the intentions of Mr. Lloyd George makes reconstruc-

tion from within no longer possible. We therefore urge the Prime Minister

to tender the resignation of the Government.
"If he feels unable to take that step, we authorize Mr. Bonar Law to

tender our resignation.”

The resolution was evidently capable of being interpreted in more
than one sense, and could have been legitimately supported by per-

sons whose motives in so doing might well have been different. The
important feature about the resolution was that it called upon
Asquith to resign. As the biographers of Asquith point out, there is a

great difference between "resignation” and "reconstruction”. In 1915
Asquith had "reconstructed” the Government, that is to say, had
himself remained in office while calling for the resignation of all his

colleagues. But the resolution passed by the Unionist Ministers speci-

ficallyjjeclared that reconstruction was impossible, and demanded
resignation.

This was a very different matter. When a Prime Minister tenders

his own resignation along with that of his entire Cabinet, it is the

King’s duty to invite someone else - normally the leader of the next

largest party in the House of Commons - to form a Government.
The outgoing Prime Minister must stand aside while others are given

a chance. Admittedly, if all other candidates fail to form a Govern-
ment, he may return with greatly enhanced prestige and strength as

the indispensable man. But it is a big risk. Men are very seldom

^ The letter is published in full in Lord Newton’s Biography ofLord Lansdowne^ pp. 452-3.
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indispensable in politics. Long and melancholy is the roll of those

who '

‘forgot Goschen^'.

If the Unionist Ministers^ other than Bonar Law^ really wished to

strengthen Asquith’s hand then they chose a curious way of setting

about it. Surely they would have been better advised to have de-

manded that Asquith should reconstruct the Government as in 1915,

rather than proffer his own resignation and so give someone else the

chance of replacing him. Only a very firm conviction that Asquith

was indispensable could have justified such a risk - always assuming

that the Unionist Ministers genuinely wished to keep Asquith as

Prime Minister, and not, as Curzon claimed, to get rid ofhim. How-
ever, a debate conducted in a crowded room by a number of angry

and not always clear-headed men may easily produce illogical and
incoherent results.

Bonar Law’s own version of what happened must be quoted:^

‘‘On the Sunday the newspapers were again full of Lloyd George’s
resignation, and when the Unionist members of the Cabinet met at my
house I found to my surprise that they had all come to the conclusion

that there was nothing for it but the immediate resignation of the whole
Government, and it was proposed that I should communicate to the

Prime Minister immediately a resolution to the effect that we unanimously
urged him to resign on behalf of the Government, and if he could not see

his way to do so the Unionist members would themselves resign in a body.
“This action (asking the P.M. to resign on behalf of the Government)

was proposed mainly on the ground that the Unionist members of the

cabinet did not wish to seem to have their position forced by the action

of Lloyd George.

“The course proposed by them was not one which I desired to adopt.

What I wished to say to the Prime Minister was that we considered it

absolutely necessary that there should be a change in the conduct of the

war, and that as Lloyd George was the only alternative the change should
consist in practically putting the direction ofthe war in his hands, and that

if the Prime Minister could not see his way to adopt this course then we
should resign. I found my Unionist Colleagues were not willingTo take

this action and I therefore fell in with their view and agreed to communi-
cate it to the Prime Minister.

*“I agreed to this because the action desired by them, though not in

my opinion so good as the course I had suggested, would have the same
effect of producing a crisis which would put an end to what seemed to me
an impossible situation.”

Up to a point this account bears out Beaverbrook’s version of

events - namely that the intentions of the Unionist Ministers and the

intentions of Bonar Law were different. At all events it seems clear

that Bonar Law himselfbelieved that there was a difference. Whether
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the difference was in reality quite so definite as Lord Beaverbrook

claims it to have been remains uncertain. If Curzon’s attitude is

correctly described in his letter to Lansdowne quoted earlier, then

at least one other Unionist Minister besides Bonar Law seems to have

wished to strengthen Lloyd George against Asquith. The account of

these events given by Austen Chamberlain also suggests that the

Unionist Ministers were influenced not so much by a desire to support

Asquith against Lloyd George, as by a feeling that the present state

of affairs was impossible and that Asquith and Lloyd George should

fight it out between themselves.® It may be therefore that Lord
Beaverbrook overstates the extent to which Bonar Law differed from

his colleagues.

2

At 12 noon the meeting broke up, leaving Bonar Law to com-
municate its decision to Asquith in the afternoon. Despite the political

crisis the Prime Minister had not intended to forgo his weekend in

the country. It had been necessary to summon him that morning

from Walmer Castle. Aitken remained at Pembroke Lodge for lunch,

and then for the first time saw the actual text of the Unionist resolu-

tion. He was, he tells us, at once alarmed at the reference to Lloyd

George’s dealings with the Press. He feared that this paragraph

would reveal the hostility felt by the Unionists for Lloyd George, and
would suggest that Bonar Law shared this feeling. Asquith might in

that case refuse to resign and simply reconstruct his Government by
dismissing Lloyd George.

Feeling strongly on the matter he tried to persuade Bonar Law to

repudiate this clause, or modify it, or if necessary to reconvene his

colleagues in order to have it deleted. Bonar Law regarded the whole

business as trivial, and became irritated at his friend’s persistence.

Evejjtually after lunch he agreed to summon F. E. Smith as a sort

of umpire or arbiter. Smith, however, supported Bonar Law. He
was adamant in the opinion that no change could be made. To do

so would be to pervert the intention of the signatories and would be

a breach of faith on the part of the Conservative Leader.

It was now about 3 o’clock, and time for Bonar Law to see Asquith.

He was accompanied as far as the Colonial Office by Aitken. The
afternoon was cold, dismal and foggy as only a December afternoon

in London can be. Whitehall was bleak and deserted. ^'The attendant

at the empty office”, writes Beaverbrook,^ “seemeduncertainwhether

Bonar Law really was Colonial Secretary or not.” Eventually they
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got in by a side door and Aitken lit the fire in Bonar Law’s vast and

chilly room, while the Conservative leader walked across to No.

10 Downing Street for his momentous interview with the Prime

Minister.

The historian would give much to know exactly what was said at

the meeting which followed. For something of the fog and mist of

that gloomy afternoon seems to have drifted across the pages of its

history. There is a conflict of evidence which is by no means easy to

resolve, and we shall perhaps never know for certain precisely what

occurred.

According to Beaverbrook,’ Bonar Law opened proceedings by

explaining carefully the difference which he believed to exist between

himself and his colleagues. They wanted Asquith to resign because

they believed that this action would result in a strengthening of his

position against Lloyd George. He wanted Asquith to resign in order

to produce a reconstruction of the Government, which would result,

not indeed in Asquith’s deposition from the Premiership, but in the

transference of the direction of the war into the hands of Lloyd

George. But both sides, i.e. all the Unionist Ministers, were agreed

in demanding resignation as the only way out of what had by now
become an intolerable situation.

Beaverbrook does not directly discuss the question whether Bonar

Law actually showed the text of the Unionist resolution to Asquith.

But he vigorously repudiates any charge of bad faith against Bonar

Law. Bonar Law himself undoubtedly believed that he had made
the whole situation clear, and that he had told Asquith why the

Unionist Ministers demanded his resignation. On the other hand it

is fairly clear that, for whatever reason, Asquith did not fully grasp

the fact that some of the Unionist Ministers were pressing this course

of action in order to strengthen him against Lloyd George, and not

vice versa. Beaverbrook explains this failure on Asquith’s part lay his

alarm at the demand for resignation. “This single word resignation

frightened him. . . . The hostility of the Tories to Lloyd George and

the attack over trafiicking with the Press seemed to be quite occluded

from his mind by the major issue of resignation.”^ The result of this

demand was to impel Asquith strongly in the direction ofcompromise

with Lloyd George. Asquith was far from sharing at this time the

view of his Unionist alHes that he was indispensable. On the con-

trary, resignation by throwing the initiative into other hands might

well be a two-edged weapon. Suppose that, after aU, Lloyd George,

or Bonar Law, or even Balfour found himselfable to form an altema-



[1916] A CONFLICT OF EVIDENCE 319

live Government. As we have seen there is a great difference between

resignation and reconstruction^ and it was the former which was

being pressed upon Asquith. It is not surprising that he regarded the

risk as too great.

The upshot then of Bonar Law's interview - and on this there is

no dispute - was that Asquith decided to compromise with Lloyd

George, and agree to the formation of a small War Council with

Lloyd George as chairman. Assured that Asquith would send for

Lloyd George that very afternoon, Bonar Law returned well satisfied

to the Colonial Office. He had never wished to see Asquith ousted

from the Premiership. The solution now envisaged seemed to him
ideal.

The biographers of Asquith give a very different version of the

critical interview at 10 Downing Street.^ According to them Bonar

Law wholly failed to explain the motives behind the Unionist resolu-

tion, and further he failed to show the text of the resolution to

Asquith, They follow Asquith's own account - or rather, for Asquith

never actually wrote an account of these events himself, that of Lord

Crewe who was an intimate friend of Asquith. Lord Crewe’s account

was adopted and, as it were, officially authorized by Asquith. It must

be taken as a correct representation of Asquith's views. According

to Lord Crewe, '‘Bonar Law’s message was curtly delivered but in

further conversation it was implied that the demand for resignation

was not made in Lloyd George's interest, but that the Government

might be reconstructed".

Lord Crewe continues d

‘'Assuming this to be the fact the action ofthe Unionist Ministers seemed

disproportionate to the need, for reconstruction could quite well have

proceeded as it did last year by the resignation of all the Prime Minister’s

colleagues, he himself retaining his place and commission to form a new
Government. Still whatever the motive there the fact was, and it had been

arrat^ed that the Prime Minister would again see both Messrs. Lloyd

George and Bonar Law later in the day."

Asquith's biographers do not openly impute any dishonesty to

Bonar Law, but they plainly imply that he handled the matter badly

and that, even if he did not intend to do so, he did in fact seriously

mislead Asquith.^ As a result Asquith believed that his Unionist

colleagues were no longer prepared to support him against Lloyd

George. This belief caused Asquith to compromise with Lloyd

George, and, so his biographers argue, the attempt at compromise

was in the end fatal to Asquith, since it alienated the very same
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Unionist colleagues who might have supported him during the

following two days when events forced him into an open struggle

with Lloyd George. They dismiss Lord Beaverbrook’s suggestion

(which was of course based on what Bonar Law told him) that

Asquith was so alarmed at the mention of the word resignation that

he failed to appreciate Bonar Law’s careful explanation of the inten-

tion behind the resolution.

"‘Such an explanation”, writes Mr. J. A. Spender,” “can hardly be

taken seriously by anyone who knew Asquith”. If any man knew
how to keep his head cool and his brain clear in an emergency it

was he.

3

What justice is there in these criticisms?^ It must be admitted at

once that Bonar Law did not in fact show Asquith the Unionist

resolution. On that point we have not only Asquith’s testimony in

Memories and Reflections but Bonar Law’s own statement in the un-

published memorandum which he wrote on these events and which

has been quoted on several occasions in this narrative,

Bonar Law writes:®

""I told him (Asquith) of the decision we had come to, but, though I had
the resolution in my pocket, as I had not begun by handing it to him but
had simply communicated its contents, I forgot to hand him the actual

document. The Prime Minister was not only greatly shocked but greatly

surprised by our communication, and asked me to treat it as if it had not

been made, until he had an opportunity of discussing the matter with
Lloyd George.”

It may be conceded that Bonar Law would have done better to

have handed the resolution to Asquith. The innuendo of dishonesty,

which Asquith’s friends did not hesitate to spread later, would then

have been too absurd for belief. To that extent - but to that extent

only -we must regret that Bonar Law kept the document ifthh

pocket. But it is of course quite another matter to suggest that Bonar

Law’s action made any difference to the course of events or to imply

that Bonar Law seriously misrepresented, by accident or design, the

intentions of his Unionist colleagues. After all the very paper upon

^ Mr. A. G. Gardiner reviewing J. A. Spender’s and Cyril Asquith’s Life of Asquith in

the Spectator on October i22nd, 1932, described Bonar Law’s failure to show Asquith the

Unionist resolution as “one of the darkest blots on the page of history”. This statement

provoked a vigorous reply from Bonar Law’s son Mr. Richard Law, M.P., who had
himSelf reviewed the book in the Evening Standard on October i8th, and had described

Mr. Spender as building up his charge “with a quite masterly combination of suppression

and innuendo”.
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which Asquith’s biographers rely - the Crewe memorandum quoted

above ~ specifically states that Bonar Law made it clear that ‘'the

demand for resignation was not made in Lloyd George’s interest, but

that the Government might be reconstructed”. Surely nothing can

be more definite than this statement, which in itself disposes of any

idea that Bonar Law gave Asquith the false impression that the

Unionist Ministers had gone over to Lloyd George.

Nor do Asquith’s biographers make any convincing case for the

view that events would have gone differently ifAsquith had seen the

resolution. He would, it is true, have read the paragraph which

implied a criticism of Lloyd George’s relations with the Press. But
even if we assume that Bonar Law failed to communicate that point

verbally, Asquith in any case knew that the demand for his resigna-

tion was not being made in Lloyd George’s interest. It is not easy

to see what else Asquith would have done even if he had read the

text of the resolution. He might, perhaps, have resigned forthwith

instead of waiting till Tuesday, thus compelling either Bonar Law
or Lloyd George to attempt the formation of a Government imme-

diately. But is there any reason to suppose that Lloyd George would

have failed to do on Sunday what he achieved with ease three days

later? The argument of the Asquithians appears to be that some

of the Unionist Ministers ~ Curzon, Cecil, Chamberlain, Long are

the names usually mentioned - might have declined to serve under

Lloyd George on December 3rd, whereas on December 6th they

were so irritated by Asquith’s apparent attempt to compromise with

Lloyd George that they were ready to serve under the very person

witlx whom they had hitherto refused even to consider a compromise.

To this there are two answers. In the first place it is by no means

certain that the Unionist Ministers concerned were in fact as hostile

to Lloyd George and friendly to Asquith as has been represented.

Curzon’s letter to Lord Lansdowne, suggesting exactly the contrary,

has already been quoted. Austen Chamberlain too makes it clear in

his own account of these events that he was more or less neutral as

between Asquith and Lloyd George. It is quite probable that patriotic

desire to support a war-time Administration would, when it came to

the point, have overcome the doubts of the Unionist Ministers, just

as it did three days later. Secondly, even if the Unionist Ministers

had declined to serve under Lloyd George and so had made it difficult

or impossible for him to form a Government, it is inconceivable that

they would have refused to serve under Bonar Law who was after

all the leader of their own Party, and we know that Lloyd George
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would have been perfectly willing to have taken office under Bonar
Law. Finally it is probably true to say that, even if the Unionist

Ministers had taken the extreme step of refusing to serve under either

Bonar Law or Lloyd George, it would still have been possible for

one of them to have formed a Government. Powerful figures like

Balfour, Milner, Carson, Derby and F. E. Smith would have rallied

to the cause. The ship would have been launched, and once it was
afloat there would have been plenty of persons willing to join the

crew.

The only other action hypothetically open to Asquith on this

critical Sunday was to remain in office and refuse to compromise
with Lloyd George. But this would have been equally fatal, since

Bonar Law would have joined Lloyd George, both would have
resigned, and the Government could not have long survived the

secession of two such important figures. There would have been a
ferocious Press campaign, and the public withdrawal of the Con-
servative leader would have meant a return to party warfare which
Asquith was now in no position to win. In this respect Bonar Law’s
attitude was evidently of critical importance, and by Sunday,
December 3rd, it is quite clear that he had come to the view that

Asquith must either agree to handing over the effective direction of

the war to Lloyd George, or else resign the Premiership. Bonar Law
preferred that Asquith should remain as Prime Minister, but only

on condition that Lloyd George became the effective Chairman of

the War Council.

Did Asquith himself feel a sense of grievance over the way in which
Bonar Law had conducted the interview on Sunday afternoon? He
certainly did not show any such feeling to Bonar Law. On the evening

after Asquith’s resignation Bonar Law went to see him. Beaverbrook

noted down the exact words of their conversation as reported to

him by Bonar Law immediately afterwards, Bonar Law bluntly

began
^

“When a man has done another a serious injury no good can come from
explanations.”

Asquith replied:

‘T have no feeling of hostility. You have treated me with complete
straightforwardness all through.”

Asquith’s biographers, however, say - and presumably their state-

^ politicians and the War, II, p. 285. The same conversation in slightly different words is

recorded by Bonar Law in his impublished memorandum on the crisis.
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ment is based on personal knowledge ~ that this was not his real

opinion.

^‘It would be idle to pretend that this was Asquith’s considered view of
these transactions. He never concealed from his friends that he considered

himself to have been seriously misled about material facts, or minced
words in characterizing the parts played by some of the performers on this

scene.

Although Mr. J. A. Spender does not make the point quite clear

it seems fairly certain that one of the
‘

'performers” in question was

Bonar Law. IfAsquith came to lake this view it remains curious that

he never committed it to writing. Certainly there is nothing in his

published reminiscences or public speeches to suggest that he felt any

such grievance, and there is no hint of it in the brief character sketch

of Bonar Law which he wrote and published after the latter’s death.

However, it may well be true that Asquith came later to nourish a

sense of grievance at having been, as it might seem, jockeyed out of

ofRce, and there were undoubtedly plenty of embittered Liberal

Ministers who, joining their chief in reluctant political exile after

1916, were ready to fan any smouldering embers ofindignation which

Asquith may have felt. But this sense of grievance on Asquith’s part,

if it existed at all, was evidently not sufficiently specific for him to

feel like issuing any charge of bad faith against Bonar Law. Possibly

upon reflection Asquith came to realize that any misunderstanding

which occurred was at least partly his own fault. Possibly, too, he

may have come to the conclusion that the misunderstanding any

way made little difference in the long run to the course of events,

Bonar Law’s reputation for unflinching honesty and integrity is

beyond challenge, even from those who belittle his political stature.

It is inconceivable that anyone, except in the heat of the moment,

could seriously maintain that he deliberately deceived Asquith, and

sought to lure the Prime Minister to his doom by misrepresenting

the true sense of the Unionist Ministers’ discussion. It is equally

improbable that Bonar Law, through accident, agitation, or inco-

herence, failed to make the situation clear. Lucid exposition was one

of his strongest points.

What really happened in 10 Downing Street on that bleak Decem-

ber afternoon? The conflict of evidence makes certainty impossible,

but some attempt can be made at a plausible reconstruction. It is

clear that Bonar Law forgot to show Asquith the famous resolution.

It is equally clear that he communicated the gist of it, and that he

told AsquiA - and Asquith understood ~ that the demand for his
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resignation was not being made in order to strengthen Lloyd George.

Both sides appear to agree on this point. At this stage - and sub-

stantially Asquith’s biographers do not disagree - Asquith appears

to have seized upon the word ‘‘resignation”, and to have sepn in it

implications of danger which the majority of the Unionist Ministers

do not appear to have seen. He saw that, if he resigned and thus

threw the initiative of forming a Government into other hands, he

would really be putting the whole question of his indispensability as

Prime Minister to the test. He was naturally not ready to do this,

unless he had to. He therefore begged Bonar Law to treat the com-

munication as not having been made, and terminated the discussion

with a promise that he would see, and seek terms with, Lloyd George.

Both Lord Beaverbrook and Mr. Spender agree that Asquith did

not fully realize how hostile the Unionist Ministers in fact were to

Lloyd George. We have already seen that there is some reason to

doubt the actual extent or universality of this hostility, but, if we
assume that it did exist, the real dispute turns upon whether Asquith’s

failure to appreciate it was his own fault or that of Bonar Law.

Clearly it will never be possible to settle this question authoritatively,

but in balancing probabilities there is this point to consider. Both

Bonar Law and Asquith were clear-headed men, and did not panic

easily, but at this interview Bonar Law had all the advantage of

coming ready briefed and knowing what he was going to say, whereas

Asquith was in the unfavourable position of receiving a disagreeable

and unexpected shock. After all, at its most favourable interpretation

the demand for his resignation was a demand that he should do open

battle with Lloyd George, and, even if he was sure of a majority of

Unionist Ministers on his side, Asquith might well have been alarmed

at such a demand. If anyone had an excuse for temporarily losing

his head it was Asquith, and for this reason apart from any others,

the balance of probability, granted, of course, complete hongg^ty of

purpose on both sides, is that Asquith failed to comprehend, rather

than that Bonar Law failed to expound, the true sense of the message

which he was delivering.

With these observations we may leave this much disputed topic.

It has been necessary to discuss it at length because Bonar Law’s

reputation for competence, even for common honesty, has been

seriously impugned, not - at least in public » by Asquith himself, but

by his embittered partisans. Moreover a whole theory has been con-

structed ofhypothetical means by which Asqmth could have retained

the Premiership if he had seen the Unionist resolution or had had it
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properly explained to him. We shall see that the episode has in

retrospect been made far more significant than it really was. We shall

see too that Asquith could easily have retained the Premiership,

despite anything that happened at his famous interview with Bonar

Law, if he had been prepared to play his cards differently. It was to

his own friends - not his enemies - that he owed his downfall.
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THE FALL OF ASQUITH
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Asquith sees Lloyd George and Bonar Law - Their terms accepted - Relief of
Bonar Law - Hostile leading article in The Times on Monday annoys Asquith -
Apparently impired by Lloyd George - Asquith changes his mind over Lloyd

George^s terms - His motives ~ Bonar Law tries to dissuade him - Lloyd George

resigns - The three ^^Cs^’ withdraw supportfrom Asquith - Their stormy interview

with Bonar Law - Reconciliation ~ The Unionist Ministers resign en bloc - Asquith

resigns - Bonar Law sent for by the King ~ He declines the Premiership when
Asquith refuses to serve - Conference at Buckingham Palace ~ Asquith unwilling to

serve in any Government - Lloyd George becomes Prime Minister - Balfour joins -
Great importance of his adherence - The three ^^Cs'^ and Long accept office • The
Second Coalition is formed - Bonar Law becomes Chancellor of the Exchequer and
Leader of the House of Commons

I

O N his return to the Colonial Office Bonar Law at once

summoned a meeting of Unionist Ministers to take place

that evening at F. E. Smith’s house. Bonar Law hoped to

be able to convey to his colleagues the news that there had been a

compromise. Meanwhile Lloyd George, who had come up from his

house at Walton Heath, was waiting in the War Office for a summons
from Asquith. Aitken took the opportunity to brief him in all the

latest developments and Lloyd George fully realized the importance

of the interview which lay ahead. When the message came he

calmly waited till he had finished his cigar and then walked over to

Number 10. The upshot of his discussion with Asquith was appgu;ent

agreement upon the status of the War Council. On this point Lloyd

George had his way. The War Council was to have full powers over

the direction of the war, subject to the Prime Minister’s approval or

veto. The Chairman would be someone other than the Prime

Minister, but would report to the latter every day, and submit the

agenda to him. The Prime Minister was entitled to attend meetings

whenever he wished to do so. The only subject reserved for further

discussion was that of personnel.

At 5 o’clock Asquith again requested Bonar Law to see him, and
in Lloyd George’s presence confirmed that complete agreement had

326
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been reached about the status and powers of the War Council, but
that the question of membership remained open. It was, of course,

understood that Lloyd George would be Chairman, but Asquith
wished to exclude Carson and, though he did not say so, was by no
means anxious to include Bonar Law, both of whom Lloyd George
wished to see on the Council. However, there seemed no danger of a
breakdown on this point.

Bonar Law writes:^

“This [the agreement] was a great relief to me as I had throughout
worked with the one object of securing greater efficiency in the conduct
of the war whilst retaining Mr. Asquith as Prime Minister.”

It was agreed that the best way to create the new War Council

would be for Asquith to request the resignation of all Ministers. He
would in this way be able to reconstruct the Government as he had
done in 1915. Bonar Law conveyed this decision to his Unionist

colleagues who agreed to hold over their demand for Asquith’s

resignation. An announcement was released to the Press late that

night informing the world that Asquith intended to reconstruct the

Government.

The day which had begun so dramatically seemed to have closed

in an atmosphere of peace and calm. Certainly Asquith appears to

have been confident that the crisis had passed.

“I was forced back”, he wrote that evening,^ “by Bongie^ and Montagu
and Rufus^ to grapple with a ^Crisis’ - this time with a very big C. The
result is that I have spent much of the afternoon colloguing with Messrs.

LI. George and Bonar Law and one or two minor worthies. The Urisis’

shows every sign of following its many predecessors to an early and urn

honoured grave. But there were many wigs very nearly on the green.”

For Bonar Law, too, the day had been satisfactory. He had at no

stage wished to oust Asquith from the Premiership. It would be idle

to pretend that he had any great respect for Asquith’s competence

as a war leader, nor can he have been wholly insensible to the

slighting manner in which Asquith at times treated him personally.

But he still believed - wrongly as it turned out - that the country at

large attached great importance to the presence ofAsquith at the head

of affairs. He was most anxious to avoid acting in a manner which

would suggest disloyalty to the Prime Minister. A compromise

solution of the nature arrived at on Sunday evening seemed to him
admirable.

^ Sir Maurice Bonham-^Carter.
^ Lord Reading.
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Yet, only twenty-four hours later, the whole political situation

was once again in a whirl. By Monday night Asquith had broken off

all relations with Lloyd George, and was ready to do open battle

with his formidable rival. The stage was set for a struggle which

could only end in a complete defeat for one of the two men. Com-
promise was at an end.

What occurred on Monday, December 4th, to produce so extra-

ordinary a volteface on the part ofAsquith? To this question differing

answers are given, but the problem belongs to the life of Asquith

rather than that of Bonar Law, and will be only briefly discussed

here. Asquith’s biographers attach great importance to a leading

article which appeared in The Times that morning and which seemed

to be inspired by Lloyd George.® The article was in fact written by

Geoffrey Dawson, the editor, and was in no way due to Lloyd

George, nor did it contain anything which a well informed poHtical

journalist could not have known through his contacts. Nevertheless,

the article described in some detail Lloyd George’s proposals for

reorganization, suggested that Asquith’s power would be nominal

only, and revealed the fact that Lloyd George, Bonar Law, and Car-

son were acting in concert. This information had been given to

Dawson by Carson on Sunday afternoon, December grd.^ The
article ended on a note highly hostile to Asquith. “His closest sup-

porters”, wrote Dawson, “must have convinced the Prime Minister

that his own qualities are fitted better, as they are so fond of saying,

to ‘preserve the unity of the nation’ (though we have never doubted

that unity) than to force the pace of a War Council.”

It is not surprising that Asquith should have felt annoyance at

these remarks. He was accustomed of course to hostile criticism from

The Times, for Northchffe was one of his bitterest enemies, but the

details in this latest article might well have given the impression that

they had been supplied by Lloyd George. In fact, as we have*5sen,

this was not the case and Lloyd George had nothing to do with the

article, but, if Asquith beheved that The Times leader was an

expression of Lloyd George’s true intentions with regard to the role

of the War Council, it is not surprising that he began to look upon

the suggested compromise in a different light. This at any rate is

the explanation given by Asquith’s biographers for his change of

front.

It may not, however, be the whole explanation. The announce-

ment of the reconstruction, put out on Sunday night from 10 Down-
ing Street, arrived as a complete shock to the political world at large,
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and in particular to Asquith’s Liberal colleagues who knew nothing

of the events which had occurred on Sunday. Only Crewe, Reading
and Montagu had been taken into Asquith’s confidence. The rest,

McKenna, Grey, Runciman, Harcourt, Samuel, were disagreeably

surprised. They - or some of them - hastened to see Asquith early

on Monday morning, and pressed him strongly not to surrender thus

ignominiously to Lloyd George. McKenna, who hated Lloyd George,

was one of the most forcible advocates of this view. Moreover, at

some period on this same morning Asquith appears to have seen

certain Unionist Ministers - it is not clear exactly whom^ - and to

have understood for the first time that the demand for his resignation

was not made in order to oust him but in order that he might return

all the stronger having proved himself the indispensable man.
It must have become clear to Asquith that he had a good deal more

support from Members of the Cabinet than he had realized on Sun-

day. Moreover, if, by compromising with Lloyd George, he had
hoped for peace and quiet, he was evidently in error. The anti-

Lloyd George wing of the Cabinet was going to agitate just as

vigorously as Lloyd George himself if their demands were not met.

Perhaps after all Asquith was indispensable. Certainly everyone said

so. But Asquith had already gone a very longway towards committing

himself to Lloyd George, and it was not easy to find a good excuse

to break off negotiations. Now it was precisely this excuse which The

Times article provided. The Unionists had condemned Lloyd George

for trafficking with the Press. It was too late to use the article ir

Reynolds News^ for Asquith had already, as it were, condoned tha*

but The Times article seemed another striking example of Lloyd

George’s alleged Press intrigues. Doubtless Asquith genuinely be-

^ There is a conflict of evidence here. Lord Beaverbiook and Lord Crewe both state

that Curzon, Lord Robert Cecil, and Austen Chamberlain saw Asquith on Monday
morning. Austen Chamberlain, however, demes {Down the Tears) j p. 123) that he saw
AsqiiKh before Tuesday. There is a letter from Curzon to Asquith written on the Monday
(published m the Life ofAsquith, Vol II, p. 260), which suggests that Lansdowne too had
seen Asquith that day. “Lansdowne has, I thmk, explained to you that my resignation

yesterday was far from having the sinister purpose which I believe you were mchned to

attribute to it.” But, as Mr. J. A. Spender pomts out, the only “sinister purport” which
Asquith could have attributed to Curzon*s resignation was precisely what Curzon had
himself attributed to it in his letter to Lansdowne the previous day. Lansdowne of course

may well have consulted others besides Curzon and so have been able to reassure Asqui^.
But Curzon’s two letters are impossible to reconcile imless he was behaving with quite

extraordinary duplicity. Finally, to add to the confusion of evidence, Lord Beaverbrook
tells us that Curzon gave Asquith an absolute pledge on Monday that “in no circumstances

whatever would he, Curzon, or those acting with him, take office under Lloyd George or

Bonar Law” {Politicians and the War, Vol. II, p. 256), Lord Beaverbrook’s source appears
to be a member of the Government who attended a meeting of Liberal Ministers on Mon-
day evening, at which Asquith made this claim. It is difficult to acquit Curzon of a con-

siderable measure of sharp practice in all these transactions.
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lieved that Lloyd George had inspired The Times leader.^ '‘None the

less,” as Beaverbrook writes, “it wrongs Asquith to suppose him
capable of changing his whole policy at the crucial moment of his

life because of a leading article in a newspaper. Such a theory denies

him the qualities of clarity of intellect, of a sense of relative propor-

tion, even of personal dignity, which friend and foe alike have

allowed him.” In other words The Times article may well have been

an excellent excuse for action which Asquith desired to take on other

grounds.

Whatever his motives, Asquith now took prompt action. Despite

repeated pleas and messages, he refused for the whole of Monday to

find time for a personal interview with Lloyd George. All that he did

was to write Lloyd George a sharp note® strongly hinting that the

latter was responsible for ~ or at least able to prevent “• attacks from

The Times. Lloyd George replied in a conciliatory tone ending thus:^

‘‘Northcliffe would like to make this and any other rearrangement
under your premiership impossible. Derby and I attach great importance
to your retaining the Premiership - effectively. I cannot restrain or, I fear,

influence Northcliffe. I fully accept in letter and spirit your summary of

the suggested arrangement - subject, of course, to personnel.

“Ever Sincerely,

D. Lloyd George.’*

Meanwhile Asquith had moved the adjournment of Parliament

till December 7th in order that he might reconstruct the Govern-

ment. Shortly before question time, Bonar Law, who was aware of

the signs portending a change of front on the part of the Prime

Minister, came to call on Asquith at his room in the House of

Commons.

“I was disturbed”, writes Bonar Law,s “to find that, as it seemed to me,
he was not quite so decided as to the appointment of the small War
Council as he had been the previous evening. We had not time to*i^nish

our conversation and immediately after questions I followed him to

Downing Street in order to finish it.”

Like Lloyd George, Bonar Law had some difficulty in getting an

interview with the Prime Minister who, having now made up his

mind was probably reluctant to discuss matters any further. But

Bonar Law could be very persistent when he felt that the occasion

called. Hejumped the queue ofwaiting Liberal Ministers and found

^ Asquith had been correctly told by Edwin Montagu that Northcliffe had visited the

War Office on Sunday, December 3rd. It was not surprising that he drew an incorrect

inference from this fact.
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1

Asquith engaged in a private consultation with McKenna. The latter

at once left. Bonar Law writes:^

‘T only remained a few minutes and during that time urged the Prime
Minister not, as I expressed it to him, to fall between two stools. I told

him that in my opinion the only way to save the Government was to carry

out the arrangement made the previous day. I added that the position

had become extremely difficult partly through the action of the Press,

and partly through his own delay which had made it difficult for the

arrangement to be brought into effect without loss of dignity for him. I

told him, indeed, that as the position was, there would be a certain amount
of humiliation, but added that he had gone through this sort of thing

before and in my opinion he was a big enough man to live it down.”

This last characteristically blunt observation cannot have been

much comfort to Asquith, and he relapsed into a gloomy silence.

The interview, moreover, must have made it plain to him that he

could not expect to separate Bonar Law from Lloyd George. If he

ever hoped simply to reconstruct the Government without Lloyd

George, that hope was shattered. He would have Bonar Law against

him - and this in terms of power politics probably meant the whole

Conservative Party machine which was after all under the control of

Bonar Law - not that of Curzon, Lansdowne or Chamberlain. If

Asquith really meant to fight Bonar Law and Lloyd George, his only

weapon now would be either to accept their resignations and damn
the consequences, or resign himself, force Lloyd George or Bonar Law
to try to form a Government and, when they failed, demonstrate his

own strength as the only possible Prime Minister.

By now, however, Asquith’s mind was made up: he did not mean
to compromise; perhaps in the last resort his own friends had made
compromise impossible. Still resolutely declining even to see Lloyd

George, Asquith that evening wrote him a letter completely repu-

diating the provisional arrangements for a War Council, and stating

categm'ically that as Prime Minister he insisted on being its Chair-

man. This was open war at last. Lloyd George could only agree at the

cost of total and humiliating surrender. He received Asquith’s letter

on Tuesday morning and at once informed Bonar Law. He then

wrote to Asquith formally handing in his resignation, which Asquith

promptly accepted.^

Bonar Law’s doubts were now resolved. ‘‘Up to this point”, he

writes,' ‘T had been in a very difficult position - of being friends to

^ The whole correspondence between Asquith and Lloyd George has been published in

full by Lord Beaverbrook in Politicians and the War, Vol. II, and by Mr. J. A. Spender in

the Life ofAsquith
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both sides, and I was throughout greatly worried by the fear that

each side might in the end think I had been false to it. After reading

the Prime Minister’s letter, however, I came definitely to the con-

clusion that I had no longer any choice, and that I must back Lloyd

George in his further action.”

2

On this same Tuesday morning, December 5th, a meeting took

place in Austen Chamberlain’s room at the India Office. There were

present Lord Curzon, Lord Robert Cecil, Walter Long and, of

course, Austen Chamberlain himself. These four apparently dis-

cussed events and came to two conclusions; first, that Bonar Law had

mismanaged his interview with Asquith on the Sunday; secondly,

that matters had now reached a point at which the present Govern-

ment could continue no longer, and Asquith should be so informed.

Moreover, they seem to have decided that any pledge which they

had hitherto given to the Prime Minister was no longer valid in the

new circumstances, since it was now plain that Asquith would have

against him the combined weight of Lloyd George, Bonar Law, and

Carson.^

Curzon, Cecil, and Chamberlain accordingly waited on Asquith

early that afternoon. ^ Asquith had just held a meeting of Liberal

Ministers and had been assured of their unanimous support against

Lloyd George. He had, so his biographers inform us, expected similar

support from the Unionists who now came to see him. But he

received a disagreeable surprise. The three “Cs”, as Lord Beaver-

brook calls them, told Asquith that they would not be willing to

remain in the Government if Bonar Law and Lloyd George both

resigned. They saw no hope ofthe Government surviving if these two

went into opposition backed, as they would be, by Carson, the whole

of the Tory Press, and probably by the Party machine too.HLord

Robert Cecil actually suggested to Asquith that ‘^the finest and big-

gest thing that he could do would be to offer to serve under Lloyd

George; but he (Asquith) would not allow Cecil to develop this idea

which he rejected with scorn, even indignation”.^

“It would be idle to pretend”, writes Mr. Spender,^ “that the

decision which they announced at this final interview - coming as it

^ It is only fair to say that Austen Chamberlain denies that any such pledge was given,

I>own the Tears, p. 130 .

* Austen Chamberlain is quite certain that this was the first and only time the “three

Cs’* saw Asquith during the crisis.



[1916] THE ^'court-martial'’ 333

did from men who had so recently expressed their distrust of Mr.

Lloyd George -was not a shock and surprise for Asquith.” Never-

theless, it probably made no great difference to Asquith’s ultimate

action. Long before this stage it was inevitable that he should resign,

and put the whole matter to the proof.

Meanwhile, the Tory Ministers had deputed Walter Long to

request Bonar Law to attend a meeting in Austen Chamberlain’s

room in the India OjKce at 4 o’clock that afternoon. Long made
it clear that the object of this meeting was to extract from Bonar

Law an explanation of his conduct over the last two days. At this,

so Beaverbrook tells us, Bonar Law lost his temper. He gained

the impression that Long and the three “Cs” were endeavouring to

oust him from the leadership of the Party, and he informed Long

bluntly that, if this was so, he would appeal over their heads to the

Tory Party in the Commons and in the Country, and, what was

more, he would win. Finally, he refused to go to the India Office at

4 o’clock, but said that he would be ready to summon a meeting of

his own in the Colonial Office at 5 o’clock,

Austen Chamberlain has warmly denied in Down the Tears that

he, or those acting with him, had any intention of trying to oust

Bonar Law. He declares that Lord Beaverbrook’s chapter on these

events - entitled the Court-Martial” - misinterprets the motives of

the Unionist quartet. Austen Chamberlain’s denial must be accepted.

It is unlikely that the three “Cs” and Long had any serious intention

of removing Bonar Law, if only because of the extreme difficulty

which prevails under the English party system of ousting any leader

who refuses to resign; and Bonar Law clearly had no intention of

resigning. No doubt Chamberlain, Curzon and Long would all have

welcomed his voluntary retirement. Chamberlain in a letter to Lord

Chelmsford written shortly after these events says:^ ''We have little

confidence in Bonar Law’s judgment and none in his strength of

chamcter.” But an open assault upon Bonar Law’s leadership was

probably not considered a practical proposition.

It is, however, clear that Bonar Law thought that some such

intention existed. The earlier manoeuvres of Curzon, and the fact

that Long and Chamberlain had both had such strong claims to the

leadership in 19 1 1 may have added colour to his belief. In any case

by now there was a general atmosphere of suspicion and hostility

in the whole political world, and it is not surprising that Bonar Law
should have mistrusted the "three Cs” just as much as they appear to

have mistrusted him.
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The meeting at 5 o’clock cleared the air. Bonar Law was able to

convince the rebels that he had not misrepresented to Asquith the

true state of affairs. It was in the last resort a matter of his word
against Asquith’s, and the Unionist Ministers had no hesitation-

such was Bonar Law’s reputation for honesty - in accepting what he
said. The charge of misrepresentation was never raised again in

Conservative quarters - however assiduously it may have been
fostered among the infuriated Liberals.

The meeting now had no difficulty in agreeing on further action.

It was clear that the Government must resign. Accordingly with

the full agreement of his colleagues, Bonar Law wrote as follows to

Asquith:^

Dec. 5, 1916.

^'My dear Prime Minister,

“Lord Curzon, Lord Robert Cecil, and Mr. Austen Chamberlain have
reported to a meeting of all the Unionist members of the Cabinet, except
Mr. Balfour who was unable to be present, the substance of their conversa-
tion with you. After full consideration we are of opinion that the course

which we urged on you on Sunday is a necessity, and that it is imperative
that this course should be taken today. We hope that you have arrived at

the same conclusion, but, if this is not so, we feel that we have no choice

but to ask you to act upon our resignations.

“Yours sincerely,

A. Bonar Law,”

Asquith on receipt of this letter decided to resign forthwith. A last

attempt by Lord Derby to dissuade him was unsuccessful.” At 7

o’clock that evening Asquith went to Buckingham Palace and ten-

dered the resignation of himself and the whole Cabinet to the King.

The Government at last was out. It remained to be seen whether an
alternative one could be formed.

3

As soon as Bonar Law received the news of Asquith’s resignation

he hastened, together with Aitken, to the War Office to discuss

the problem with Lloyd George. It was clear that Asquith would
advise the King to send for either Bonar Law or Lloyd George,

and all past constitutional usage suggested that the choice would first

fall on Bonar Law as leader ofthe largest party in the House ofCom-
mons. What was Bonar Law to do on receiving the Royal summons?
Bonar Law’s own view was quite clear: the right man for the post,

the real protagonist in this struggle to reform the direction ofthe war
was Lloyd George, and, further, he was the person whom the country
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wanted. Therefore the ideal solution was for Lloyd George to become

Prime Minister. On the other hand there were certain grave diffi-

culties in the way. T o begin with, it was most unlikely that Asquith

would serve under Lloyd George; and as we have seen, Bonar Law
attached much importance to the prestige of Asquith’s name. Might

he not however be induced to serve under Bonar Law? Then there

were the leading Unionist Ministers. They had regarded Lloyd

George with profound mistrust at all events until very recently.

Indeed the whole crisis had begun largely because ofthe indignation

that some of them felt at Lloyd George’s alleged trafficking with the

Press. They might well refuse to serve under Lloyd George, but it was

inconceivable that they would refuse office under their own leader.

Nevertheless, despite these difficulties Bonar Law considered that it

would be much better for Lloyd George to be Prime Minister if

possible, and he told Lloyd George that, ifsummoned to Buckingham

Palace, he would put forward Lloyd George’s name to the King.

Lloyd George was by no means enthusiastic at this prospect. He
considered that there was much to be said for Bonar Law assuming

the Premiership, while he, Lloyd George, became Chairman of the

small War Council which would now be set up. He was sure of loyal

support from Bonar Law, he felt that Bonar Law would in many
ways find it easier to form a Government than he would himself,

and all he aimed at was effective control over the war effort, not the

honour and glory of being Prime Minister of England.

In the end the two men agreed that if Bonar Law’s assumption of

the Premiership would ensure that Asquith joined, and if, in other

respects, it seemed the only practicable solution, then Bonar Law
would accept the King’s offer, but if, as seemed on the whole more

likely, Asquith dechned to serve under anyone, then Lloyd George

should be the choice. Thus with very characteristic modesty and self

abnegation Bonar Law threw away the certainty of becoming Prime

Mimfter and the probability of going down to posterity as head of

the Administration which brought Britain through to victory in one

of the greatest wars in her long history.

At 9.30 Bonar Law was summoned to Buckingham Palace. The

King had been much perturbed at Asquith’s resignation. He wrote

in his diary:®

“I fear it will cause a panic in the city and in America and do harm to

the Allies. It is a great blow to me and will I fear buck up the Germans.”

It may well be that the interview which followed was none too

cordial. Fresh in the King’s mind was Lloyd George’s letter of
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resignation which had been shown to him by Asquith shortly before.

In this Lloyd George had made it quite clear that he intended to

appeal to the country in a fierce attack upon Asquith’s Administra-

tion. The latter’s resignation had, it is true, removed that immediate
threat, but the King strongly deprecated electioneering of any sort

during war-time, and he feared that Bonar Law might make his

acceptance of office conditional upon the holding of an immediate
General Election. Accordingly the King decided to consult Lord
Haldane upon the constitutional issues involved. Haldane's opinion

was ‘^that the Sovereign cannot entertain any bargain for a Dissolu-

tion merely with a possible Prime Minister before the latter is fully

installed”,P His hand thus strengthened, the King proceeded to inter-

view Bonar Law. Lord Stamfordham’s account of what followed

must be quoted in full:'^

Buckingham Palace.

Tuesdayi
December yth, igi6. g.jo pmu

‘‘The King saw Mr. Bonar Law and asked him to form a Government.
He did not hold out to His Majesty much hopes of his doing so, but would
consult his friends, and give an early reply tomorrow. He told the King his

own effort has been to keep Mr. Asquith and Mr. Lloyd George together

as the combination for winning the War. But for long he has felt the

Government was losing its position and reputation in the Country, while

Mr. Lloyd George considers it going fast to perdition.

“The one essential thing is a reformed War Committee, which could

meet daily, and if necessary twice a day; come to prompt decision upon
which equally prompt action must be taken. The present War Committee
has become almost impotent.

“Some weeks ago Mr. Bonar Law spoke to the Prime Minister pointing

out the above state of things, and urging a reconstruction of the Com-
mittee, but the Prime Minister would not entertain the idea.

“Later on Mr. Bonar Law referred again to this serious state of things

and pointed out that the matter could be satisfactorily settled on the

initiation of the Prime Minister himself, without interference from the

public or the Press. Mr. Asquith declined, and then followed the Press

campaign of last week.
“Bonar Law told the King that he thought Mr. Lloyd George could

form a Government,
“The King mooted the question of dissolution, to which, however, he

added he would not give his consent, if asked.

“Mr. Bonar Law questioned the advisability of His Majesty refusing,

and hoped the King would consider before adopting that attitude. Indeed
he, himself, might succeed in forming a Government if he appealed to the

Country, He had come to the conclusion that he must decide between
following Mr. Asquith or Mr. Lloyd George, and, as he believed the latter

would win the War before the former could do so, he had decided to follow

Mr. Lloyd George.”
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Sir Harold Nicolson, summarizing the gist of this memorandum,
says that ‘‘the King informed Mr. Bonar Law that he would refuse,

if asked, to accord him a Dissolution”.^ This statement, unless quali-

fied, seems to go a little beyond what Lord Stamfordham actually

says. Surely the King did not mean to declare in advance that he

would refuse a dissolution to Bonar Law after the latter had become
Prime Minister, but rather that he would not here and now guarantee

a dissolution to someone who was still only a potential Prime

Minister. He v/ould be guided by circumstances and give no promise

m advance to exercise his discretionary power until the new Prime

Minister, whoever he might be, was properly installed in office and

in a position to give formal, considered advice on the matter. In fact

Bonar Law does not seem to have wished to make his acceptance of

office depend upon any such bargain, nor to have attached any

special significance to the King’s refusal.

Bonar Law told the King that Lloyd George was the best choice

but that he would not definitely decline the Premiership until he

had seen Asquith who might possibly be induced to serve under

him. Bonar Law writes:®

‘T did not decline at once, explaining to His Majesty that my only

1 eason for not doing so was that I thought it possible that Mr. Asquith and
Mr. Lloyd George might both be willing to serve under a ‘neutral’ Prime
Minister, although Mr. Asquith might decline to serve under Mr. Lloyd

George.

“On leaving the Palace I at once went to see Mr. Lloyd George. He
thought the best solution might be for me to be Prime I^nister if Mr.
Asquith would serve under me. I then went to Downing Street and saw
Mr. Asquith.”

Asquith was dining with Lord Crewe and others as his guests, and

left the table to see Bonar Law. The latter asked him whether he

would serve under a “neutral” Prime Minister. Asquith asked what

wasTheant by “neutral”.

“I said,” writes Bonar Law, “that as His Majesty had sent for me I was
the natural person, but that if he thought it would be easier for him to

serve under Mr. Balfour I would be delighted to fall in with such an

arrangement. Mr. Asquith, after a moment’s consideration, said that he

could not agree to this.”

Asqxiith was evidently determined to pursue his course of action

to the bitter end. He was not going to help his rivals by offering to

serve under them.

The following morning, Wednesday, December 6th, Bonar Law,

M
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Lloyd George^ Carson and Aitken met at Pembroke Lodge. They
decided to consult Balfour, Balfour had been ill in bed throughout

the last few days. But he had in fact been informed of developments,

and, aware of Lloyd George’s low opinion of his conduct at the

Admiralty, had resigned on December 5th as soon as he heard that

Lloyd George was likely to be Chairman of the War Council.

Asquith’s efforts to make him reconsider this decision had been
unsuccessful. Balfour had been operating quite independently of any

other cabals or groups. No one knew exactly how he viewed the

changed situation. Yet as an ex-Prime Minister, and former leader

of the Conservative Party, his position was of great importance. On
being consulted Balfour advised that nothing should be done until

the King had called a conference of political leaders in order to see

whether a satisfactory National Government could be formed.

The conference took place at Buckingham Palace at 3 o’clock that

afternoon. Those present were Balfour, Bonar Law, Lloyd George,

Asquith, and Arthur Henderson, who represented Labour. Sir

Harold Nicolson has published in full Lord Stamfordham’s account

of the meeting.^^

The real object of the conference was to find out whether there

was anyone under whom Asquith would serve. Lloyd George and
Bonar Law with all forms of politeness had made it clear from the

start that they would not serve under Asquith. Asquith replied by
attacking the Press in vigorous terms and said that he would have to

consult his friends before coming to a decision. Finally, on Balfour’s

proposal it was agreed that, ifAsquith would serve under Bonar Law,
then the latter would endeavour to form a Government. If not,

Lloyd George would make the attempt. The conference broke up at

4.30.

There could be little doubt as to Asquith’s answer. If he refused,

the burden would fall on Lloyd George, and for a number of reasons

it must have seemed highly questionable whether Lloyd George

would succeed. Certainly his prospects seemed, on the face of them,

less favourable than those ofBonar Law. After consulting the Liberal

eX"Ministers Asquith wrote to Bonar Law:^

“They are unanimously of opinion ~ and I agree with them - that I,

and probably they, can give more effective support from outside. They also

think that we could not carry the support of the Liberal party for any such

arrangement. I have no personal feehng of amour propre in the matter (as I

believe you know) but I am more convinced, the more I think of it, that

it would be an unworkable arrangement.”
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Bonar Law’s reply was brief:'^

‘‘My dear Asquith,
“I thank you for your letter and I greatly regret your decision.

“Yours sincerely,

A. Bonar Law.’^

Thus ended Bonar Law’s prospect of becoming a war-time

Premier. At 7 o’clock together with Lloyd George he returned again

to Buckingham Palace. He informed the King that he must give up
the attempt to form a Government. The Kang accepted this decision

and at once sent for Lloyd George.

4

Lloyd George was by no means unprepared. He and Bonar Law
had been discussing all day the various offices and the best way to fill

them. It was clear that he could expect no more support from the

Liberal ex-Ministers than Bonar Law could. Whether or not, as has

been sometimes claimed, they had given an actual pledge to Asquith

against joining any other Administration, they were, with the excep-

tion ofEdwin Montagu, extremely hostile to Lloyd George. Montagu
too felt that he could not serve, at least for the time being. The only

other prominent former Liberal Minister was Winston Churchill.

But his inclusion was vetoed absolutely by Bonar Law who was in

this matter backed by nearly every prominent Conservative. To his

great mortification Churchill was obliged to wait several months
before Lloyd George felt strong enough to bring him in.

The result of all this was that Lloyd George had to fill the principal

offices largely from the Unionist ranks, and here, of course, Bonar
Law’s views and actions were of critical importance. The first person,

whose services the two were anxious to secure, was Balfour. His
adherence was of critical importance but the prospects were none too

go^. Balfour knew that Lloyd George regarded his performance as

Firk Lord of the Admiralty in an unfavourable light. If he had re-

signed from Asquith’s Government merely on hearing the report that

Lloyd George might be Chairman of the War Council, what would
his attitude be to an ofier of a place when Lloyd George had actually

become Prime Minister? It did not seem likely to be favourable.

In discussion Lloyd George and Bonar Law had agreed that the

Foreign Office was the best position for Balfour. What followed must
be quoted from Bonar Law’s own account.^

. immediately on leaving the palace I suggested to Lloyd George
that I should go to Mr. Balfour and ask him to undertake that office. I
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saw him and after a general conversation of about half an hour I said to

him: ‘Of course you understand that I have come from Lloyd George to

ask you on his behalf to become Foreign hlinister’. Mr. Balfour rose from
his seat and without a moment’s hesitation said:

“ ‘That is indeed putting a pistol at my head/ but I at once say, yes.’

“Under all the circumstances I think that the part played by him was
the biggest part played by anyone in the whole crisis. It was quite plain to

me that he would have given anything, apart from his sense of duty, to be
free from the responsibility of being a member of the Government.”

Balfour’s decision was a notable triumph for the new Government.

His adherence lent an aura of respectability and authority to the

Administration, and it was bound to have a great effect both upon
the other Conservative Ministers and upon the rank and file of the

Party. It is perhaps too much to say that Balfour made the Second
Coalition possible, but it is certain that he made Lloyd George’s

task very much easier. According to Lord Beaverbrook,^ Asquith

“was completely thunderstruck” at the news. He must have seen its

significance at once, and realized the immense advantage given from

the very start to the new Government.

The following day, Thursday, December yth, Lloyd George

opened negotiations with the other Unionist Ministers whose atti-

tude was uncertain - the three “Cs” and Walter Long. At an earlier

stage Bonar Law had made some overtures to this important group,

but had met with no success. Lloyd George on the principle of

“divide and rule” tried them separately. He first approached Walter

Long, only to receive a rebuff. Long declared that he was not pre-

pared to act apart from his group, and preferred to support the

Government from the back benches. Lloyd George then approached

Curzon with the offer ofa seat on the War Council. Such a tempting

offer was too much for that great man. Unlike Long he promptly

accepted - without feeling it necessary to consult his colleagues.

Curzon’s decision meant that the others were certain to come irUoo.

The whole of this group did, indeed, impose certain conditions before

they finally agreed to join. On no account was Churchill to be

included. Lloyd George could agree to this, since Bonar Law had

already vetoed his inclusion. Equally there must be no offer to

Northcliffe, and there must be no attempt to oust Sir Douglas Haig

from the Supreme Command in France. The interview between

Lloyd George and the Conservative Ministers was lengthy, but in the

end agreement was reached.^

^ Asquith’s biographers acidly observe that in the end there were not enough pistols to

go round.
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Lloyd George was now in a position to announce his new Govern-
ment. He decided to merge the Cabinet and the War Council into

a single body called the War Cabinet of which he would himself be
chairman. The other members were Bonar Law, who was also

Chancellor of the Exchequer and Leader of the House of Commons,
Curzon, Henderson representing Labour, and Lord Milner. The
latter’s appointment was a sensational promotion: it was a last

minute switch from Carson, whom Lloyd George had originally

designated. In addition Balfour, for the Foreign Office, Robertson
for the War Office and Carson as First Lord of the Admiralty had a
right to attend meetings of the War Cabinet when matters concern-

ing their own departments were being discussed. But constitutional

and ministerial responsibility for Cabinet decisions was vested in the

small War Cabinet and in that body alone. Apart from those men-
tioned the other principal appointments were:

Lord Derby to be Secretary for War, but without a voice in the

War Cabinet, Walter Long to be Colonial Secretary, Austen Cham-
berlain to retain the India Office, Sir F. E. Smith to remainAttorney-
General, Sir George Cave to be Home Secretary, Lord Finlay to be
Lord Chancellor, Sir A. Stanley at the Board of Trade, Dr. Addison
to be Minister of Munitions, H, A. L. Fisher to be President of the

Board of Education, Lord Robert Cecil to remain as Minister for

Blockade.

Asquith’s Coalition Government comprised 25 members, 14
Liberals, 10 Unionists, i Labour.

Lloyd George’s Government, including under secretaries, consisted

of 33 members, 15 Unionists, 12 Liberals, 3 Labour, and 3 who were
not at the time of formation members of either House. But these

figures do not give a real measure of the extent ofthe political change.
The Liberals in Lloyd George’s Government nearly all occupied
po^^ of little importance, under-secretaryships and the like. Ail the
key offices were held by Unionists. The change of Government was
the death knell of the old Liberal Party.
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F
rom now onwards till his temporary retirement in 1921 ,

Bonar

Law stood at the very centre of events. He was, in effect, a

second Prime Minister. As Leader of the House he had to deal

with an immense variety of subjects, and to answer for the Govern-

ment, when Lloyd George was absent, on all the major issues of war
and peace. As Chancellor of the Exchequer and member of the War
Cabinet, he occupied a position ofpower second only to that ofLloyd

George himself. As leader of the Conservative Party, which con-

stituted the great majority of the new Coalition’s supporters, he was

responsible for the political machine, whose smooth running was;' as

he had himself observed, essential even in time ofwar for the stability

of the Government,

In his new role it was absolutely necessary that he should col-

laborate with Lloyd George on the closest and most intimate terms.

The suspicion with which Bonar Law had undoubtedly in the past

regarded the new Prime Minister might suggest that difficulties

would soon have arisen. Yet, in fact, nothing of the sort occurred.

Bonar Law and Lloyd George acted together with a harmony seldom

found in high politics. Throughout their joint tenure of power their

friendship was never marred by a single quarrel. It was justly

342



A PERFECT PARTNERSHIP[1917] 343

described by Stanley Baldwin at Bonar Law’s death as ‘"the most

perfect partnership in political history”.

Bonar Law was clear from the first as to his own function in that

partnership: the dynamic force in the new Administration, the man
whom the nation expected to infuse a fresh vigour into the battle was

Lloyd George. Writing to Walter Long, who had observed that the

new Government was really a dictatorship, Bonar Law said:^

“I agree with all you say about a Dictatorship. This is essentially

George’s Government and my own intention, like yours, is to back him
to the fullest extent I can. There is, I think, no alternative

”

Bonar Law had neither the desire nor the energy to emulate Lloyd

George. He was content to be an auxiliary, an invaluable ally, but

always a junior partner in the firm. He was convinced that Lloyd

George’s genius could, if suitably guided and restrained, bring the

nation to victory. He was fully content to play the part of a cautious

counsellor in the background, and, as always in his career, was
utterly indifferent to public glory or prestige. Once, on a visit to

G.H.Q., Bonar Law described his work in the war as “hanging on
to the coat tails of the Little Man (Lloyd George) and holding him
back”. Lloyd George himself has described how he would invariably

consult Bonar Law before putting forward a proposal to the Cabinet,

since he could be sure that the latter would raise all possible criticisms

and objections - not through defeatism, but through instinctive scep-

ticism and caution. If a proposal could survive this searching test

then it was worth pursuing. Lloyd George writes:^

‘^Sometimes I felt the force of his adverse criticisms was so great as to be
insuperable and I abandoned the project altogether. . . . But if I came to

the conclusion that his objections were not sufficient to deter the Govern-
ment from initiating and carrying out the particular scheme I went away
strengthened in my resolve as the result of our conversation. On these
occasions I said to him:

“^Well, Bonar, if there is nothing more to be said against this scheme,
then I mean to put it before the War Cabinet today.’

'"He usually acquiesced as he knew that I never failed to listen to his

views and give full weight to them. Once I had secured his consent I had
no more loyal supporter for my plans.”

By the nature of things little or no documentary evidence ofBonar
Law’s influence upon Lloyd George has survived. As soon as he
became Chancellor, Bonar Law gave up Pembroke Lodge^ andmoved
to 1 1 Downing Street. Every morning, after breakfast, Lloyd George
would walk along the corridor which connected No. 10 with the

^ He offered it to Asquith but the latter had already made other arrangements.
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Chancellor’s residence and go into Bonar Law’s room to discuss the

business of the day. There amidst an opaque cloud of tobacco smoke,

windows almost hermetically sealed, Bonar Law would be sitting in

his favourite arm-chair sucking at his pipe and reading official docu-

ments. Files were scattered all over the floor. The atmosphere was
often suffocating. For an hour or so the two men would discuss the

war news, the business of the House of Commons and any proposals

that had during the night leapt into the ebullient mind of the Prime

Minister. Neither of them was in the habit of writing a word more
than he had to. So inevitably no record of these discussions survives,

but the testimony of those who knew the two men, and of Lloyd

George himself, leaves no doubt as to their relationship. Dr. Thomas
Jones, who was a member of the Cabinet Secretariat, writes in his

admirable account of Bonar Law in the Dictionary of National Bio-

graphy:

‘Tor over four years the one never took an important step without

conferring with the other, and to compute the contribution of Bonar Law
to the partnership it would be necessary to know not only the policies and
projects of his sanguine colleague which he approved, but also those which
he resisted, modified, or defeated. That colleague has placed on record

his sense of the value of Bonar Law’s searching criticism and his real

courage when together they were responsible for the momentous decisions

of the European War.”

It was in his capacity as Leader of the House of Commons that

Bonar Law found his time most fully occupied. Lloyd George

attended the House less and less as the war went on. He had to make
frequent visits abroad, and at home an immense amount of work

fell upon his shoulders both in the War Cabinet and elsewhere. He
seldom came to the House of Commons except when really major

issues arose, or when, as in the famous Maurice Debate ofMay 1918,

the very existence ofthe Government was at stake. All the day-tq^day

business of the House was in the hands ofBonar Law, and his replies

on behalf of the Government were recognized to be as authoritative

and binding as ifthey had been made by the Prime Minister himself.

Bonar Law was undoubtedly a most successful Leader ofthe House.

Before the war his style ofdebate had been anything but conciliatory,

and his speeches were apt to produce an uproar rather than to calm

down the furious passions which swayed the House at that time. But

now he adopted quite a different approach. At a very early stage the

combination of authority and courtesy with which he made state-

ments and answered questions won him the ear of the House. The
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sympathy felt for his tragic losses, his patent indifference to fame and
office, the restraint and modesty of his speeches, above all the trans-

parent honesty of his character, gained for him a degree of affection

such as is rarely to be found in politics. From then till his death it is

safe to say that he was one of the most beloved figures in the House
of Commons.

His new duties meant long and late hours. Not the least important

function of a successful Leader is to keep his finger upon the pulse

of the House of Commons. It is all too easy for a politician who has

reached high office to forget this vital need, and to become insulated

by other seemingly more important cares from the sentiments and
prejudices of his own followers. One of the secrets of Stanley Bald-

win’s otherwise inexplicable hold over the House was that he never
fell into this error. Bonar Law bore little resemblance in other

respects to his successor, but he too had, to a singular degree, the

gift of knowing precisely what would or would not go down in the

House of Commons. Intensely conscientious he would sit hour after

hour in the stuffy atmosphere of late night sittings. Robert Monro,
then Secretary of State for Scotland, writes:"^

“One remembers his war weary face in the course of a long night
sitting. Often the whips begged him to go home, on the assurance that his

presence was really not necessary, and that if the need arose he would be
sent for; but I cannot recollect that he ever acceded to the suggestion.”

This deep knowledge of the susceptibilities of the House of Com-
mons was to be a most valuable asset in the remaining years of the

war. There were many dark moments ahead when the fortunes of

war were adverse and the House became restive and querulous. On
these occasions Bonar Law’s tact and management contributed at

least as much as Lloyd George’s eloquence to the continued stability

of the Government.

Bonar Law’s position as a sort of co-Prime Minister involved him
at a very early stage in a matter which he particularly disliked ~ the

question of political honours. He had, of course, already had some
dealings over honours during the First Coalition, but this is a con-
venient place to consider his attitude on the whole question, since

one of the most awkward of his problems arose almost as soon as the
new Government was formed. In general, Bonar Law, indifferent to

honours for himself, simply could not understand why other people
wanted knighthoods, baronetcies or peerages. He was most unwilling
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therefore to put himself out in any way in order to procure honours

for his friends. He regarded their aspirations not as being wrong
or stupid but incomprehensible, and he hated the often shameless

avidity for these marks of distinction which his political followers

displayed. “Keep it till that wretched Honours List comes up again,”

he would instruct his secretaries when some particularly importunate

aspirant wrote to him. On one occasion a certain individual was
down for a knighthood on Bonar Law’s list and Asquith asked

whether it could be changed to a baronetcy. “Make him a duke if

he wishes,” replied Bonar Law.*^ He recognized that honours had to

be distributed, and that they were a useful method of oiling the

political machine, but he had no sympathy or feeling for those who
sought them.

Holding this rather cavalier view of honours Bonar Law was not

always as careful as perhaps he should have been to consult the King
before offering them. Already while he was Colonial Secretary he

had run into trouble by offering, at Aitken’s suggestion in October

1916, an honorary lieutenant-generalship to Sir Samuel Hughes, who
was Canadian Minister of Defence and a turbulent and somewhat

controversial figure in Canadian politics. Lloyd George was asso-

ciated with this offer too. Unfortunately they had not consulted the

King who protested with vigour to Asquith. “I do feel it is rather a

plant on the part of the two [Bonar Law and Lloyd George],” wrote

Stamfordham to Sir Maurice Bonham Carter, Asquith’s private

secretary.® However the King had to give away.

Now in December there occurred an episode which enraged the

King even more and which probably did Bonar Law a good deal of

harm in some quarters. During the course of the tortuous intrigues

which preceded the fall of Asquith, Lloyd George had promised to

make Aitken President of the Board of Trade, if and when the new
Government came into being. Relying on this promise Aitkenjin-

formed the Chairman of the local Conservative Association in his

constituency that a by-election would soon occur at Ashton-under-

Lyne.^ However Lloyd George decided that he could not, after all,

give Aitken such a high office. Instead he appointed a great railway

magnate. Sir Albert Stanley (later Lord Ashfield), and offered Aitken

the post of Under-Secretary to the Ministry of Munitions. Aitken

promptly declined. Then Lloyd George, partly because he wanted

another Government spokesman in the House of Lords and partly

^ In those days an M.P who was given a ministerial post had to submit himself for re-

election.
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because he wanted Aitken’s seat for Sir Albert Stanley who was not

even an M.P. at the timcj offered Aitken a peerage. The latter was

not anxious to leave the House of Commons. On the other hand it

was a very convenient way out of an embarrassing predicament over

his constituency, and would save him the humiliation of explaining

why there would not after all be any by-election. He decided that

he would accept.

Seldom has the offer of a peerage caused more of a furore. Lord

Derby was at once in arms and protested to Bonar Law that the

award of a peerage to such a junior Lancashire M.P. would wreck

all his careful arrangements for the ^'management” of the Unionist

Party in that county. Bonar Law agreed, and hurried to Cherkley

on December loth to tell Aitken that he must on no account accept.

'"So on Sunday night”, writes Beaverbrook, 'T felt myself in a sense

dis-Peered. The Peerage no doubt had been a phantom one but even

the phantom had vanished.”

The following day, however, saw yet another change in his variable

fortunes. Lloyd George had seen Bonar Law and the two decided

that Aitken should have his peerage—^Derby or no Derby. They had,

however, once again omitted to consult the King who was extremely

angry that the offer should have been made without securing his

prior consent. In fact, he declared, he would not have given his con-

sent for he did not think that the "public services” of Sir Max Aitken

"called for such special recognition”. Lloyd George was disconcerted

at this reply and requested Lord Stamfordham to discuss the matter

with Bonar Law. When the latter informed Stamfordham that the

offer had now been made and arrangements already started for a

by-election at Ashton-under-Lyne, the King gave way with much
reluctance.^

To most people in the political world the elevation of Sir Max
Aitken to the peerage must have seemed either a flagrant piece of

favouritism on Bonar Law’s part, or else - if they were in the know -

the price paid for his activities in bringing about Asquith’s fall. As
can be seen from the foregoing account neither explanation was true,

but that did not prevent the currency of rumours which did Bonar
Law’s reputation no good at the time.

It should not be thought that Bonar Law ever shared the totally

cynical attitude of Lloyd George towards the Honours List. He cer-

^ See Harold Nicolson, King George V, pp. 511—12. Sir Harold Nicolson does not mention
Lord Beaverbrook by name, but a comparison with the latter’s own account in Pohtiaans
and the War^ Vol. II, pp. 327-31, makes it clear who is meant.
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tainly did not approve of the wholesale traffic in honours with which

the latter celebrated the closing years of his Premiership. Bonar Law
had by then ceased to be a member of the Government and he
undoubtedly disliked the whole business. During his own briefperiod

as Prime Minister he did much to clean up the arrangements which

had hitherto prevailed, and he was most careful in his choice of

names to submit to the King. Nevertheless it remains true that he

regarded peerages and lesser honours more in the light ofa concession

to human vanity than as a reward for meritorious public service.

After all, what harm did it do to make someone (as long as he was
respectable) a baronet or even a peer? Such elevation was, in his

opinion, if anything a matter for condolence rather than felicitation.

Writing to Lewis Harcourt, who was to be made a Viscount in the

New Year's Honours for 1917, he said:^

‘'I hardly know whether the honour to be given to you is altogether a
subject of congratulation, but at all events if I am ever to come into con-

flict with my old colleagues I shall have reason to congratulate myself on
your removal from the House of Commons."

Holding this view of honours Bonar Law was naturally quite averse

to receiving any for himself. He preferred to die as he had lived ~

plain Mr. Bonar Law with no letters after his name other than those

which indicated his membership of the Privy Council and the House

of Commons.

3

The post of Chancellor of the Exchequer was then, as now, one

of great importance. Its importance, however, in time of war was

of a somewhat different nature from its importance before 1914. In

those days the Chancellor had been essentially the watch-dog on the

nation's economy, surveying with a severe and sceptical eye his col-

leagues’ proposals for fresh expenditure. But, in time ofwar, econjpmy

though never to be forgotten had not the first claim upon his atten-

tion. His first duty was to raise the money with which to finance the

enormous national expenditure upon the armed forces and munitions

of war. Cheese-paring was impossible in such circumstances and

would have provoked righteous wrath. The pre-war roles were

reversed, and it was now the spending departments which called the

tune. Within the limits of economic possibility the Treasury had to

provide the money. To help him in his task the Chancellor had - as

he has today - a formidable body of expert opinion. The Treasury

constitutes a corps d'elite in the Civil Service and contains some of the
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ablest brains in the country, trained by a lifetime of experience in

problems of finance. In addition the Chancellor can call upon the

most authoritative opinions in the world of banking, commerce, and
industry. The help of these counsellors is essential. To ignore or

override their advice is perilous.

The first problem which confronted Bonar Law was the floating

of a new War Loan. The prevailing policy, which had been based

upon the best City and Treasury advice, was one of short-term loans

at a rate of interest of about 6 per cent. Bonar Law was convinced

that this rate was too high. His advisers, basing their opinion upon
the state of the war and the existing market conditions, felt that there

was no possibility of reduction and that it might be necessary to raise

interest rates even further. Ordinary financial rules might warrant
such a view, but Bonar Law believed that it underestimated the

strength ofwar-time patriotism and he declined to accept this advice.

On January iith, 1917, he announced the terms of the new loan

in a speech at the Guildhall. He reversed the previous policy and
announced the floating of a long-term loan at 5 per cent, redeem-
able after twelve years, and repayable in 1947 at the latest. Although
there had been a general expectation that the rate of interest would
be substantially higher, the loan was an immense success. Over 1,000

million pounds were raised by the closing date on February i6th.

Lord Cunliffe, the Governor of the Bank of England, was amazed
at this result. It was a triumph on the part of the Chancellor of the

Exchequer and a striking illustration both of his courage in relying

on his own judgment, and of his financial acumen.
Bonar Law’s next problem was the Budget. On May 2nd he

announced in the House of Commons the arrangements to provide
for raising the largest sum which had ever before been required by
a British Government - almost £2^200 million. Bonar Law said in

hi^gBudget speech:

^‘These gigantic figures are not the subject for rejoicing though there is

^ound for thankfulness that we are able to bear the financial strain that
is laid upon us. These figures represent a part only of the price, and not the
biggest part, which we as a nation have to pay for the greatest act of
madness - the greatest crime which has ever been committed in the history
of the world.”

The details of Bonar Law’s two Budgets in 1917 and 1918 belong
to the history of British finance rather than to the biography ofBonar
Law. They were not in the main controversial and they passed with
ease. It is perhaps of interest to note that in 1917 some 26 per cent
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of expenditure was provided out of revenue, which Bonar Law
claimed to be a higher proportion than was to be found in any other

belligerent country. The principal change that he proposed in that

Budget was to raise Excess Profits Duty from 6o to 8o per cent, but

owing to the lack ofprice control, even this heavy tax did not prevent

immense fortunes being made during the war by those engaged in

manufacturing munitions and other war necessities. In 1918, Bonar
Law raised income tax from 5s. to 6s. in the pound and surtax to a

maximum of 4s. 6d. in the pound on incomes over 0,000. He also

lowered the exemption limit for surtax from ;^3,ooo to ^£'2,500. Even
so it is interesting to note that the maximum effective rate upon the

highest incomes was only 9s. 5d. in the pound. At the time this seemed
an enormous burden, only to be tolerated in a period of desperate

emergency when the nation was struggling for bare existence.

Bonar Law’s gifts as a lucid expositor, and as a shrewd financier,

were shown at their best in his Budget speeches. He had a remark-

able, almost a freak memory for figures. Although it is not true, as

sometimes averred, that he introduced his Budgets without any notes

at all, it is true that such notes as he did have were extremely brief.

It so happens that his notes on the Budget of 1918 survive - he gave

them to his daughter Isabel^ - and they must surely be one of barest

aide-memoires ever to be used by a Chancellor of the Exchequer. They
are all contained on two small double sheets of writing paper. Only
someone with a quite abnormal memory could have delivered a

Budget speech on the strength of such perfunctory jottings. There

also survives from the same occasion a pencilled card in Lloyd

George’s characteristic sprawling hand, evidently tossed across to

Bonar Law either at a Cabinet meeting or in the House of Commons:
^'Your speech last night was first rate. You had a great day, yester-

day.”

There can be no doubt that Bonar Law was a most succe§§ful

Chancellor of the Exchequer.

When he moved to the Treasury, Bonar Law took with him the

same private secretary who had served him at the Colonial Office,

J. C. C. Davidson (now Lord Davidson). This action inspired protest

from Walter Long, the new Colonial Secretary, but Bonar Law
remained firm. He had, indeed, become deeply attached to Davidson,

depended much upon his help, and treated him almost as another

son. The Bonar Law papers supply ample evidence of the care with

which Davidson looked after his chief’s interests, and the tact with

^ Lady Sykes.
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which he kept importunate persons from bothering the Chancellor.

In 1920 Davidson entered Parliament as M.P. for Kernel Hemp-
stead. He then became Bonar Law’s Parhamentary Private Secretary

until his chief’s temporary retirement from politics in 1921. He acted

in the same capacity during Bonar Law’s brief Premiership. He was

a most valuable and helpful adjutant, and Bonar Law regarded him
with much affection till the day of his death.

One of the joint secretaries to the Treasury at this time was Sir

Robert (later Lord) Chalmers. He was a most able official, and Bonar

Law who had a very high opinion of his talents induced him in

August 1918 to stay on beyond the normal retiring age in order to

see out the war. Behind a fagade of cynical wit, which was apt to

disconcert many people, Chalmers could be the kindest of men. His

relations with his chief were, throughout, of the most harmonious

character.

One other important member of the Treasury should be men-

tioned here. This was J. M. (later Lord) Keynes, the celebrated

economist. Bonar Law soon acquired a good opinion of his abihties.

Young though he was, Keynes had already become the leading

authority upon external and inter-allied finance. In February 1917

he was made head of the new Division of the Treasury which

dealt with these problems, and in this capacity he had direct access

to the Chancellor. Lloyd George on one occasion, when he was still

Chancellor, asked Keynes what he thought of certain opinions which

he (Lloyd George) had been expounding. Keynes replied that, with

all due respect, he regarded them as ‘Tubbish”. It so happened that

shortly after the change of Government BonarJLaw used exactly the

same words to characterize some propositions advanced by Lloyd

George at a War Cabinet meeting. ""Ah!” said Lloyd George, ""I see

you have learnt Treasury manners quickly.”®

^is strong support of Chalmers and Keynes involved Bonar Law
in one of the very few serious disputes which occurred during his time

as Chancellor. This arose from the conduct of the Governor of the

Bank of England, Lord Cunliffe. Until the nationalization of the

Bank in 1946, the relationship between the Governor and the Chan-
cellor was not clearly defined. In practice harmony usually prevailed,

and a close and friendly collaboration prevented difficulties arising.

But Lord Cunliffe was of a choleric disposition. He came to the con-

clusion, after returning from a visit to America in the early summer
of 1917, that the Exchange Committee, of which he was chairman

and which had been set up by McKenna to deal with the difficult
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)roblems relating to foreign currency, was not being kept adequately

nformed by the Treasury. After protesting to Bonar Law he wrote

o Lloyd George on July 3rd, 1917:^

“The late Chancellor . . .
promised me verbally that Mr. Keynes

hould not meddle again in City matters, which promise was, as far as I am
ware, kept until Mr. McKenna went out of office. ... Yet the position

oday is that not only have all the means of controlling the Exchanges
>een taken out of our hands but all information is withheld from us even
^hen we have the Chancellor’s permission to obtain it, and requests for

elegrams are not only refused but met with absolute incivility.

“The London Exchange Committee is therefore a mere cypher entirely

uperseded by Sir Robert Chalmers and Mr. Keynes who in commercial
ircles are not considered to have any knowledge or experience in practical

xchange or business problems, and I am convinced that, short of a
niracle, disaster must ensue ... I cannot remain a mere figurehead acting

inder men in whom I have no faith, unless the Cabinet after this warning

3 prepared to accept the entire responsibility.”

Lord Cunliffe concluded by referring to the kindness and help he

lad received from all other departments of the Treasury, ^'especially

rom the Chancellor of the Exchequer himself’’. In verbal discussion

vith. Bonar Law, Lord Cunliffe demanded the dismissal of Chalmers

ind Keynes.

Bonar Law was, not unnaturally, enraged at such a demand. "Mr.

Governor”, he said,^ "I hope you realize what you are doing. You
ire not asking for their dismissal but for mine. They are merely ser-

vants of the Chancellor and all they do is on my responsibility. Go
o Number 10 and state your case to the Prime Minister.” This was

>pen war, and, quite apart from Cunliffe’s unwarrantable inter-

ference, there were good reasons for Bonar Law’s determination to

brce a crisis. Cunliffe was on very friendly terms with Lloyd George

vho had been much flattered by his declaration that Lloyd George’s

>resence at the Treasury in 1914 had saved the financial situation.

Hunliffe had found in Lloyd George a sympathetic listener to his

fitter complaints during McKenna’s tenure of the Treasury. Bonar

Law was well aware that Cunliffe’s presumptuous demeanour could

)e partly explained by his confidence in the backing of the Prime

Vlinister, and he was determined to show Lloyd George that in all

Treasury matters his word was absolute. He seriously contemplated

or a time transferring the Government’s account to one of the Joint

Stock Banks.

At this juncture Cunliffe played into Bonar Law’s hands. Without

consulting the Chancellor he gave orders that the whole of the Bank
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of England’s gold in Canada should be at the disposal of Messrs.

Morgan & Company from whom the Bank had a long-standing loan

of85 million dollars. At the same time, also without consulting Bonar
Law he telegraphed to the Canadian Finance Minister that he was
not to deliver any of the same gold at the request of the Treasury’s

representative in Ottawa, Sir Hardman Lever. When Bonar Law
protested, CunlifFe made a reply which Bonar Law interpreted as

meaning that this action was a ''reprisal” for Cunliffe’s alleged treat-

ment by Keynes and Chalmers in the matter of the Exchange Com-
mittee.

Bonar Law’s normal mildness vanished. He was now very angry

indeed, and after a talk with Lloyd George on July gth, put his views

in writing in a letter to the Prime Minister couched in the strongest

terms.^ He described Cunliffe’s action in sending the telegram to the

Canadian Government as "an act ofextraordinary disrespect towards

the British Government and a direct insult to me who as Chancellor

of the Exchequer had authorized Sir Hardman Lever to act for the

Government”. He said that Cunliffe "in suggesting that I should

dismiss Sir Robert Chalmers . . . had taken an absolutely unwarrant-

able liberty”, that Cunliffe’s behaviour over the gold was "contrary

to the whole principle upon which business has been carried on ever

since I went to the Treasury”, and was in any case quite unjustified

since Morgan’s were not in fact pressing for repayment in gold.

"For these reasons, I have, as already discussed with you in conversation,

come to the conclusion that the present position cannot continue. There
were three possible methods ofdealing with it. One was that I should cease

to be Chancellor of the Exchequer and leave the Government but this

you have ruled out. The second is that Lord Cunliffe should cease to be
Governor of the Bank of England. There is, however, a third possible

alternative which is that Lord Cunliffe should agree to work with me in a

reasonable spirit and with a full knowledge that the Chancellorship of

the Exchequer is not in commission and that the views of the British

Government as represented by me must be carried out. If you are willing

to see him and find out whether or not he is ready to continue on these

conditions I should be glad, but I cannot run the risk of a repetition ofthe

friction of the last weeks. ... I am therefore only willing to allow the

present arrangement to continue on the condition that Lord Cunliffe

sends to me in writing a declaration that he will at once resign the

Governorship of the Bank if he receives a request from me to that

effect.

"I hope you know me well enough to feel sui'e that I am not sensitive

about my dignity, that I am not difficult to work with, and that therefore

this impasse is not due to me. If Lord Cunliffe agrees to do as I suggest, I

have not the smallest desire to humiliate him. No one would know of the
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arrangement except you, himselfand me, and I should endeavour to work
with him in harmony and with every consideration towards him. ...”

To this devastating letter there could be only one reply^ unless

Cunliffe was prepared to resign at once. Presumably Lloyd George
saw the Governor. At all events, on July 13th, the latter wrote in his

own hand the required declaration. It was returned to him even-

tually but a copy was kept by Bonar Law, and the empty envelope

addressed in Cunliffe’s hand remains among Bonar Law’s papers.

After apologizing to the Chancellor, Cunliffe concluded:^

. if you felt there could not be complete and harmonious co-opera-
tion between yourself and me I should not think it compatible with the
public interest that I should continue to occupy my position as Governor
of the Bank of England.”

In November 1917 the Directors ofthe Bank ofEngland nominated
Sir Brian Cockayne as Governor in place of Lord Cunliffe. There
was no further trouble between the Bank and the Treasury while

Bonar Law remained Chancellor of the Exchequer.

4

1917 was a tragic year for Bonar Law as far as his private and
family life was concerned. He lost his two elder sons, both of whom
were on active service. The first to be killed was his second son,

Charlie. He was in Germany when war broke out but, since he was
only seventeen, he was not interned and was allowed to return to

England. He joined the 3rd King’s Own Scottish Borderers and com-
missioned as a second-lieutenant was sent overseas to Egypt. His high

spirits, zest for life, and unspoilt charm made him a favourite with

all his family.

On April i6th he wrote:

‘‘My dearest Father,

“We are just going into a large action and I hope it will be a success^nd
that we shall scupper the whole lot of Turks. I shall write again as soon as

possible, but it will last a good few days.

“Love to Auntie and all from your loving son,

Charles.”

It was the last letter Bonar Law was to have from his son. On April

19th Lieut. Law was reported missing at the battle of Gaza. For

many weeks it was thought on the strength of a German newspaper

report that he might be a prisoner ofwar. About the middle ofJune,

just when it seemed finally certain that he had been killed and hope

had almost vanished, a message was received from the Vatican that
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his name was among those of prisoners in Turkish hands. Bonar Law
had numerous letters of congratulations, but, alas, his hopes were yet

again to be cruelly disappointed. There had been an unfortunate

ciphering error and the word ''not’’ had been omitted when the

message was translated into clear.

A pathetic record survives of the period when Bonar Law still

believed his son to be alive. It is a post card which was returned from

the Ottoman Red Crescent many months later.

“My dearest Charlie,

“I am sending this on the chance of its reaching you. For three days

until a German paper announced that you were a prisoner I was in utter

despair, as we ail were, and I knew then how dear you are to me.”

Worse was to come. Like many fathers, Bonar Law regarded his

eldest son with a very special affection. As we have seen, James Law
was in the Royal Flying Corps. After his accident he had returned

to France but had not so far been involved in combat. In July 1917

he was testing machines and wrote to his father complaining of bore-

dom but adding: 'Tt is a safe job any way which will commend itself

to you.” Then in September, at his own insistence, he was posted

for the first time to a fighter squadron. At this period the casualty

rate among fighter pilots was very high indeed. After a week of

fighting he was shot down on September 21st. The body was never

identified and his name is inscribed upon the memorial to Missing

Airmen at Arras.

This second bereavement, following so soon upon the fluctuations

ofhope and despair over the first, came as a terrible, almost an over-

whelming, blow to Bonar Law. Night seemed to have descended

upon him. For the moment he was incapable of work, and could

only sit despondently gazing into vacancy. All those dark clouds

which were never far below the horizon of his thoughts came rolling

up^ obliterating light and happiness. Beaverbrook perceiving that

something must be done persuaded him to go out to France in order

to see his son’s brother officers and find out what had happened.

Bonar Law agreed to do so, and accompanied by Beaverbrook visited

the headquarters of his son’s squadron.

He saw the Squadron Commander, talked to some of those who
had fought along with Jim, and then asked if he might see a plane

which his son had flown. He was shown one riddled with bullets

from a fight a few days earlier. Bonar Law climbed into the cockpit

and then unexpectedly asked whether he could be flown in it. He
was told that this was impossible. He continued to sit in the cockpit,
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and, eventually, seeing that he wanted to be alone, Beaverbrook and
the Squadron Commander left him. For two or three hours Bonar

Law sat in the plane, apparently sunk in a sombre reverie.^ Then he

climbed out, and, for some strange reason oftemperament, he seemed

less melancholy than he had been. The clouds had not indeed rolled

away. They were destined perhaps to remain with him till his death.

But Bonar Law had recovered enough to carry on his heavy duties

and he seldom referred again to his loss.

From France he wrote to his son Richard Law, who was still a

schoolboy, describing his visit

“They all spoke ofJim as an exceptionally good pilot and the boy who
was with him the first day said to me, ‘The Boches would not easily do
him in’.

“I was very proud to hear the way they talked of him and when the

time comes to harry me with the other politicians it ought not to be for-

gotten what my sons have done. . . . Keep this account of what they told

me about Jim for we have the right to be very proud of him.”
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B
onar law was not only Chancellor of the Exchequer, Leader

of the House, and Leader of his Party. As if these duties were

not onerous enough, he was in addition a member of the small

War Cabinet which, under Lloyd George’s reorganization, had sole

responsibiUty for running the war. Indeed, strictly, this body was the

Cabinet and bore the full constitutional responsibility normally car-

ried by a Cabinet offifteen or twenty members. It met nearly everyday

though rarely alone, for other Ministers and Service Chiefs attended

when affairs concerning their departments came up for discussion.

For the first time agenda of meetings were circulated beforehand,

and regular minutes were kept of discussions and decisions. These

were promptly sent to the departments concerned for information

or action. There can be no doubt that these reforms enormously

enTianced the efficiency of the Central Government.

The War Cabinet consisted at first of five members, the Prime

Minister, Bonar Law, Curzon, Milner, and Henderson who repre-

sented Labour. In the middle of 1917 their number was increased by

the addition of Carson and General Smuts. At about the same time

Henderson was replaced by Barnes. In January 1918 Carson re-

signed. In April 1918 Chamberlain replaced Milner who had become

Secretary for War and vacated his seat on the principle that depart-

mental heads should not be members of the War Cabinet. The only

exception to this rule was Bonar Law himself, and it was understood

357
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that he did not need to attend War Cabinet meetings if other

duties clashed. In fact, however, he was nearly always present, and

regularly presided over meetings when Lloyd George was away.

Nevertheless it was natural that Bonar Law did not figure among
those who had most influence on war strategy. He was of course

consulted by Lloyd George on every important topic, but he was

chiefly preoccupied with his duties as Chancellor and Leader of the

House. He had little time to consider the great strategical problems

upon which the Prime Minister had to ponder. Moreover, unlike

Lloyd George, Bonar Law did not hold any definite doctrine about

the conduct of the war. He was more inclined than Lloyd George to

leave the questions of strategy to the Generals and Admirals. As a

result he was regarded by the Generals as being perhaps rather more
friendly to their point ofview than he actually was. It is, for example,

worth noting that very soon after the formation of the new Govern-

ment Robertson wrote to Bonar Law enlisting his support against

further reinforcement of the Salonika expedition - a favourite project

of the Prime Minister. Yet, in fact, Bonar Law was by no means an

unqualified admirer of the professional soldier. Lord Stamfordham

quotes Bonar Law as telling the King ^Hhat Robertson and the

soldiers were all wrong, with the result that we have lost Serbia,

Rumania and very likely Greece. The King expressed his entire

disagreement with these views . .

Bonar Law does not appear to have taken any prominent part in

the War Cabinet discussions of early 1917 at which it was decided

to endorse Nivelle’s plans and place the British Army under the

French Commander for the duration of the offensive. But with the

failure of that offensive a new problem arose, and Bonar Law was

now deeply concerned with its solution. Haig and Robertson laid

before the Cabinet proposals for a large-scale offensive in Flanders

to be undertaken by the British Army with the object of rolling back

the right flank of the German Army, clearing the Belgian coast, and

perhaps breaking right through the enemy front. At the beginning

ofJune a War Cabinet Committee was set up to consider the whole

question of allied strategy and in particular the Haig-Robertson pro-

posals. Its members were Lloyd George, Curzon, Milner, and Smuts

who was in England having attended the recent meetings of the

Imperial War Cabinet. Bonar Law, though not strictly a member,

frequently attended.

^ Harold Nicolson, George V, p. 288 ~ The occasion was when the King sent for Bonar

Law on Asquith’s resignation.
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The problem that confronted the Committee was perhaps the most

difficult of the whole war. On the one hand Haig argued that there

was a real chance of a success, that he could always halt the offensive

if things went badly, that now was the time to act, before the Ger-

mans could reinforce with divisions drawn from the rapidly collapsing

Eastern Front. He was backed by Admiral Jellicoe,^ who appears at

this time to have been plunged in gloom and who declared that,

unless the British Army could deny the Belgian submarine bases to

Germany, the war was lost. It is fair to add that this opinion was in

fact unduly pessimistic, and that the submarine menace was already

by June 1917 beginning to come under control. Nevertheless a judg-

ment from such an authoritative source as the First Sea Lord could

not be entirely disregarded.

On the other hand, as against Haig, Lloyd George maintained

that it was better to wait until American aid arrived in 1918 before

launching a major offensive in the West. The soldiers, he believed,

had always been incurably optimistic about the prospects of success

on this front, but so far their optimism had never been warranted.

The only results of their strategy had been gigantic casualty lists and
the capture of a few miles of devastated, desolate and useless terrain.

If any offensive operations were to be conducted in 1917 why
not try a new theatre of war, reinforce the Italian armies, and
break through the Austrian defences? A great prize might be

obtained. The Hapsburg Empire whose adhesion to Germany was
known to be reluctant might well surrender and conclude a separate

peace.

These issues were.debated at great length and with most careful

consideration. Bonar Law was sceptical about Haig’s proposals.^ He
had no confidence that a sweeping victory was really possible on the

Western Front during 1917. In the discussions he sided with Lloyd

Gecjrge and with Milner who was equally dubious about the pro-

spects ofsuccess. On the other hand Smuts, who was the only member
of the Cabinet Committee to have actually commanded in the field

and who therefore had much prestige in military matters, favoured

Haig’s plan. He was supported, though somewhat less emphatically,

by Curzon, The really critical discussion took place on the afternoon

ofJune 20th. The Committee had listened during the morning to

the views of Haig and Robertson and then discussed in private what
attitude should be taken. Bonar Law, though sceptical, felt in the

last resort that the Cabinet could not ~ or at all events should not -

overrule the agreed and considered opinion of its principal military
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advisers. On balance Lloyd George and Milner were inclined to take

the same view. Lloyd George had already discussed the matter with

Balfour who, impressed by Smuts’s views, also favoured giving v^ay

to Haig and Robertson.

°

Thus, then, the ill-starred ‘Tasschendaele” campaign had its

genesis, and Bonar Law must take his share of responsibility for it

along with the other members of the Cabinet. The offensive, as is

well known, did not justify the more optimistic prophecies of its

supporters. It lasted fromJuly 31st to November loth and at the end

none of its territorial objectives had been gained, while casualties

were immense. Lloyd George in his Memoirs states at length and in

the vitriolic language of a prosecuting counsel the case against the

campaign. This cannot be regarded as final. His casualty figures are

far higher than those given by the Official History, and in general

he spoils his case by gross overstatements. Although the Passchendaele

campaign did not come near to fulfilling expectations, it may well

have forestalled a German offensive against the demoralized French

armies. Historians, moreover, will long argue as to whether Passchen-

daele on balance weakened most the British or the Germany Army.

In other words, ifthere had been no Passchendaele, would the British

have been better able to withstand the German offensive of spring,

1918, or would the Germans have been in a better position to exploit

their early successes and perhaps roll the British Army into the sea?

No clear answer has been ~ perhaps ever can be - given to this

question.

In the middle of July an important change took place in the

Government. Lloyd George had long been feeling his way toward

the reinstatement of Churchill. Hitherto he had not dared to risk the

Conservative resentment which would undoubtedly be caused. Now,

however, he resolved to take the plunge and make Churchill Minister

of Munitions. Rumours of his intention circulated at least a month

before the final decision was announced. Tory indignation knew no

bounds: Curzon, Walter Long and Derby protested bitterly; at the

National Unionist Council a motion was carried amidst cheers that

Churchill’s appointment would be ^'an insult to the Navy and the

Army”. Bonar Law shared these feelings, and he was furious when he

learned from Beaverbrook that Lloyd George had faced him with

a fait accompli and without any consultation had announced the

appointment to the Press. Lloyd George prudently avoided Bonar

Law for the rest of that day. On reflection Bonar Law decided to

make the best of a bad job and to back the Prime Minister in public.



[1917] CHURCHILL RETURNS TO OFFICE 36

1

He returned a stiff answer to a deputation of Conservative M.P.s

who came to protestj^ and eventually the storm subsided.

But Bonar Law did not mean to allow Churchill to become a

member of the War Cabinet or interfere with general war strategy

and matters which lay outside the sphere of munitions. He had
evidently reassured Walter Long on this point, for on July 29th the

latter wrote
*

“I am greatly relieved by your assurance: I think if W.C. were to join

the Cabt. or if he tries to control policy and interfere in other Depts. there

will be very serious trouble. Already there are uneasy rumours current

among sensible men who do not listen to canards.

‘'The real effect has been to destroy all confidence in LLG. It is widely
held that for purposes of his own quite apart from the war he has deceived

and jockeyed us. The complaints come from our very best supporters,

quiet, steady and staunch men and W.C. has made things worse by stating

at Dundee that the opposition to him springs from his political opponents.
This is a 'terminological inexactitude’ and he knows it.”

Soon after this there were complaints from the First Lord of the

Admiralty, Sir Eric Geddes, who had recently succeeded Carson.

Geddes evidently considered that Churchill was interfering with

Naval matters. Bonar Law at once intervened. He wrote to

Geddes:®

"I have spoken to the P.M. who assures me that he has already told

Mr. Churchill that he must avoid anything in the nature of interference

with the work of the Admiralty and that he (the P.M.) will make sure that

there is no such interference.

"Yours sincerely,

A. Bonar Law.”

“PS. I am sending a copy of this letter to the P.M.”

Lloyd George was evidently taking no small risk in thus including

Churchill in his administration. As he himself observes, '"Tory anti«

p^hy was so great that for a short while the very existence of the

Government was in jeopardy”.

Nevertheless Bonar Law was clear in his mind that any alternative

to the existing Government was impossible. On August 3rd he wrote

to J. P. Croal, the editor of th^ Scotsman^ who was one of the few
people to whom he ever seems to have expi'essed himself at any

length on paper.^

"... There is no doubt that our Party is very seriously disaffected at the
moment, mainly on account of Churchill, but as regards the Government

^ For further details of the Churchill crisis, see the very full account in Frank Owen,
Tempestuous Journey, pp. 410-16.
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as a whole, and especially as regards the Prime Minister, I confess I am
surprised that after six months during which nothing has gone particularly

well in the war the unpopularity has not become greater than it is. I may
tell you also that personally Lloyd George has been a better Prime
Minister so far than I expected. He has devoted every moment of his time
and all his energy to the war and he has shown much greater patience than
I would have given him credit for

”

The Passchendaele campaign was by now in full swing. It soon

became evident that the predictions ofHaig and Robertson were not

being fulfilled. Whatever other justification the campaign had, no

prospect appeared of an immediate break through on the Western

Front. By early September Lloyd George was in a state of acute

depression, and retired to Criccieth to recover his health and spirits,

leaving Bonar Law to hold the fort. Bonar Law by now felt that his

and Lloyd George’s initial scepticism had been fully justified. On
September i8th he wrote to Lloyd George:

,

. in speaking to Robertson yesterday, I said to him that I had lost

absolutely all hope of anything coming of Haig’s offensive and, though he
did not say so in so many words, I understood that he took the same view.

I do not know when the next attack is supposed to take place but I

believe it may happen at any time. It is evident therefore that the time

must soon come when we will have to decide whether or not this offensive

is to be allowed to go on. . .

‘T have no doubt that you have been thinking of nothing except the

war during your absence and will come back full of ideas - and they will

all be needed. The Russian situation seems to get more confused every day,

but I am afraid that there is no hope ofanything good emerging from there

within any reasonable time.
“ The Treasury: I want to speak to you about this as soon as you come

back for I am really very doubtful whether it will be possible for me to go

on with the work here as well as the House of Commons. The financial

situation is getting increasingly difficult and the Bankers are not much
help,”

(S'

This was not perhaps a very cheerful letter for the Prime Minister

to receive from his second-in-command, but undoubtedly Bonar Law
was right on the military situation. It remains surprising that Lloyd

George, who was at this very time seriously contemplating the

replacement of Haig, did not feel strong enough to insist upon the

Passchendaele offensive being halted. He expresses in his Memoirs

his own subsequent doubts as to whether he acted rightly, but excuses

himself on the ground that it would have involved the resignation

of Haig and Robertson and a political crisis in which he would have

had no support from the other members of the Cabinet, whom, he



[igiy] THE LANSDOWNE LETTER 363

says, he had sounded individually. Bonar Law presumably cannot

be included in this category. He %vould evidently have been on Lloyd

George’s side. However, let no one underestimate the political risks

which would have been incurred by a peremptory order from Lloyd

George to Haig to discontinue the offensive. The fighting continued

until mid-November when the weather rendered all further progress

impossible.

2

The winter of 1917-18 was a profoundly depressing period for the

Allied cause. America had not yet intervened with any effect, total

defeat had been inflicted on Russia, the great Flanders offensive had

died away with little to show for the enormous losses involved. It was

not altogether surprising that the possibility of a negotiated peace

began to be considered in some quarters. Nevertheless a great sensa-

tion was produced when Lord Lansdowne, who had been in semi-

retirement from public life for the past year, wrote a letter published

in the Daily Telegraph on November 29th, suggesting that the time

had come to stop the interminable slaughter and consider whether

an honourable peace might be concluded with the Central Powers.

Lansdowne’s letter expressed the same arguments that he had used

in a memorandum to the Asquith Cabinet a year earlier. His thesis

had much to commend it on general grounds and it may well be that

the world would in the end have been a happier place if his proposals

had been accepted. The trouble was that the late autumn of 1917

was a singularly bad moment to choose for making such proposals.

The German Government was not at that time likely to contemplate

peace on any terms remotely tolerable to the Allies, and we now

know that, even if the British Government had been prepared to

negotiate on the lines suggested by Lansdowne, there would have

been no response from the enemy.

In any case the British Government had no intention ofnegotiating

at this time, and Bonar Law felt obliged to take the first opportunity

of dissociating himself and his colleagues from Lansdowne’s pro-

posals. This he did in a speech addressed the following day to a

Conservative Party Conference. Bonar Law had- much respect and

affection for Lansdowne. He did not like publicly repudiating his

former partner, but he felt that, unless Lansdowne’s letter was

disavowed, the whole attitude of the Government might become

suspect both at home and abroad. He wrote the same day to

Lansdowne:*'
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“My dear Lansdowne,

“It is a strange thing and to me very distressing that you and I should

differ in a matter so vital. There was a Party meeting today and I had to

refer to the subject. I hope you will not think that anything 1 said was -

1

will not say offensive - but less friendly than it ought to have been, and
I am sure that no difference of opinion on any subject will ever diminish

the feeling of personal friendship and respect which we have always

entertained for each other.

“Yours very sincerely,

A. Bonar Law/’
Lansdowne replied two days later/

“My dear Bonar,

“I was glad to receive your note of the 30th, for I should indeed have
been distressed if my official excommunication at the party meeting had
not been relieved by a word of personal goodwill from yourself.

“Please rest assured that so far as I am concerned, a difference of

opinion such as that which has arisen between us cannot shake a friend-

ship which I greatly value.

“Yours ever,

L.”

Lansdowne and Bonar Law always remained on friendly terms,

but their political paths now drew far apart. Lansdowne had written

his letter with a full awareness of the consequences. He became one

of the most reviled men in England. He intended, however, to con-

tinue his agitation for peace. He wrote further letters during the

spring of 1918. A Lansdowne Committee was formed. Lansdowne
himself made several speeches in the House of Lords and elsewhere

on the subject of peace. His efforts, however, had little effect. He was

pursuing a chimera.

Relations between the High Command and the Cabinet - or at all

events Lloyd George - grew no better as the year came to an end.

Each side viewed the other with profound distrust. Lloyd George was

by now convinced that any reinforcements sent to Haig would merely

be wasted in another Passchendaele. He therefore deliberately kept

the Western Front short of troops during the early months of 1918 -

a policy condemned even by Churchill, who was at least as sceptical

as Lloyd George about the tactics of Haig. At the same time Lloyd

George was determined to circumvent, even if he could not dismiss,

Robertson. The first step was to furnish himself with an alternative

set of military advisers. This he achieved by agreeing with Briand

at the Conference of Rapallo in November 1917 to create a Supreme

Interallied War Council. This body was to meet when occasion

warranted, but - and here was Lloyd George’s real objective - a per-
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Petain strongly pressed, not merely that Haig should carry out his

original promise to extend his line to Barisis, but that in addition he

should extend it another 37 miles to his right as far as Berry-au-Bac.

The War Cabinet, while agreeing that Haig must carry out the

original promise to extend to Barisis, persuaded Clemenceau to refer

the question of the proposed additional extension to the miUtary

advisers of Supreme War Council. On receipt of this news, Haig
without waiting for the Council’s decision - doubtless for the good

reason that he might be pressed to acquiesce in the extra extension -

promptly conferred with Petain and agreed to fulfil his original

pledge of October 1917 not later than the end ofJanuary 1918. This

he duly carried out.

Meanwhile, the military representatives at the Supreme Council

came to the conclusion that the proper place for the junction of the

French and British lines was neither Barisis nor Berry-au-Bac, but

the left bank of the River Ailette which lay about one-third of the

way towards Berry-au-Bac, some 14 miles beyond Barisis. These

recommendations were discussed at a meeting of the Supreme War
Council on February ist and 2nd, 1918, but were not accepted. The
total result of all these deliberations was that Haig extended his line

only as far as Barisis, in accordance with the original arrangement

to which he and Petain had agreed in October. No further change

was made before March 21st, 1918.

The deliberations of the Supreme War Council were, however, not

confined merely to the question of the line. Important decisions were

taken on other matters. In particular it was resolved that a general

reserve of thirty divisions should be created as soon as possible under

the command of the military Committee at Versailles. This decision

aroused the greatest hostility among all who supported the Haig-

Robertson point of view. Robertson himself was deeply incensed at

what appeared to him - quite correctly - to be a deliberate move to

nullify his own position as the sole channel through which military

advice was presented to the War Cabinet. The result was a major

clash between Lloyd George and the C.I.G.S., the details of which

do not concern the biography ofBonar Law. It is enough to say that

early in February the Prime Minister at last decided to oust Robert-

son, and to alter the whole relationship between the military and

civilian power. The position of C.I.G.S. was reduced to what it had

been before Robertson’s appointment, and Robertson himself was

given the alternative of either becoming British representative at

Versailles or retaining the post of C.I.G.S. with reduced powers. He
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refused both these alternatives, alleging that the position of military

representative must be occupied either by the CJ.G.S. or by his

deputy, and not by someone with independent powers and status.

But on this point Lloyd George and the War Cabinet refused to give

way. They appointed Sir Henry Wilson as G.I.G.S. in Robertson’s

place.

Great risks were involved in the War Cabinet’s action. The
enemies of the Government had the ear of Asquith who raised the

whole question of the Versailles Committee in the House of Com-
mons. On February i ith the egregious Colonel Repington published

a most hostile article in the Morning Post, Evidently based on secret

information it revealed details about the Versailles decisions which
should never have been disclosed at this time. It was widely believed

that Repington obtained his information from his close friend General

Maurice of whom we will hear more later. Maurice was not only

Director of Military Operations at the War Office but also a devoted

admirer and confidant of Robertson. But the War Cabinet had no
intention of giving way. Repington was promptly prosecuted under

the Defence of the Realm Act and fined ;^ioo. Asquith’s questions

in the House were parried. The Cabinet was determined to fight the

matter out.

Perhaps the biggest anxiety for the Government was the attitude

of Haig. What would happen if he identified himself with Robertson

and, as Robertson undoubtedly expected, insisted on resigning? No
one could tell. The anti-Lloyd George forces would certainly have
gained great impetus and the Administration would have faced a

severe Parliamentary challenge. The Secretary for War, Lord Derby,

had already sent in his resignation. The simultaneous departure of

Robertson, Derby and Haig might well have shaken the Government
to its foundations. However, as events turned out, the cloud that

lowered so ominously was to pass by with scarcely a drop of rain.

Haig had no intention of resigning, and, summoned from France,

used all his influence to preserve the peace. He endeavoured to per-

suade both Robertson and Derby to withdraw their opposition.

Robertson refused to budge, but Derby, who had already twice pre-

ferred and withdrawn his resignation, was persuaded to remain. In
an acid moment Haig wrote that Derby 'ffike the feather pillow bears

the marks of the last person who has sat on him”.j Poor Derby! So
many people were sitting on him and in such rapid succession. Bonar
Law, as his friend and Leader, was continually called upon for

advice. In the end Derby offered to withdraw his latest and, allegedly
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final, resignation. When Bonar Law told Lloyd George, the Prime

Minister agreed to accept the offer, but on one condition only ~ that

Derby would promise never to resign again.^ A few weeks later when
the crisis was over Lloyd George quietly removed him to the embassy

in Paris, and appointed Milner as War Secretary in his place.

Bonar Law was deeply involved in the whole of this crisis. He fully

endorsed Lloyd George’s actions. His past sympathy with Robertson

did not affect his determination to put the whole system of military

and political relations on to a different basis. Lloyd George was ill

at this time and confined to his house at Walton Heath. It fell upon
Bonar Law to deal with the vacillations ofDerby and to arrange with

Haig the announcement of the new system of co-ordination and com-
mand in France.

A month later the long-expected German offensive began. At first

it met with striking success, and for many weeks the whole fate of the

Allied Armies seemed in doubt. In these circumstances there can be

little surprise that the same forces which had threatened the Govern-

ment over the Robertson crisis once again made a concerted attack.

It is important to remember that throughout these months there was

a real opposition to the existing Administration. Lloyd George in his

War Memoirs goes so far as to allege the existence of a “military

junta” which aimed at nothing less than the creation of a military

dictatorship with Robertson as its head.^ This is an exaggeration, but

there can be no question that, during the spring and early summer
of 1918, powerful elements in Parliament and the Press, supported by

much weighty military opinion, were on the look out for a chance to

overthrow the existing Government. Moreover, despite the protests

of his biographers, it is hard to believe that Asquith was averse to

leading such an attack if the occasion arose. Certainly his supporters,

who had greatly resented his ejection from office, now regarded

Lloyd George with bitter animosity. As for the military party, it was

natural that they should look to Asquith. Had he not originally

appointed both Haig and Robertson? Was he not the most vigorous

Parliamentary opponent of the Versailles Committee and all its

works? Asquith’s own attitude remained ~ and remains to this day -

enigmatic, but his very existence as an ex-Prime Minister, jockeyed

out of office in circumstances which had caused great resentment,

made him inevitably the focus of discontent against the Government.

This was the background against which on May 7th there was

launched the last major effort to dislodge Lloyd George’s war-time

Administration! That morning there appeared a letter in the Morning
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Post and The Times^ written by General Sir Frederick Maurice who
had recently been removed from his post as Director of Military

Operations at the War Office by Sir Henry Wilson. He was, as we
have seen already, an intimate friend of Repington, and an ardent

supporter of Robertson. The letter was a most serious attack on the

honour and veracity of Lloyd George and Bonar Law. It must be

quoted in full:

‘^Sh,

'"‘My attention has been called to answers given in the House of Com-
mons on 23rd April by Mr. Bonar Law to questions put by Mr. G.
Lambert and Mr. Pringle as to the extension ofthe British Front in France.

These answers contain certain mis-statements which in sum give a totally

misleading impression ofwhat occurred. This is not the place to enter into

a discussion as to all the facts, but Hansard’s report concludes:
‘‘
‘Mr. Pringle: Was the matter^ entered into at the Versailles War

Council at any time?
“
‘Mr. Bonar Law: This particular matter was not dealt with at all by

the Versailles War Council.’

“I was at Versailles when the question was decided by the Supreme
War Council to whom it had been referred.

“This is the latest of a series of mis-statements which have been made
recently in the House of Commons by the present Government.
“On gth April the Prime Minister said: ‘What was the position at the

beginning of the battle? Notwithstanding the heavy casualties in 1917 the

Army in France was considerably stronger on ist January 1918 than on
the 1st January 1917.’

“That statement implies that Sir Douglas Haig’s fighting strength on
the eve of the great battle which began on 21st March had not been
diminished.

“That is not correct.

“Again in the same speech the Prime Minister said: ‘In Mesopotamia
there is only one white division at all and in Egypt and Palestine there are

only three white divisions; the rest are either Indian or mixed with a

very small proportion of British troops in those divisions - I am referring

to tiie infantry divisions.’

“That is not correct.

“Now, Sir, this letter is not the result of a military conspiracy. It has

been seen by no soldier. I am by descent and conviction as sincere a
democrat as the Prime Minister and the last thing I want is to see the

Government of our country in the, hands of soldiers.

“My reasons for taking the very grave step of writing this letter are

that the statements quoted above are known to a large number of soldiers

to be incorrect, and this knowledge is breeding such distrust ofthe Govern-
ment as can only end in impairing the splendid morale of our troops at a
time when everything possible should be done to raise it.

^ The extension of the Bntish hne to Bansis referred to above.

N
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“I have therefore decided, fully realizing the consequences to myself,

that my duty as a citizen must override my duty as a soldier, and I ask you
to publish this letter in the hope that Parliament may see fit to order an
investigation into the statements I have made.

am,
Yours faithfully,

F. Maurice, Major-General.’’

This letter coming from the late Director of Military Operations

naturally produced an immense sensation in the country. It does not

appear that Maurice acted in concert with anyone else. He had
thought of consulting Asquith, but in the end decided not to, and
contented himself with informing Asquith the day before of what he

proposed to do.”" On the afternoon of May yth, the day on which the

letter appeared, Asquith asked Bonar Law in the House what action

the Government intended to take over Maurice’s allegations. Bonar

Law replied that they proposed to invite twojudges ^To act as a court

ofhonour to enquire into the charge of misstatements alleged to have

been made by Ministers and to report as quickly as possible”. This

procedure was not liked by Lloyd George who, sensing the tone of

the Opposition, saw that a real challenge to the Government im-

pended and preferred to fight the matter out on the floor ofthe House
at once. But Bonar Law had insisted in Cabinet that the matter

affected the honour of Ministers, in particular his own personal

honour,, and that ajudicial enquiry was essential.^ However, as events

turned out, Asquith played into Lloyd George’s hands. He refused

to accept a judicial enquiry and demanded, instead, a Select Com-
mittee of the House of Commons. It was agreed that Asquith’s

motion should be debated two days later.

Passions were by now thoroughly aroused. Maurice’s letter raised

issues far wider than the strict accuracy of ministerial statements.

Behind that question lay the whole question of war strategy: the

clash between Haig^ and Lloyd George; the allegation that Lluyd

George had overruled Haig and forced hi^l, through the much
criticized machinery of the Versailles Committee to extend his line,

that he had kept the Army in France deliberately short of men - in

short the whole question of responsibility for the Allied disasters since

March 21st. It must be remembered that at the beginning of May
the German offensive was still making formidable progress, and that,

though it was soon to come grinding to a halt, no one could easily

^ Haig was not personally involved, and indeed disapproved of Maurice’s action. See

Robert Blake, Private Papers of Douglas Hmg^ p. 308 .
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predict this at the time. There was a further point at issue. General

Maurice believed that Lloyd George and Wilson contemplated dis-

missing Haig.^ His letter was partly designed to forestall such a step.

The Liberal Press headed by the Westminster Gazette declared that

the Government had lost the confidence of the country.
‘

'There must
be a drastic change in all this and if it involves a change of Govern-

ment that must come too.’’ It was openly proclaimed in many
quarters that the time had come for Asquith to take over the Govern-

ment and reinstate Robertson as C.I.G.S. Nor was this hostility to

Lloyd George confined to the Liberal ranks. At one time it looked

as if there might be a Tory rebellion headed by Carson. Fortunately

for the Government the average Conservative M.P., however much
he might dislike Lloyd George, disliked Asquith a good deal more.

In the end not a single Unionist supported Asquith’s motion.

The problem of how to meet Asquith’s refixsal to accept a judicial

enquiry was discussed at length in the War Cabinet on the morning
of May 8th.P It was agreed by everyone present that a Select Com-
mittee of the House was a useless tribunal when political passion ran
high. Lloyd George claimed that the general feeling of Government
supporters favoured the earliest possible statement of the facts. Even
a judicial enquiry could scarcely be concluded without some delay.

As for a select committee its proceedings would be interminable.

Lloyd George’s view prevailed. Bonar Law agreed to drop his

demand for a judicial enquiry - in view of Asquith’s attitude. The
Cabinet was satisfied by Lloyd George that an answer existed to all

Maurice’s charges, even if it might be difficult to formulate for

reasons of security. Ministers resolved to fight. If Asquith refused a
judicial enquiry, very well ~ he would have no enquiry at all. The
Prime Minister would state his case. The House could accept it or

reject it, but rejection would mean a new Government. Lloyd George
carefully prepared his speech and rehearsed it that afternoon to

Milner and Austen Chamberlain.^ He and Bonar Law allowed it to

be known that the Government would regard Asquith’s motion as a
matter of confidence. Both sides sent out whips. The stage was set

for a major battle the following day.

Asquith opened the debate in a speech which was moderate in

tone. He disclaimed all intention of moving a vote of censure. He
endeavoured to confine the issue to the respective merits of a judicial
enquiry or a select committee. He begged members not to read into

his proposal more than was intended. He dwelt on the fact that only
two days earlier the Government, through Bonar Law, had admitted
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the desirability of an enquiry. His speech failed to gain the ear of
the House. Mr. Amery described it in his diary as ‘Hhe poorest speech
that I have ever heard from him’’.^

Asquith’s one opportunity came when Bonar Law made an inter-

jection which suggested that he regarded a Select Committee of the

House as incapable of impartiality.

“MR. ASQUITH: ‘Well does the Chancellor of the Exchequer suggest
that a Select Committee is not an unsuspect tribunal?’

“MR. BONAR LAW: T could not name a single Member of the House
who is not either friendly or opposed to the Government, and who must
therefore start with a certain measure of prejudice,'

“HON. MEMBERS: ‘Oh! and Shame!’ ”

This was an interruption more candid than prudent. Asquith was
able to express virtuous horror at such an allegedly cynical attitude

on the part of the Leader of the House. But however tactless, what
Bonar Law said was true. Quite apart from the real issues behind the

Maurice Debate, Asquith’s motion had serious disadvantages. The
Marconi enquiry, where a select committee had divided on strict

party lines when giving its verdict, showed the unsatisfactory nature

of this procedure when political feelings are inflamed.

Lloyd George’s reply to Asquith was devastating. It must rank
among his most brilliant Parliamentary performances. Not only was
Asquith demolished but the unfortunate Maurice was made to look

ridiculous and, by the end of the debate, was wholly discredited. On
Maurice’s charge against Bonar Law Lloyd George’s answer was
conclusive. The extension of the line to which Bonar Law referred

- the extension to Barisis - had been, as we saw earlier, agreed by
Haig and Petain before the Supreme War Council had even been
created. Therefore it could not have been, as Maurice claimed, the

result of a decision by that body. Maurice’s letter seemed to imply
that he had been actually present himself during discussions at

Versailles about the extension of the line. Lloyd George was able to

show from the Minutes of the Supreme War Council that, although

Maurice was at Versailles, he was not actually in the Council Cham-
ber when extension of the line was discussed, that the extension

which had then been discussed was not the one to which Bonar Law
had referred, and in any case had never been put into effect before

March 21st, Lloyd George did not deny that Haig viewed any exten-

sion of his line with reluctance but pointed out that the pressure had
come from the French Government and not from the War Cabinet,

and that both Robertson and Haig had agreed in the end that
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this pressure could not be resisted. Bonar Law was thus effectively

vindicated.

The other two charges which Maurice brought affected Lloyd

George, and related to questions of manpower. As far as the House

was concerned Lloyd George had a simple and conclusive answer:

the figures upon which he had based his statements were supplied

by General Maurice’s own department, while General Maurice was

still Director of Military Operations. Therefore if the public had

been misled whose fault was it? In any case Lloyd George declared

that the facts he stated were substantially true: the Army really was

stronger onJanuary ist, 1918, than onJanuary ist, 1917? there really

were only the four white divisions in Mesopotamia, Palestine and

Egypt. The only difficulty was to argue away the awkward fact that

the Government had already agreed to an independent enquiry only

two days before. However, Lloyd George was able to sweep this

aside:

Since Tuesday it is perfectly clear from the action of the Press which

is egging on my right hon. Friend, prodding him and suggesting that he

ought to do this and the other to embarrass the Government, that no

statement, no decision, of any secret tribunal would ever be accepted, but

that this would go on exactly as before. We have therefore decided to

give the facts in public and let the public judge ”

Lloyd George concluded his speech by expressing surprise that

Asquith had not seen fit to condemn the grave breach of military

discipline of which Maurice had been guilty. He ended with an

eloquent appeal for unity in the struggle against Germany.

‘‘The national unity is threatened - the Army unity is threatened ~ by
this controversy ... I really beg and implore, for our common country,

the fate ofwhich is in the balance now and in the next few weeks, that there

should be an end of this sniping.”

Lloyd George’s speech settled the issue. Carson, despite his pre-

vfous doubts, rose to urge Asquith to withdraw his motion. There

was, surprisingly, no speech from the Opposition Front Bench. Even
McKenna whose name was associated with the motion remained

silent. Yet Asquith made no attempt to withdraw. No doubt it would

have been embarrassing and difficult to do so. Nevertheless he made
a serious tactical error in pressing his motion to a division and it is far

from clear what his motives were. He may genuinely have regarded

the question at issue as being simply what he claimed it to have been

in his speech. If so, one can but endorse the opinion of Dr. Thomas
Jones.
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. . he must have been mesmerized by his own integrity if he imagined

that the issue could possibly be limited as he wished.”®

Possibly Asquith still hoped for Unionist support, and a real Parlia-

mentary victory. If that was his intention it would have been better

to have challenged Lloyd George openly and not in this somewhat

indirect manner. Perhaps the whole affair was the result of muddle,

drift, confusion, and vacillation - factors too often ignored by tidy-

minded historians. Whatever his motives, Asquith had made a disas-

trous decision. He was indeed supported by nearly all the Liberal

ex-Ministers who had resigned with him in December 1916, but only

98 Liberals voted for him in the division whereas as many as 71

voted with Lloyd George. A very large number must have abstained.

The motion was lost by 293 votes to 106, and the general sentiment

of the public and the Press was that Lloyd George had been trium-

phantly vindicated. For the Liberal Party this division was destined

to have permanent consequences. Fierce feelings lay behind this

ostensibly procedural debate. Asquith’s supporters did not receive

the ‘^coupon” six months later, which meant - temporarily at least -

political ruin. The cleavage in the Liberal Party never entirely dis-

appeared. The echoes of the dispute have reverberated down the

years even to the present day, and in the eloquent tones of those

redoubtable daughters ofthe two combatants - Lady Violet Bonham-
Carter and Lady Megan Lloyd George - can still be heard something

of the authentic passion which animated the Maurice Debate.

On the manpower question Maurice had a far stronger case. It is

not necessary to enter into the details here, since they concern the

life of Lloyd George rather than that of Bonar Law, and are, more-

over, extremely complicated. Briefly, Lloyd George based his refuta-

tion of Maurice and his case to the Cabinet upon War Office returns

which were in fact incorrect and had been subsequently corrected.

These corrections could have been known by Lloyd George. Whether

they actually were known remains obscure, and Lloyd George’s own
memoirs throw no Hght on the matter.^

What is the final verdict upon Maurice’s charges? As far as Bonar

Law’s statement was concerned Maurice was undoubtedly in the

wrong. The questions which Bonar Law had answered in the House

on April 23rd all referred to the extension of the line which had

actually taken place before March 21st. They were designed to elicit

whether or not this had been done because of intervention by the

1 It IS disappointing that Mr. Frank Owen, Lloyd George’s most recent biographer, has

not gone into this important problem in any detail.
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War Cabinet and the Versailles Committee. Bonar Law was per-

fectly correct in saying that the Versailles Committee had not dealt

with ‘'this particular matter”. In fact the Committee had dealt with

other matters connected with the extension of the line, and doubtless

Bonar Law would have revealed this, had he been asked. But he was

not asked, and he was naturally not going to give away information

unnecessarily.

The real issue, however, was not the detailed figures - into which

Maurice was certainly very ill-advised to enter, given his own respon-

sibility for them - but the wider question ofwhether the Government
could have reinforced Haig more effectively in the months imme-
diately preceding the offensive of March 2ist, 1918, The answer

undoubtedly must be that the War Cabinet could have done so, had
it willed. There were substantial numbers available in Britain, and
in various theatres ofwar overseas. Between March 21st and August

31st, 1918, about half a million men were sent to France from Britain

and the Dominions, and another 100,000 from other areas of battle.

Some of these, though by no means all, could have been sent out

before March 21st. Lloyd George -and Bonar Law must share the

responsibility too - can only be defended on the ground that he

feared another Passchendaele. Haig’s diaries show that there was

some reason for this fear,^ but it may well be questioned whether, for

all his mistrust of Haig, Lloyd George should ever have run so grave

a risk.

These facts do not excuse General Maurice. His action was one

of gross military insubordination for which he could certainly have

been tried by court-martial. It was a deliberate attempt by a soldier

recently serving in a most confidential capacity to make use of secret

information in order to discredit and bring down the Government.

No Government, worthy of the name, was going to tolerate such

coii^BCt, and Maurice might well have regarded himself as lucky in

that he was merely placed by the Army Council on half pay and did

not receive a more serious punishment. It is significant that even

Haig himself disapproved oJf Maurice’s action. It is not at all sur-

prising that the apparent endorsement by Asquith and his followers

of so flagrant an attempt at military intervention in politics should

have aroused the deepest resentment in the House, and that this

episode still rankled six months later, when the General Election

took place on the morrow of the nation’s victory.
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T
he fortunes of war which had for so long been moving against

the Allies began at last to change. The German assault upon
the British lines died away in the middle of May. True, it was

followed by some alarming successes against the French, and the

whole of Paris was thrown into dismay when the Germans came near

enough to bombard the city with an enormous long range gun. But

by early July it was clear that the principal German effort was

at an end. Ludendorff’s offensive at Rheims launched on July 15th,

met with little success. Foch and Haig prepared their counter plans,

and on August 8th, at Amiens, Haig dealt a blow from which the

German Army never really recovered. For the remainder of the

summer and autumn the Allied armies steadily advanced - the bmnt
of the struggle being borne by the British Army which remained the

only really effective fighting force among the Allies.

The changed fortunes of the war were reflected in British politics.

The Opposition was quiescent, content perhaps with the feeling that,

even if they had not succeeded in ousting Lloyd George, at least they

had probably prevented Lloyd George from ousting Haig. The long

battle between Lloyd George and the soldiers had ended, neither in

compromise, nor in a decisive victory for either side, but rather in a

sort of frozen deadlock. Neither side ever forgave the other, but each

was equally convinced that complete victory was impossible. And so

376



[tgiS] WHAT GENTLEMEN CALL ^^THEIR FEELINGS^ 377

they remained, glaring at one another with covert detestation,

brooding upon their wrongs and sharpening their pens in readiness

for the new battle that would begin as soon as the fight against the

Germans had ended - the battle of the diaries and memoirs, which

darkens even to this day the history of the First World War, and

which is not over yet.

Bonar Law was not involved in any further major politico-military

conflicts. He was busy as ever on the endless round of party manage-

ment, House of Commons duties, Treasury business. His days and

nights were filled. He had no time to reflect upon the cruel blows

which the war had dealt him. There can be little doubt that during

this period of his life he welcomed hard work, not only because it

satisfied his sense of duty, but because it prevented him from brood-

ing upon the past and because it kept away that deep melancholy

which always threatened to obsess his thoughts. As he once told a

friend, he was always content ifhe could at the beginning ofeach day

see enough work and occupation to fill in every hour till it ended. He
asked for no more than that.^

This was a period when tempers were easily frayed, when the

weariness of four long years of war was beginning to oppress even

the strongest spirits. Bonar Law, despite his bluntness, was a past-

master at the art of giving the soft answer which turneth away
wrath. He was always accessible, always ready to meet deputations

on this or that subject, and to listen courteously to the recital of their

grievances. He was nearly always able to placate the grumblers from

the ranks of his own back benchers. This was partly because he had

never allowed himself to acquire too much of that ministerial aloof-

ness which is so often apt to encrust the minds of those who sit upon

the Front Bench. Once when a particularly obstreperous delegation

of right wing business men had been to see him, his private secretary,

Sir Horace Hamilton, congratulated him on his skill in dealing with

them. "'You see,” replied Bonar Law,^ ‘T understand how those

people think.”

The Duke of Wellington, during hi& brief- and not very happy -

tenure of office as Prime Minister, once complained that most of his

time was spent in composing '‘what Gentlemen call, 'their feelings’ ”.

Bonar Law certainly had his fill of this aspect of politics during the

final year of war. It would, for example, be an amusing - though

somewhat unprofitable - task to count the number oftimes that Lord

Derby and Lord Robert Cecil insisted upon resignation, or the num-
ber of complaints which poured in from Walter Long at the Colonial
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Office, or the number of letters that SirJames Campbell sent pressing

his still unsatisfied claim to the Lord Chancellorship of Ireland.

That intransigent country was, as usual, producing endless

trouble. The Government had decided early in the year to extend

conscription to Ireland, and at the same time to couple it with a

measure of Home Rule. No proposal could have been calculated to

cause more difficulty. The Ulster Unionists were at once up in arms

at the bare suggestion of Home Rule, while the Catholic Hierarchy

gave its official blessing to resistance against conscription. Carson

wrote a strong letter of protest to Bonar Law and threatened to pub-

fish it. Bonar Law replied stiffly:^

''My dear Carson,

"Your letter if it is to be published must be the beginning of conflict

between us and my reply, if for publication, must be of the same kind.

"That may be inevitable but I should like to delay it as much as

possible. . .

There was, however, no heed for a breach between the two men.

Affairs in Ireland took a turn which rendered the Government’s

proposals impossible. The discovery of treasonable connexions

between the Sinn Fein leaders and Germany made Home Rule of

any sort out of the question during the war, and the Government
prudently decided to drop conscription at the same time.

Another matter which much disturbed the country in May and

June of 1918 was the Pemberton Billing case. It was perhaps the

most extreme and absurd expression of the Germanophobe witch

hunting which had greatly discredited English political fife through-

out the war. Pemberton Billing, independent M.P. for East Hertford-

shire, alleged in his paper, the Vigilante^ that there was a simple

explanation for German success in the war. They were winning by

propagating among British public men and their wives, sons, and

daughters ''evils which all decent men thought had perished ki

Sodom and Lesbia”. He went on to allege that there existed in

Germany a Black Book with the names of 47,000 prominent people

whom German agents had corrupted by means of homosexual vice.

This rubbish might have gone unnoticed but for the fact that

Pemberton Billing accused by name a certain Miss Maud Allan, a

dancer who was appearing in a special private performance of

Oscar Wilde’s play, Salome. She prosecuted him for criminal libel.

^

The ensuing trial must be among the most discreditable episodes

^ For a most amusing account of this case see Joseph Dean, Hatred Ridkuk or Contempt^

Chapter I.
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that have occurred in the English courts in modern tirhes. It was

grossly mishandled by Mr. Justice Darling who allowed Pemberton

Billing to fling about fantastic accusations, to interrupt, and gener-

ally to behave in a manner which would have justified a severe

sentence for contempt of court. A high point was reached when one

of the witnesses for the defence, who claimed to have seen the Black

Book, stated that it contained the name of Mr. Justice Darling him-

self, and added for good measure those ofHaldane and Mr. and Mrs.

Asquith. The judge's summing up was enlivened by Lord Alfred

Douglas, who had already given evidence, and who shouted in the

middle of the judge's speech, '‘damned liar". He was ejected, amidst

applause, and was cheered by the crowd outside. The jury returned

a verdict of not guilty.

Pemberton Billing, thus triumphantly vindicated, now proceeded

to behave somewhat in the manner of Senator McCarthy, and made
frequent and outrageous accusations ofpro-Germanism in the House
of Commons and elsewhere. Among others, F. Leverton Harris, the

Parliamentary Secretary to the Ministry of Blockade, was accused of

having given favourable treatment to a German firm. He resolved

to hand in his resignation. His Chief, Lord Robert Cecil, wrote to

Bonar Law:*^

“My dear Bonar,

“I understand you have told Leverton Harris he ought to resign. If he
does, I resign too. I had rather sweep a crossing than be a member of a

Ministry at the mercy of Pemberton Billing and his crew.

“Yours ever,

Robert Cecil.’’

Bonar Law replied:®

“My dear Cecil,

“No -

1

did not advise him to resign. He told me he intended to do so

and I did not dissuade him from doing so

“Jlis tendering his resignation is one thing, and from his point of view I

think it is wise, but the accepting the resignation is another thing and I

feel sure the P.M. will not accept it.
«Yours sincerely

A, Bonar Law,”

Lord Robert Cecil was mollified. He wrote back:^

June 25th.

“My dear Bonar,
“(I shall continue so to address you in spite of your 'Cecils’). I am quite

sure that everything you did in the L.H. matter was kind and generous.

If I said anything which could be differently construed, I am very sorry. . . .

“Yours ever,

Robert Cecil."
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Leverton Harris remained in the Government and Bonar Law
publicly declared that in his ‘‘deliberate opinion’’ Leverton Harris

had done nothing that reflected on his honour. This provoked a

virulent letter from Lord Cecil Manners who referred in abusive

tones to the Jacks case and ended:®

‘‘The deliberate opinion expressed by the Chancellor of the Exchequer
and Leader ofthe House ofCommons on the Leverton Harris ‘indelicacies’

probably came as a surprise to a good many men in the street. But when
they remember, as I do that in this delicate matter we have probably had
the advantage of the advice of Lord Beaverbrook ~ whose knowledge and
experience of such cases is believed to be unrivalled ~ they will no doubt
be satisfied that your attitude is sound and prudent - anyhow from the

point of view of the comfort and security of your ‘irreplaceable’ Govern-
ment.”

Bonar Law was evidently amused at the letter or else he would not

have bothered to keep it. Meanwhile, the Cabinet took the Attorney-

General’s advice as to legal action against Pemberton Billing. But

F. E. Smith considered that nothing could be done. Bonar Law wrote

to him:^

“I read your letter to the Cabinet this morning and they accept your
view that it does not appear possible to take any action in the matter. The
Cabinet wondered, however, whether it might not be possible to prosecute

one or two witnesses for perjury with the certainty of success and I should

be very glad to have your opinion on this point as soon as possible.”

Evidently F. E. Smith advised against this too. At all events

nothing was done, and the Cabinet took the wiser course of allowing

the matter to fall into oblivion - a process made all the quicker by the

resounding successes of Allied arms in France.

Another matter which exercised Bonar Law’s talents for mediation

concerned his friend, Beaverbrook. The latter had since February

occupied the post of Minister in Charge of Propaganda, holding the

office of Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster. At an early stage he

ran into difficulties with the Foreign Office, the Admiralty and the

War Office. The dispute with the Foreign Office was the most serious

and concerned the exact boundary line between the functions of the

two departments. The merits ofthe dispute cannot be discussed here,

but Beaverbrook sincerely believed that all his efforts were being

frustrated by the jealousy and obscurantism of the older Department.

At the end ofJune he was so exasperated that he drafted a letter of

resignation which he sent to Bonar Law for comment before it went

to the Prime Minister. He wrote
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. nothing could have been pleasanter than my relations with Mr.
Balfour and Lord Robert Cecil to whom I am indebted for much kindness

and wise advice. As to Lord Hardinge I met him twice at conferences. On
each occasion he adopted an absolutely non-possumus attitude to every

proposal. No matter what concessions I offered him he would never abate

one iota of his demands, nor do I believe this matter will ever be settled so

long as he remains Permanent Under-Secretary for Foreign Affairs.’’

It is interesting to note that Bonar Law advised the deletion of this

last sentence. In the end Beaverbrook was persuaded to withdraw

his resignation. But in August trouble flared up again and we find

him writing to Bonar Law:^

“The resistance all round is so persistent that it is impossible for the

Minister to carry out his duties effectively, and this unceasing opposition

would be enough to break the spirit of a man of far greater moral courage
than I claim to be.”

Bonar Law did his best to help, and he succeeded in removing

the causes of difference between Beaverbrook and the Admiralty by
a personal intervention with Sir Eric Geddes. But the situation with

the War Office and the Foreign Office remained as bad as ever. At
this stage Churchill appears to have been worried about the dispute,

and he wrote on September 8th to Bonar Law:^’

“Look after Max or he will make a great mistake which all of us and he
most of all will have cause to regret.”

In October Beaverbrook became seriously ill and on the 21st he

resigned from the Government. Twenty-two years were to pass before

he was again in office, in another great war-time Administration, as

Mr. ChurchilFs Minister of Aircraft Production.

At the end of October an even more delicate problem arose for

Bonar Law. W. Hayes Fisher, who was a Conservative M.P., had
occupied since June 1917 the post of President of the Local Govern-

ment Board. Among his duties was the preparation of the new
electoral register made necessary by the passing of the Reform Act of

1918, which was a measure agreed upon by all parties and which
greatly extended the franchise. Lloyd George was disturbed to find

that owing to defects in organization a considerable number of

Service men would be disfranchised in the event of an early Election.

He saw that nothing could be more damaging politically than this,

and immediately drafted on October 28th one of the most devastating

letters that a Prime Minister could pen to a subordinate minister.

After a lengthy recital of Hayes Fisher’s delinquencies the letter

ended
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regret that I have been forced to the conclusion that in the conduct

ofyour office you have shown such lack ofjudgment and want of efficiency

that I can no longer accept your services as a Member of the Government.
I am advising the King to this effect and as to the appointment of a
successor in your office I should be greatly obliged, therefore, ifyou would
place your resignation in my hands for submission to His Majesty as soon

as possible, as I wish your successor to begin his work tomorrow at latest.”

Fortunately for the future of the Coalition Lloyd George, who was

in Paris at the time, had the prudence to submit his draft to Bonar

Law before actually sending it to Hayes Fisher. Bonar Law was

horrified at the peremptory tone of this dismissal. He at once tele-

graphed to Lloyd George:”^

‘‘Apart from the making of the change the method adopted of taking

action without even seeing the individual will be, I believe, universally

condemned. ... If it is done I cannot accept any responsibility and must
reserve complete liberty of action. ...”

He refused to send on the letter until Lloyd George had reconsidered

the matter, but he personally saw Hayes Fisher to warn him of what

impended. He again telegraphed Lloyd George:”

“I have seen the individual. He has no money and this will mean ruin

to him while the honour^ is impossible. ... I urge you to allow the matter

to stand over till you return or at least till I see you tomorrow if I go to

Paris. I believe that if the letter actually written were sent there is a

likelihood of a resolution being moved about it and I do not think you
could rely on the support of your own colleagues. ...”

By now rumours of the forthcoming dismissal were widely spread,

and a letter of protest reached Bonar Law from Curzon at what he

considered to be the outrageous treatment of a Conservative by a

Liberal Prime Minister.

Meanwhile, Bonar Law hastened to Paris to see Lloyd George.

While he was there he received a vigorous telegram in defence of

Hayes Fisher, signed by Curzon, Cecil, Chamberlain and Walter

Long, but he decided that it would be unwise to show this to the

Prime Minister. Even as it was their interview was none too friendly.

Bonar Law wrote an account of it to Curzon. Lloyd George, he said,

insisted that his position would be impossible if he were precluded

on party grounds from dismissing a Minister whom he considered to

be grossly incompetent. Bonar Law goes on:°

“I did not make that claim, which would be intolerable, but I insisted

that, as the Unionists were asked to join the Government by me, I could

not avoid responsibility for the way they were treated, and I had the right

^ Presumably there was some question of consoling Hayes Fisher with a peerage.
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to claim that they should be treated with every consideration not incon-

sistent with his right to make the changes he thought necessary. As soon

as I saw him we had a fairly heated conversation on the subject and it

ended on the basis that nothing further would be done until we ~ or at

least until I - returned. He will however certainly insist on his (Hayes

Fisher’s) leaving the L G.B. and I should not be prepared to contest his

right to do this.”

This was indeed what happened. Lloyd George was content with

the substance ofhis demand, and asked for Hayes Fisher’s resignation

in a much shorter and less wounding letter. His attitude is summed
up in his own words scrawled in red crayon and preserved among
Bonar Law’s papers

‘‘The P.M. doesn’t mind if he (Hayes Fisher) is drowned in Malmsey
wine, but he must be a dead chicken by tonight.”

On November 4th it was announced that Hayes Fisher had re-

signed and his place been taken by Sir Auckland Geddes. The
episode has been described at length since it is an excellent example

of the tact and skill with which Bonar Law mediated between his

impetuous Chiefand the more rigid members ofhis own Party. There

can be little doubt that if Lloyd George had sent his original letter to

Hayes Fisher the Coalition would have been seriously endangered

at a particularly crucial moment. Bonar Law saw to it that Hayes

Fisher received some consolation. He was elevated to the peerage as

Lord Downham and given the valuable sinecure of a Suez Canal

Directorship.

The issue upon which Hayes Fisher fell was one of great import-

ance. It had long been evident that a General Election would have

to take place soon, whether or not the war was over. The existing

Parliament had been elected in 1910 and had now outlasted by

three years the span alloted to it in the Parliament Act of 1911.

Moreover, the Reform Act of 1918, which more than doubled the

electorate, made the continuance of the existing House of Commons
highly anomalous. But if an Election were to be held, on what issues

would it be fought, and who would fight whom? Was there to be a

return to the old party warfare, or was the Coalition to continue in

being and appeal to the country for a general mandate not only to

win the war, but to solve the immediate problems ofpeace too? These

questions were agitating the minds of the principal political leaders

all through the summer and autumn of 1918. There was a further

complication. No one knew when the war would end. Until a late

stage the best military opinion was that it would continue into 1919.
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This doubt added to the difficulties which stood in the way of any
clear decision on the wisest course to pursue.

On October 5th Bonar Law wrote at length to Balfour asking his

advice on the problem.^ After stating his conviction that the Prime

Minister would soon start manoeuvring for an Election, and that in

any case it could not be delayed for long, he raised the awkward
question of who, in the event of the Coalition appealing to the

country, would be the Opposition.

“It would certainly seem extremely unfair that an election should be
fought in the main on a Win-the-War policy, in which he (Asquith) - and
the men who have acted like him - are to be opposed. On the other hand
ifwe look at it from the point ofview of the Prime Minister, it seems to me
that he has a very strong case . . he has reason to believe that the country
supports his Government and ... a right in that case to have a House of
Commons which in this respect will represent the country and on whose
support he can rely.

“While it IS true also that Mr. Asquith and some of his friends have
throughout been most patriotic in regard to the war, there really is no
doubt that they are opposed to the Prime Minister, that they do not
believe that he is the best man to conduct the Government, and that if the

opportunity arose they would be hostile to him. This was shown not only

for example in the Maurice Debate but on many other occasions in the

House and it is shown still more clearly at this moment by the attitude of

that part of the Liberal Press which is specially identified with Asquith.

Every day now the Daily News^ to a considerable extent, the Westminster

Gazette and other papers are taking every opportunity of either openly or

covertly attacking the Prime Minister.”

But although Bonar Law recognized the strength of Lloyd George’s

case for an early Election he was not so clear about the wisdom ofthe

Conservatives going along with him. The tariff question, the Welsh

Church, Home Rule, were all issues that could be shelved tempo-

rarily, but what would happen after the war?

“Now on all these things L.G.’s view -> quite naturally, and we can make
no complaint about it - must be different from ours. It would obviously

suit his views if the Party’s solidarity all round were broken and I fancy

that he would like personally nothing better than that there should be a

split in our Party as a result of which a majority would support him. But
that would be an impossible position for us.”

On balance Bonar Law was inclined to the view that an early

Election was desirable, that the responsibility should be left to

Lloyd George, and that the Conservatives should support him for

the duration of the war, but be free thereafter to act as they wished

about the controversial questions which would have to be dealt with

when the war ended. He went on:
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'‘It would indeed be entirely against my own personal ambitions, if I

were thinking of that, for obviously the probable result of it would be that,

if an election were fought in this way, Lloyd George as the leader of the

fight would secure a greater hold on the rank and file of our Party and
he would also be so dependent on that Party after an election that he
would permanently be driven into the same attitude towards our Party

which (Joseph) Chamberlain was placed in before, with this difference -

that he would be the leader of it. That would, however, I am inclined to

think, be not a bad thing for our Party, and a good thing for the nation.’’

Bonar Law concluded by expressing the view that ‘‘our Party on

the old lines will never have any future in this country'’. The
circumstances had totally changed. After the war there would be

many problems capable of arousing the greatest bitterness, unless

they were solved by a combination of the two parties.

"The only chance of a rational solution of these questions is that they

should be dealt with by a Government which is so secure of support not

of one section but of both that there would at least be a chance that the

reforms which undoubtedly will be necessary should be made in a way as

little revolutionary as possible.”

Balfour was in general agreement with these suggestions. ‘T think

that whatever happens”, he wrote, ‘The responsibility of a dissolu-

tion must rest with the Prime Minister. It always does so rest in fact;

and on some previous occasions the Prime Minister of the day has

not even gone through the form of consulting his colleagues.”^ But he

agreed that this did not get Bonar Law out of the necessity for

determining - and determining very soon - the programme and atti-

tude of the Conservative Party. He agreed also that it would be most

undesirable to resume party controversy at the same stage as it had

reached when war broke out.

Bonar Law’s papers throw no further light upon the exact date

when he and Lloyd George finally decided to appeal to the country

as ^ Coalition. It must have been sometime during October, for on

November 2nd Lloyd George wrote a letter, the terms of which had

been agreed in advance by Bonar Law, officially suggesting the

continuance of the Coalition.

"If an election on these lines is to take place,” wrote Lloyd George, "I

recognize that there must be some statement of policy and a statement of

such a nature as will retain to the greatest extent possible the support of

your followers and of mine. My fundamental object will be to promote

the unity and development of the British Empire and the nations ofwhich

it is composed, to preserve for them the position ofinfluence and authority

in the conduct of the world’s affairs which they have gained by their

sacrifices and efforts in the cause of human liberty and progress, and to
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bring into being such conditions of living for the inhabitants of the

British Isles as will secure plenty and opportunity to all.’’

No one, whether Conservative or Liberal, could seriously cavil at

such unexceptionable - if slightly platitudinous - aspirations. Every-

thing, of course, depended on what was really meant, but here

Lloyd George deemed it wise to be somewhat vague. ‘‘I do not think

it necessary”, he prudently observed, ^'to discuss in detail how this

programme is to be carried out.” Nevertheless, there were three

subjects upon which he had to be rather more specific ifhe hoped to

obtain any support at all from Bonar Law’s adherents. These were
Tariff Reform, Home Rule, and the Welsh Church. On the first

named Lloyd George declared that he accepted ^Hhe policy of

Imperial Preference as defined in the Resolutions of the Imperial

Conference to the effect that a preference will be given on existing

duties and on any duties which may be subsequently imposed”. On
the other hand he was not in favour of a tax on food. In general he

hoped that the dispute between free trade and tariffs was dead - at

least in the terms in which it had been fought before 1914.

“In order to secure better production and better distribution I shall

look at every problem simply from the point of view of what is the best

method of securing the objects at which we are aiming, without any
regard to theoretical opinions about free trade or tariff reform.”

As for Home Rule, Lloyd George declared that future policy was

governed by two facts, first that Home Rule was already on the

Statute Book, second that neither he nor anyone else would ever

attempt to coerce an unwilling Ulster into accepting the rule of a

Dublin Parliament. Finally, there was the vexed question ofthe Welsh

Church. Lloyd George could not countenance any idea of the Welsh

Church Act being repealed but he was prepared to reconsider some

of the financial details of that Act.^

Bonar Law kept the letter secret for the time being, but consulted

privately a number of his leading colleagues. He called a meeting of

Conservative M.P.s for November 12th and resolved to announce his

decision there. Meanwhile, rumours of what was impending had

become widely current. Two important deputations from among the

Liberals, understandably alarmed at the prospect of a permanent

split in their Party, called on Lloyd George and begged him to come
to an agreement with Asquith. According to his own account Lloyd

George was more than willing to include Asquith in his new Govern-

^ This statement satisfied the Conservatives with the exception of Lord Robert Cecil

who felt it his duty to resign.
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ment.® He declined however to commit himself finally until he had
seen Bonar Law, but he was able to do this at once, and he returned

from 1

1

Downing Street with the news that Bonar Law was equally

glad to welcome Asquith and some ofAsquith’s immediate colleagues

in the Administration. It was suggested by one member of the depu-

tation that Asquith should be Lord Chancellor - a proposal of which
both Lloyd George and Bonar Law entirely approved. But when this

offer was conveyed to Asquith he firmly declined. His biographers

do not say why, although they hint that one ofhis reasons was that he

refused to be a party to the sacrifice of his own friends, which, it is

alleged, would have been demanded by Lloyd George and Bonar
Law.^ If Lloyd George’s account is correct this can hardly have been
the real reason, for not only was no sacrifice involved but an offer

was made to include some of Asquith’s colleagues in the Govern-

ment. It is much more likely that Asquith was unwilling to take third

place in an Administration whose leaders he profoundly distrusted

and whose conduct in ousting him two years before he still deeply

resented.

Whatever Asquith’s motives, his decision to fight the Election inde-

pendently of the Coalition helped to clarify the situation. It was
already a foregone conclusion that the Labour Party would go into

opposition. Therefore, Lloyd George and Bonar Law could legiti-

mately partition the Government nominations between their respec-

tive parties and treat both the Asquithian Liberals and the Labour
candidates as opponents. On November 12th -the day after the

Armistice - Bonar Law presided as arranged over a meeting of

Conservative M.P.s at the Connaught Rooms. He announced his deci-

sion, unanimously endorsed by the Conservative Ministers, that the

Party would go to the polls in support of the Coalition Government,

and he read out the letter of November 2nd in which Lloyd George

ha^ outlined the Coalition programme. The arguments which Bonar
Law used need not be expounded here. They were in the main an

expansion of the theme of Lloyd George’s letter - the importance of

unity in the post-war period, the desirability of solving bitterly con-

troversial subjects in a non-revolutionary manner, the necessity for

the Government to receive a powerful mandate for its negotiations

over the peace treaties. In addition Bonar Law dwelt upon the

personal qualities of the Prime Minister:

‘‘By our own action we have made Mr. Lloyd George the flag bearer

of the very principles upon which we should appeal to the country. It is

not his Liberal friends, it is the Unionist Party which has made him Prime
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Minister, and made it possible for him to do the great work that has been
done by this Government. . .

Later he added:
‘'Remember this, that at this moment Mr. Lloyd George commands an

amount of influence in every constituency as great as has ever been
exercised by any Prime Minister in our political history.’’

Before he finished Bonar Law made one observation, which in view

of what occurred four years later, is worthy of note:

“What I propose does not mean that our Party is going to cease to exist.

We go into this election ~ at least if I have my way - as a Unionist Party
forming a portion of a coalition, I should be sorry if it were otherwise.

From the time that my colleagues in the House of Commons did me the
honour of electing me to be their leader I have felt that I was in the posi-

tion of a trustee; and even throughout the war one thing that I have aimed
at constantly has been to preserve, if it could be done, the unity of our
Party. That does not mean of course that if at any time that interest had
conflicted with the national interest I should not have readily sacrificed

the Party interest. It does not mean that. . .
.”

Bonar Law concluded by expressing the hope that eventually

Lloyd George and his friends would work with the Conservatives in

just the same way as the Liberal Unionists had come to do after their

split with Gladstone over Irish Home Rule. But it was quite clear

that he had no intention, then or at any time, of allowing the Con-
servative Party to be broken into pieces and to lose its identity as a

result of some new regrouping of the old political parties. It was
precisely because of this threat that, four years later, he felt obliged

to lead the revolt which resulted in the downfall of the Coalition and
the return to traditional party alignments,

2

The day before this important meeting took place had seen the

end of the war. The aftermath of victory in 1918 was in many im-

portant respects different from the years that followed Hitler^s defeat

in the Second World War. Feelings were more bitter, the cry for

vengeance more strident, social stresses more violent. To those who
have seen the horrors of two world wars and who dwell from day to

day in the sombre shadow cast by the fear of a third more frightful

than any that have gone before, the passions which raged in Britain

during 1918 and 1919 may seem strangely artificial and unreal. After

all, it can be said, at worst the Germans in the 1914-18 war did not

adopt a policy of mass racial extermination, and surely on any view

the Kaiser was a cut above Hitler and the clique of criminals and
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lunatics who controlled Germany from 1939 to 1945. This is un-

doubtedly true, but it must be remembered that the Kaiser’s war
burst upon a far more secure and placid world than the uneasy hag
ridden Europe of 1939, For a hundred years before 1914 wars had
either been of short duration or fought by professional armies in

remote theatres.^ The impact produced by the first "'total war” of

modern times upon the peaceful and prosperous civilization of nine-

teenth-century Europe was bound to be devastating - and nowhere
so much as in Britain which had been both more peaceful and more
prosperous than any other country in the world. For all its horrors

Hitler’s war burst upon a generation which already half expected

it and which had been hardened by bitter experience into a certain

insensibility.

There were other reasons for the difference between the impact of

the two wars upon Great Britain. The actual British casualties were

much higher in the First World War, and were concentrated in a

shorter period of time. Each year cost about twice as many dead
during the 1914-18 war as it cost in the war of 1939-45. Moreover,

the social stresses set up by the Kaiser’s war were much more violent

than anything produced by Hitler’s war. Heavy taxation had not

prevented the creation during 1914-18 of enormous fortunes out of

munitions and other war-time necessities. The high wages of the

average worker contrasted disagreeably with the low pay and the

wretched allowances of the soldier. To some extent the same pheno-

menon prevailed in England in 1945, and many a Service man smiled

cynically at the "sacrifices” which, his newspapers informed him,

were being made by miners and munition workers. But the contrast

was less blatant. Profiteering was less obvious.

Above all there was the feehng that during Hitler’s war civilians

in many areas of Britain had endured in the form of aerial attack

j^erils far more acute and unpleasant than anything which befell that

numerous body of Service men whose duties never took them within

miles of the front line. But air raids were of neghgible importance in

the 1914-18 war. On the whole, apart from food rationing, the civiHan

population suffered little. A vast gulfyawned between their lives and

the nightmare of danger and squalor which brooded over the soldier

on the Western Front. It is not surprising that cynicism, disillusion-

ment, and bitterness were ripe in the weeks that followed the Armi-

stice. It is not surprising that the cry for implacable vengeance upon

^ The one exception to this generalization is the American Civil War, and the aftermath

of that was just as bitter as the aftermath of the 1914-18 war.
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Germany, for the ruthless expulsion of aliens from Britain, for

enormous indemnities, for hanging the Kaiser, should have drowned

the quiet voice of moderation and statesmanship.

It has been argued that, in view of all these circumstances, a

General Election should never have been held in 1918, that an appeal

to the nation should have been postponed till the following year when
perhaps passion would have somewhat cooled, and the problems of

peace might have appeared in a more rational perspective. The King,

Sir Harold Nicolson tells us, strongly pressed the Prime Minister in

this sense even at the time.^ In retrospect many historians have

severely criticized the Election and in some quarters it has been

hinted, not obscurely, that Lloyd George and Bonar Law showed

unscrupulous opportunism in seizing this moment to go to the polls.

What truth is there in this charge?

We have already seen the powerful arguments in favour of an

early Election. Indeed if the Coalition was to continue in being at

all, any postponement of the date might well have been disastrous.

Even as it was Bonar Law and Sir George Younger had the greatest

difficulty in persuading local Conservative Associations to withdraw

their candidates in favour of sitting Coalition Liberal M.P.s. In most

cases they did eventually succeed, but only by an appeal to senti-

ments of wartime unity which would not long have survived the end

of the war. In addition to this severely practical consideration Lloyd

George and Bonar Law could fairly claim that they needed the

nation’s backing ifthey were to speak with real authority at the Peace

Conference, and that, in any case, it was unconstitutional to go on

governing when Parliament had already exceeded its proper span

by three years, and when the entire electoral system had recently

been changed. The case for an early Election was in fact very strong,

and it is difficult to see how Lloyd George and Bonar Law could have

defended a postponement, even if they had wished to do so. ^

More disputable is the way in which the Election was conducted

and the nature ofthe political bargain struck between the two leaders.

On the former point it may freely be conceded that the inflamed

passions which swayed the voters received insufficient cold “water

from the Coalition leaders. Neither Lloyd George nor Bonar Law
made the outrageous statements about Germany’s capacity to pay,

which have sometimes been attributed to them, but they could

perhaps have done more than they did to discourage the vindictive

sentiments of their audiences. Both were indeed personally sceptical

about the astronomical sums which, certain experts declared.
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could be extorted from Germany. Since the expert whose estimate

was most inflated happened to be Lord Cunliffe, it is safe to assume

that Bonar Law was particularly sceptical in this matter. But neither

he nor Lloyd George wished to incur pubhc odium by too emphatic

a denial of these absurd figures. It would no doubt have been better

for their own reputations and for their later negotiations at Versailles

if they had done so. It is only fair to add that Bonar Law and Lloyd

George displayed far more moderation than the great majority of

their colleagues and supporters.

There was a further difficulty. Lord Northcliffe had come out in

bitter opposition to Lloyd George and the Coalition. It was largely

a personal vendetta caused by Lloyd George’s refusal either to give

Northcliffe a seat on the Peace Delegation or to allow him to take

charge of British propaganda during the Paris negotiations.^ Their

interview was stormy and ended in Lloyd George telling him '^to

go to Hades”, whereat, as Bonar Law used drily to relate, ‘^‘he

promptly came to see me at the Treasury”. He received an equally

frosty welcome there, and from then onwards swore undying ven-

geance upon Lloyd George and Lloyd George’s friends. His line of

propaganda was straightforward: Lloyd George had become the

prisoner of the Tory ‘'nincompoops”, and as a result of their weak-

ness and secret pro-Germanism, the terms of peace would be far too

lenient. These were the days before the myth of Press influence on

politics had been punctured.^ Politicians still tended to take the

power of someone like Northcliffe at his own valuation of it - and

this was not low. It was natural that Lloyd George and Bonar Law,

though rightly refusing to tolerate Northcliffe’s dictatorial claims,

should be reluctant to say anything which might give colour to the

propaganda of the Daily Mail and The Times,

Finally, there has been much criticism of the bargain between

Ll^yd George and Bonar Law. The gist of this agreement was that

the Coalition should continue and that only those candidates to

whom the two leaders sent a joint letter ofsupport should be deemed

to have the Government’s approval. It was this letter which Asquith

immortalized in the jargon of the then war-time rationing aS "the

^ See History of the Times, Vol. IV, p. 387, and D. Lloyd George, Truth about the Peace

Treaties, Vol. I, pp. 268-70 It is possible that Lloyd George was wrong in believing that

Northcliffe demanded a seat on the Peace Delegation, but Northcliffe did undoubtedly

wish to control British propaganda. In any case he had already demanded, as a condition

of his support, that Lloyd George should submit his proposed new Cabinet to him for

approval, a claim which no Prime Minister could accept.
^ The Election of 1918 went far to achieve this for Northcliffe*s papers had no effect

whatever on the result.
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coupon”. The coupon was to be withheld from all the Asquithian

Liberals, and for the purpose of the Election the definition of an
Asquithian Liberal was a Liberal who voted with Asquith in the

division on the Maurice Debate. It is difficult to see why this decision

should be condemned. Naturally, the Asquithian Liberals objected

since, as they rightly foresaw, it meant their own political extinction,

but after Asquith’s refusal tojoin the Coalition he could hardly expect

to be treated as a supporter. Moreover, it is not true, as sometimes

alleged, that Lloyd George and Bonar Law manufactured, as it

were, an opposition out of nothing, and hit on the division over the

Maurice Debate as a plausible last minute excuse for dividing the

sheep from the goats in the Liberal Party. Bonar Law’s letter to

Balfour quoted earlier - a private letter in which he had no reason

to be other than politically realistic - shows that he regarded the

Asquithian Liberals as genuine opponents. Nor, it may be added, did

he consider this opposition as in any way reprehensible. An extract

from his speech at the Central Hall, Westminster on November i6th

is worth quoting:

“I say at once that the overwhelming majority of the House has been
whole hearted in the prosecution of the war. But I do not forget ~ and
there are many members of the House of Commons present who know it ~

that a large section of those who did take that patriotic view were not in

favour of this Government . on many occasions, I do not say they were
fractious - not at all ~ but by their speeches, and, on at least one occasion

by their vote, they deliberately tried to get rid of this Government
(Shame’)- There is no shame If they thought so they were entitled to do
SO. . .

In fact Bonar Law regarded the Asquithian Liberals as a perfectly

legitimate opposition but an opposition none the less. It may be that

in one or two cases the denial of the coupon worked unfairly, and
that Liberals were excluded who in fact had been supporters of the

Government. But Bonar Law could reasonably regard this as pri-

marily a matter for Lloyd George rather than for himself, and it is

safe to surmise that Lloyd George had a fairly accurate idea of who
were his friends and who were his enemies.

Another criticism of the Election has been that Bonar Law drove

an unduly hard bargain over the allocation of the ‘^coupons” as

between Conservatives and Coalition Liberals. It is quite true that

the great majority went to Conservatives and also quite true that this

division corresponded very closely to the arrangements proposed by
Younger in a memorandum of September 27th. In this document he
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assumed that the Asquithian Liberals would be opposed^ and sug-

gested that whereas Conservative candidates should be induced to

withdraw from contests with sitting Lloyd George Liberals^ they

should be allowed to fight Asquithian Liberals. In cases where there

was no Conservative candidate already in the field then the Govern-

ment candidates should be selected on a ‘'give and take’’ basis agreed

with Lloyd George. The operative factor here was the lack of Lloyd

George candidates. Of the 600 Coalition candidates about 150 were
Liberals and 450 were Conservatives. But this inequality did not

occur because Lloyd George and his chiefWhip, Captain Guest, were

outwitted by Bonar Law and Younger. That indeed was most un-

likely, given the character of the persons concerned. It occurred

because Lloyd George could not find more than 150 candidates. A
letter from Younger to Davidson, dated December 2nd, commenting

on a Scottish newspaper’s attack upon the Coalition shows how he

regarded the situation:^

‘‘Heavens! What a demon I must be in the estimation of some of those

scribes, when all I did was to agree to find for the L.G lot the 150 seats

they asked for.

“There was no haggling about it and no astuteness at all, still less the

‘Scottish Grab’ with which I am charged,

“My own idea is that the request for 150 seats made, be it remembered,
not by Guest but by L G. himself was governed by the number of candi-

dates they had available.

“I’ve little doubt they would have asked for more if they could have
put up the men, and as it is they have had the greatest difficulty in securing

them. I have done my part quite fairly and I wish they had acted in the

same spirit. . . . They have not played the game at all and in some cases

have placed me in an impossible position and made a perfect fool of

me . .

No doubt these last sentences have their counterparts in the corre-

spondence of Captain Guest, for the complicated arrangements must

have provoked a certain amount of ill feeling on both sides. Neverthe-

less, Younger’s estimate of Lloyd George’s predicament was almost

certainly correct. It was by no means easy for him to find new
candidates - sitting members were in a different position - prepared

to risk excommunication by Asquith who still controlled the official

Liberal Party Organization. The truth was that the Unionists had

good reasons to suppose that in a straight fight against a united

Liberal Party they had an excellent chance of winning. The con-

tinuance of the Coalition meant that in many constituencies Con-

servative candidates had to withdraw, perhaps abandoning the
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harvest which they would have reaped after years of endeavour.

Younger had to place as many of these candidates as he could. If

Lloyd George was unable to furnish candidates from his Liberal

supporters for more than 150 seats, it was certainly not Younger’s

job to help him out. He naturally took good care to fill the vacancies

with Unionists. Certainly neither Younger nor his colleagues re-

garded themselves as having made a particularly successful bargain.

At the end of some frantic correspondence in early December about

the ‘^coupons” for Scottish seats, in which it emerges that through an
error the last six

‘

'coupons” had been given to Guest, Davidson
gloomily writes:^

“It is clear from this that the pass has been sold and nothing can be
done.”

Younger was furious at this mistake which had occurred in his

absence, but he agreed that no further action was possible.

The Election took place on December 14th. Votes were counted a

fortnight later. Although it was universally expected that the Coali-

tion would win, the extent of its victory came as a surprise to many
people. The Coalition was supported by 474 members ~ 338 Union-

ists and 136 Liberals. In addition it had the independent support of

10 members of the so called National Democratic Party. The opposi-

tion parties totalled 222 members. But of these 73 were Sinn Feiners

who repudiated the authority of Westminster and refused to take

their seats. Labour with 59 members was the next largest party and
became the official Opposition. As for the Asquithian Liberals they

were utterly routed. Only 26 members were returned. All the leaders

lost their seats including Asquith himself, although Lloyd George

and Bonar Law had refused to give the coupon to his Tory opponent.

Bonar Law decided that the Election was an opportune occasion to

return to the scene of his first entry into politics. Since 1910 he ha^
been Member for Bootle. He now resolved to contest the constituency

of Central Glasgow, his native city. During the latter stages of the

campaign he contracted a bad chill and was unable to do much
speaking. However, this made little difference. He defeated his

Labour opponent by 17,653 votes to 4,736. He was delighted to be

back once again in Glasgow and remained member for that impor-

tant constituency during the rest of his political life.

Whatever the subsequent criticisms levelled at those responsible

for the Election of 1918, Bonar Law himself felt no qualms of con-

science. He considered that he had acted in the best interests both
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of his country and of the party for which he regarded himself as

trustee. No doubt many things had been said in the Election^ and
many arguments used, which might in the cold light oflater reflection

seem intemperate and rash. But is not this true of every General

Election? And anyway Bonar Law had been among the most level

headed and moderate ofthose who took part. After all British General

Elections - even in the sedate 1950s - usually have something of a

touch of Eatanswill about them. A studious appeal to political reason,

a careful exposition of well ordered arguments have never, except in

the text books of political theorists, played the chief part in electoral

battles. The 1918 Election no doubt had many discreditable features,

but so has almost every Election in the twentieth century. It may
have been slightly worse, but it was certainly not very much worse

than a great many others.
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I

ON December 28th the results ofthe Election were out. There
was no time to waste in forming the new Government. The
first full meeting of the Paris Peace Conference had already

been fixed for January i8th and it was deemed prudent that the

British delegation, of which both Lloyd George and Bonar Law were

members, should attend at least a week earlier for preliminary

negotiation and intrigue. January loth was, therefore, the latest date

when the Prime Minister could conveniently announce the composi-

tion of his Administration. Bonar Law had already settled his own
position with Lloyd George. He was to relinquish the Treasury, to

act simply as Leader of the House and in effect - though the title

was then unknown - as deputy Prime Minister, with the sinecure

office of Lord Privy Seal.

No Prime Minister, however carefully he weighs the competing

claims of party loyalty and the public service, can avoid disappoint-

ing some legitimate expectations and incurring some righteous wrath.

His task is even more difficult when he has not merely to consider

his own party, but to placate the aspirations of another party too ~

especially where, as in 1919, that other party constitutes three-fourths

of his supporters and is inclined to view him with mistrustful eyes.

It is safe to assume that Bonar Law was consulted on all appoint-

39b
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merits and that none was made without his assent, but it is only here

and there that actual evidence survives of the part he played. We
find him for example pressing the claims of F. E. Smith to the Lord
Chancellorship despite the opposition of the King.^ We find him
toning down the letter which Lloyd George intended to send in reply

to a rather peremptory demand from Winston Churchill, and so

perhaps preventing a serious breach between the two men.^ We find

him involved in a delicate controversy with Austen Chamberlain
over the occupation of ii Downing Street and the status of the

Chancellor of the Exchequer. Lloyd George had offered that post to

Chamberlain in a somewhat brusque fashion, and on condition that

he did not occupy the traditional residence, which Bonar Law was
to keep on the ground that it was essential for him as Leader of the

House to have easy access to the Prime Minister.

Chamberlain did not like this arrangement and went to call on
Bonar Law who replied ‘‘very stiffly that his occupation of that house

was a sine qua non^\ Chamberlain's account goes on:^

“We had a rather stormy conversation. In fact we both lost our tempers
for the first and last time in our long friendship, but the breach was healed
by some kindly words from Bonar Law the same afternoon and left no
scar on our relations.''

Chamberlain gave way over the house, but he was most indignant

when he learned from Bonar Law that the Prime Minister did not

intend to make him a member of the Cabinet. What followed is of

some interest in English constitutional history, for, when Chamberlain
protested to Lloyd George, the latter replied that it was impossible

to have a proper Cabinet as long as he and Bonar Law and Balfour

were away in Paris, that they could not continually refer matters

back to the Cabinet in London, and therefore that they proposed

not to appoint any Cabinet at all."^ This was certainly a surprising

pfen, and it is difficult to know quite how seriously it was intended.

However, Chamberlain was adamant that he would never be Chan-

cellor without a seat in the Cabinet, while Lloyd George was

equally adamant against having the full Cabinet which, he averred,

would be forced on him if the Chancellor was included - because of

the claims that would then be made by other Ministers. At this stage

Bonar Law who agreed with Chamberlain made a compromise

Lord Stamfordham wrote to Lloyd George: “His Majesty does not feel sure that Sir

Frederick has established such a reputation m men’s minds as to ensure that the country
will welcome him to the second highest position which can be occupied by a subject of
the Crown. His Majesty, however, only hopes he may be wrong in this forecast.”
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proposal. Why not simply preserve the old War Cabinet? Cham-
berlain was already a member and could continue, although not

appointed specifically as Chancellor of the Exchequer* In this way
the claims of other Ministers to membership could be postponed, and
Chamberlain would be satisfied. The arrangement could prevail

until the Paris negotiations had come to an end.^

Chamberlain acquiesced, and thus it came about that the small

Cabinet continued in being for another ten months. It was not till

late autumn that Lloyd George formed an orthodox representative

Cabinet on the old lines. The whole episode is a good example

of how what might seem to be an experiment in the machinery of

government ~ the continuation of a small inner Cabinet in time

of peace ~ was in fact the casual outcome of a compromise adopted

largely on personal grounds to meet a particular political situation.

On January loth the names of the new Ministers were announced

to the public. They had nearly all been in the old Government,

although there was a substantial reshuffle in offices. F. E. Smith

became Lord Chancellor with the title of Lord Birkenhead. Winston

Churchill became Secretary for War and had the Air Ministry

under his control as well. Walter Long went to the Admiralty.

Balfour remained Foreign Secretary. Curzon continued as Lord

President of the Council with a special responsibility for that section

of the Foreign Office which did not deal with the Paris peace nego-

tiations. He succeeded Balfour as Foreign Secretary in October.

Milner became Colonial Secretary. E. S. Montagu retained the post

of Secretary for India. Both the Geddes brothers held office, Sir

Eric as Minister of Transport, Sir Auckland as Minister of Recon-

struction. In May the latter succeeded Sir Albert Stanley at the

Board of Trade. H. A. L. Fisher remained as President of the Board

of Education. As in the case of the previous Government most of the

really important places were occupied by Conservatives. This dista-

bution merely reflected the balance ofpower in the Coalition. Lloyd

George was for the moment in a position of great popularity but,

if for any reason his personal prestige waned, he would find himself

and his own supporters perilously dependent on Conservative good

will.

The new Ministry received but a lukewarm welcome in the country.

Naturally it incurred malignant hostility from the Northcliffe Press,

but even when allowance is made for this factor, there can be no

doubt that many who expected sweeping changes were bitterly

disappointed. Of the 77 members of the Government, all but ten
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had been members ofthe previous Administration. Criticism fastened

particularly on the appointment of F. E. Smith who was considered

by many to possess neither the experience nor the character to act as

‘‘keeper of the King’s conscience”, Churchill’s appointment was also

criticized - partly on personal grounds and partly because of the

linking of the War Office and the Air Ministry. Bonar Law’s own
position did not, however, cause any adverse comment. There had
already been some suggestion that it was too much for one man to be

Chancellor of the Exchequer, Leader of the House, and a member of

the War Cabinet. His decision to relinquish the first of these posts

was welcomed. It was clear that he must do so if he was to act as

virtual Prime Minister during the lengthy periods of Lloyd George’s

absence.

2

Grave though the problems were which lay ahead, Bonar Law,
like everyone else, felt that some relaxation was permissible from the

austere life of wartime. For the last few years work had confined him
almost entirely to London. He now decided for part of 1919 to take a

house on Kingston Hill where the air was supposed to be more
salubrious than in the heart of London. While he was there an epi-

sode occurred which might easily have brought his career to an
abrupt end. His younger son, Dick, had reached the age when the

possession of a motor bicycle becomes the dearest ambition of every

youth. Bonar Law duly presented him with one, and took a keen
personal interest in it, for he could never resist new mechanical

gadgets. On one occasion when Sir Auckland Geddes was visiting

him he decided to see ifhe could ride it himself. He persuaded Geddes
to sit on the pillion and, with his son in the sidecar to give instructions,

he set off down the steep drive which led from his house to the busy

main road. The machine, thus carrying the Lord Privy Seal and the

President of the Board of Trade, was approaching the gate with

gathering momentum when its passengers saw that a steam roller

was proceeding ponderously along the street at precisely the speed

which would ensure a collision, unless drastic action was taken. Un-
fortunately, although Bonar Law had learned how to start the motor
bicycle, he had not yet mastered the equally important knack ofhow
to stop it. An accident seemed inevitable, but he averted the worst

by swerving into the gate. Luckily he was still moving fairly slowly

and no damage was done - except to the machine. It was his first

and last venture in the art of riding a motor cycle.
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With the advent of peace Bonar Law was able to enjoy his usual

forms of relaxation. Early in 1919 we find him once again playing

golf and tennis. He resumed his custom of visiting Lord Beaverbrook

at Cherkley on most Sundays. In the summer he would come down
in his car invariably dressed in white flannels for tennis, often

accompanied by his daughter Isabel. He would stay to dinner, play

bridge afterwards, often to a late hour and then return to London,

He seldom spent the night there unless he had some special reason to

do so. Beaverbrook was now devoting himself entirely to the building

up of his newspapers. He had acquired a controlling interest in the

Daily Express early in 1917 but had no time, while the war continued,

to supervise its activities at all closely. Now his own resignation from
the Ministry of Propaganda, and the end of the war, gave him the

necessary leisure. Early in 1919 he launched the Sunday Express, Both

newspapers achieved striking success in the years that followed,

although their circulation figures would seem trivial compared with

the immense readership which they acquired later.

From this side of Beaverbrook’s activities Bonar Law kept firmly

aloof. The Daily Express vigorously supported the Coalition in the

Coupon Election, but the negotiations for its support were conducted

by Lloyd George and Churchill. Bonar Law was not even present at

their meetings and took no part in their proceedings. Indeed as

Beaverbrook himself reveals Bonar Law had little sympathy with

his entiy into Fleet Street. ^Go back to politics’, was his constant

advice,” Beaverbrook recalls in his entertaining book, Politicians and

the Press. Bonar Law always maintained that the ideal of Imperial

unity which Beaverbrook sought to promote would be better served

if he worked through the orthodox Conservative channels. If he

pursued an independent line he would ‘'simply become an imitation

Northcliffe”.®

Holding these views Bonar Law at an early stage declined to

exert any influence on the policy of the Daily Express. If Beaverbrook

positively asked for his guidance he would be ready to help, but he

was not prepared to press his own views or to take any initiative in

the matter. His position is well summarized in a letter to Austen

Chamberlain on June 28th, 1920:^

^‘Beaverbrook, whom I saw yesterday, said to me that he was willing

to start a campaign in your support in answer to the malignant attacks of

other papers.

“To do this he would require to be coached by you or your department

and I said I would gladly see you about it.
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“This is not my doing as I have ceased to try to influence him on
political subjects, but I think it would be of great importance to help

before and at the time the Budget is going through. His line would be that

the attacks are all organized by those who object to pay what they

ought. . .

But, however little pressure Bonar Law might in reality exert on

the Beaverbrook Press, most people outside believed that the two men
worked hand in glove, and, whenever the Daily Express indulged in

attacks on Bonar Law’s colleagues, he was invariably bombarded

with protests. To these he always replied that it was not his business

and that he had no power to influence his friend’s newspaper policy.

No doubt the policy of the Daily Express and that of Bonar Law did

frequently coincide, but this merely reflected the respect which

Beaverbrook undoubtedly had for the sagacity and judgment of

Bonar Law.

There are, moreover, many examples of divergence. To take one:

Beaverbrook campaigned vigorously during 1919 and 1920 for the

imposition of a levy on capital, which would catch some of the

immense profits made by armament manufacturers and others during

the war. There was much to be said for such a measure, provided

that it was a once-and-for-all levy and was imposed immediately.

Bonar Law acknowledged the case in its favour, and he was not so

fettered by Conservative orthodoxy as to maintain that it was

impossible or ruinous for trade, but he came down decisively against

it nonetheless. His reason was the perilous precedent that it might

set for a confiscatory capital levy as a permanent feature of finance

if ever a radical Government was in power. His opposition effectively

killed the plan. Again in 1921 the Daily Express fought hard in favour

of the Irish Treaty, and some people assumed that Bonar Law must

have become converted to a far less stubborn attitude on the subject

of Ulster. As we shall see, this was not the case, and, although he did

not oppose the Treaty in its final form, his views on Ireland were

very different from those of Lord Beaverbrook. These occasional

divergences, however, in no way spoiled the relations between the

two men, and their personal friendship remained as close as it always

had been.

Bonar Law continued to reside at Number 1 1 Downing Street. No
great changes occurred in his routine of life while the Parliamentary

session was in progress. He saw perhaps rather less of Lloyd George

than during the war, not because ofany cooling off on the part of the

latter, but because foreign affairs kept him away from England for
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SO long. Early in 1919 J, C. Davidson, who had served Bonar Law so

well as private secretary, was obliged to go for three months to the

Argentine where he had substantial property to look after. He pro-

cured as a substitute Colonel Ronald Waterhouse, a regular soldier

who had been serving as private secretary to the Chief of the Air

Staff, Major-General Sykes. Waterhouse continued to act as an
additional secretary after Davidson’s return. In November 1920

Davidson entered the House of Commons, winning a by-election at

Kernel Hempstead, and Waterhouse became Bonar Law’s principal

private secretary. He was not a very happy choice. He possessed, no

doubt, the virtues of assiduity and persistence, but he was indifferent

at paper work, and wrote in a convoluted style which on occasions

is so stilted as to be scarcely comprehensible. Moreover, he seems

to have been intensely ambitious - not perhaps the most desirable

qualification for a private secretary. He inspired little trust in the

members of Bonar Law’s family or his immediate entourage. The
surprising fact about Waterhouse’s appointment is that Bonar Law
personally rather disliked him, and indeed said on one occasion

that he did not care to have him in the same room. It is perhaps

comprehensible that he tolerated the new secretary till March 1921

for the brief remainder of his time in oflBce as Lord Privy Seal, but it

is certainly strange that he should have asked for his services again on

becoming Prime Minister eighteen months later.

Another - and much more satisfactory ~ addition to Bonar Law’s

secretariat was Mr. (now Sir Geoffrey) Fry. He had served under

Bonar Law in the Treasury as a member of its celebrated ‘^A”

Division headed by Keynes. He now became an unpaid private

secretary to Bonar Law for the remainder of the latter’s political

career. During Bonar Law’s brief Premiership he dealt with the

problems of patronage, civil and ecclesiastical, though his activities

were by no means confined to this sphere. He performed similar

functions for Stanley Baldwin after Bonar Law resigned the Premier-

ship.

3

Three major problems faced the Government at the beginning of

1 9 19, the peace treaties, industrial unrest, and Ireland. Of these

three the first was the most urgent and the most difficult. Bonar Law’s

part in it was essentially a minor one. He was, it is true, one of the

British delegates at the Peace Conference, the others being Lloyd

George, Balfour, and Barnes, but in practice negotiation was left
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almost exclusively in the hands of Lloyd George and Balfour. Bonar

Law was of course kept informed of their progress and from time to

time flew to Paris when his presence was needed for deciding certain

major issues. He was one of those who signed on Britain’s behalf at

the imposing ceremony in the Galerie des Glaces at Versailles on
June 28th. It was characteristic of him that, to the subsequent

indignation of his family, he gave the pen with which he signed to the

pilot of his plane as a souvenir. But the credit or otherwise of the

British achievement in Paris belongs above all to Lloyd George.

Bonar Law’s principal task was to deal with the House of Commons
which, as the peace negotiations dragged on, became ever more
impatient for results and ever more suspicious lest undue leniency

on the part of the Prime Minister might mitigate the severity of the

punishment which Germany was held to deserve.

The most intractable of all the questions which vexed the peace

delegation was undoubtedly that of reparations. On no subject,

except hanging the Kaiser - and the sturdy legalism of the Dutch
soon rendered this merely academic - were passions more furious. On
no subject could the Press provoke greater mass indignation. On no

subject did even experts talk more unmitigated nonsense. Bonar Law
played a rather more important part in this side ofthe peace negotia-

tions than he did in the purely political discussions. It is as well to

state what his views were.

Like Lloyd George he was entirely sceptical about the more
extravagant figures which were being freely mooted at the end of the

war. He had in the autumn of 1918 set up a Treasury committee

under the auspices of Keynes to investigate Germany’s capacity to

pay. The committee thought that this might reach as much as

;^3,ooo million, but that the Allies would be more prudent to reckon

on ;^2,ooo million. As to methods of payment the committee dis-

ci^ssed two alternatives: (i) a ruthless levying of the maximum obtain-

able over the next three years to be followed by a relatively small

tribute in the future; or (ii) a less ruthless immediate levy, and,

instead, a substantial tribute over a long term of years. They
reckoned under (i) that something over ;^i,ooo million might be

obtained in the course ofthree years, and, according to Lloyd George,

this was the course recommended by Keynes’s committee.^

Meanwhile, Lloyd George decided to appoint a really authorita-

tive committee containing distinguished names in order to report to

^ See Truth about the Peace TreaUes, Vol. I, p. 455, where extracts from the Treasury
memorandum are quoted.
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the Government on the whole reparations question. He says in his

memoirs {Truth about the Peace Treaties^ VoL I, p. 458) that he hoped
thus to obtain ‘'an authoritative report that would damp down the

too fierce anticipations of an expectant public’’. Unfortunately he

got nothing of the sort. The committee presided over by “Billy”

Hughes, the Prime Minister of Australia, and containing among
others Walter Long, Lord Cunliffe, Herbert Gibbs, who was a lead-

ing banker, and the economist W. A. S. Hewins, produced a report

which was calculated to inflame the hopes of the ignorant public to

an absurd degree. The report assessed the bill for damages at

£2^^000 million and considered that there would be no real diffi-

culty in extracting this enormous sum.

“Mr. Bonar Law and I”, writes Lloyd George, “regarded the conclu-

sions of this Report as a wild and fantastic chimera ... I was repelled and
shocked by the extreme absurdity of this document. In view of the election

then proceeding I decided not to publish it. It would be foolish to excite

insane hopes that the enemy would shoulder the whole or even a substan-

tial proportion of our heavy War burdens. Mr. Bonar Law was emphati-
cally of the same opinion. As Chancellor of the Exchequer he did not

want to be confronted with the statement that he had, like the French
Finance Minister, misled the tax payer into the comfortable belief that

Germany would pay.”

In fact Bonar Law was most careful during the Election to dis-

courage the idea that Germany could pay for the whole cost of the

war. Like all political leaders of the day, including Asquith and
Henderson, Bonar Law thought and said that, morally, the Allies

had a right to claim every penny, but he never for a moment either

believed or declared that such a right could in practice be enforced.

In a speech at Mile End he stated that the task of the Allied experts

would be

“to examine this question with precisely the same amount of scientific

skill and energy, as an accountant examining the books of a bankrupt To

find out how much he could pay his creditors. ...”

“Whatever amount we get, it would be holding out a hope, the fulfil-

ment of which I cannot conceive, to suggest that Germany could pay our

whole war debt. Whatever amount we get, the burden upon this country

will only be met, in my opinion, by something in the nature of a different

way of living and reduced expenditure.”

But the truth was that the political pressures under which the Allied

statesmen had to work were such that a really sensible solution to

the reparations problem was almost unobtainable. Keynes, who re-

signed his post in disgust, published at the end of 1919 The Economic
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Consequences of the Peace - a masterpiece which will long live in the

annals of literature and polemic. His case against the economic
clauses of the Treaty is devastating and unanswerable. But he is far

less convincing on the political aspects ofthe Treaty. He is^ moreover,

less than just in his treatment of the characters and motives of those

who made the Treaty. Never a politician himself, indeed highly

contemptuous of the whole breed, he does not allow sufficiently for

the formidable difficulties that lay in the way of Lloyd George and
his colleagues. Carried away by his own brilliant argument, he seems

at times to forget that politics is in the last resort the art of the

possible. His description of the Treaty and its makers cannot be

regarded as a final verdict - nor, it is fair to add, was this Keynes’s
,

intention.

As far as the British were concerned the political difficulties can

be divided into two categories ~ foreign and domestic. In the former

came the problem of agreement with France. It must never be for-

gotten that the whole of France was obsessed by a passionate desire

to exact the uttermost farthing from Germany, and a deep conviction

that only the ruthless imposition of crippling peace-terms would
prevent the revival of their enemy. Clemenceau, whom Keynes
depicts as the embodiment of this avid spirit of implacable hate, was
in reality widely suspected in France of being far too lenient. His

position was the object of constant innuendo and intrigue on the part

of Poincare, the President, and of open hostility from Marshal Foch.

At the end of the year he was to be rejected for the Presidency

because he had not been sufficiently rigorous towards Germany.
Lloyd George had to reckon on the high probability that, if he forced

Clemenceau into resignation, any alternative French Government
would be - not more liberal - rather, more narrowly rigorous, more
determined than ever to insist on reparation clauses wholly impossible

o£ fulfilment.

Then there was the home front to consider. It is not true, as we
have already seen, that Lloyd George or Bonar Law were bound by
election pledges to insist upon impossible terms. But it is true that

many - perhaps a majority - of their supporters in the House of

Commons had made wildly imprudent promises. It is true that the

British public was in general wholly ignorant of those economic facts

of life which render impracticable the payment of gigantic indemni-

ties by one country to another. It is also true that no Prime Minister

could have survived a day if he had submitted to the House of Com-
mons as a final figure for reparations even the highest sum that was
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actually within Germany’s power to pay. These errors and delusions

under which the public laboured were carefully fostered by North-

cliffe’s papers as part ofhis vendetta against Lloyd George and Bonar
Law, and were presented daily with all the persuasiveness of skilled

journalism. In the House of Commons, Northcliffe’s satellite, Ken-
nedy Jones, assiduously repeated the same absurdities and soon

started a highly successful whispering campaign to the effect that

Lloyd George, through weakness and subserviency to President Wilson,

intended to betray the just demands of the British and French nations

for a severe and rigorous peace treaty.

Towards the end of March trouble flared into the open. Colonel

Claude Lowther, M.P., circulated a memorandum to all Members of

Parliament in which he claimed that Germany could easily pay the

;{^25,ooo million which he reckoned as the cost of the war. Bonar
Law asked Keynes to produce a “light and airy” criticism of

Lowther’s arguments, which were exceptionally ludicrous even by
the standards of the school of thought to which he belonged. Keynes
did so, demonstrating by exactly parallel arguments how if Colonel

Lowther had ^^5,000 p.a. it would be possible for the Chancellor of

the Exchequer to obtain a million pounds from him. He added this

cautionary note:^'

‘The only flaw I can see is that he may for all I know be easily able to

pay a million. If so, please cook up the figures to taste.”

In his reply to a debate initiated by Lowther on April 2nd, Bonar

Law observed that Colonel Lowther had quoted from an election

speech of Lloyd George:

“The one part he did not mention was the part which was the basis, I

believe, of all the Prime Minister’s speeches, and that was not that he
would make Germany pay the whole cost of the War but that we would
exact from Germany whatever Germany was able to pay. Every time this

subject has been raised I have had the feeling that I am more out of

sympathy with Members, who support the Government, on this subject

than on any other that has been raised. If that is due to any real difference

of opinion it cannot be helped because everything I have said in this

House is precisely what I have said during the Election. I have not

changed my view.”

And Bonar Law went on to quote from his own speech at Mile

End, to which reference has been made above. He begged members
not to adhere to the “curious idea that if you have doubt about

arithmetical figures you are friendly to the Boche”. He urged them

to believe that the Government had precisely the same ends in mind
as their supporters in the House, He ended:
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‘‘If we cannot come to the same conclusions it is simply because our
minds will not allow us. ... I remember reading in one of Carlyle’s works,

I forget which, he was describing a very bitter controversy about some-
thing - 1 think it was probably religion ~ and he said the protagonists

were shouting at each other, ‘God confound you for your theory of irre-

gular verbs’. In this matter there is no difference of principle and I hope
my Friends neither outwardly nor in their hearts will be inclined to say,

‘God confound you and your rotten arithmetic’.”

But Bonar Law was under no delusion that he had quelled the

storm. As he wrote a day later to the Prime Minister:^

“I had a bad time about indemnities last night. I do not think I con-

vinced anyone and probably nine out of ten, of the Unionist Members at

least, were very disgusted.”

He was right. A few days later Kennedy Jones forwarded in a tele-

gram to Lloyd George in Paris a round robin from 370 M.P.s urging

him to stand firm on the question of making Germany pay for the

war. Even before this telegram arrived Lloyd George had been veer-

ing round to the view that the only solution, which was politically

feasible and which offered any hope of common sense ultimately

prevailing, would be to name no definite total figure in the repara-

tions clause. The peace treaty would simply contain a general state-

ment of Germany’s liability to pay for the war, but the actual figure

would be left for subsequent assessment by a Permanent Reparations

Commission. The Kennedy Jones telegram convinced him that this

was the best solution. It also convinced him that serious trouble

impended at home. He returned to England and vigorously defended

his conduct of negotiations before the House on April i6th. Lloyd

George always believed that attack was the best form of defence,

and his speech was memorable for his invective against Northcliffe.

He did not refer to that great newspaper owner by name but every-

one knew whom he meant when he castigated Kennedy Jones for

Gsing information from “a reliable source”.

“Reliable! That is the last adjective I would use. It is here today,

jumping there tomorrow, and there the next day. I would as soon rely on
a grasshopper.”

He then referred to Northcliffe’s “ridiculous expectations”,

“diseased vanity”, “black crime against humanity”. He regretted

that The Times was still believed in France to be a serious organ.

“They do not know that it is merely a threepenny edition of the

Daily MailT
It was one of Lloyd George’s most brilliant performances and for
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the time being disarmed criticism. But it was clear from the tone of

the House of Commons that the Government could not afford to

appear to err towards leniency in the peace negotiations. Keynes
many years later referred with asperity in a review of Winston
Churchill’s Aftermath to the alleged way in which political leaders

shrugged their shoulders at the Peace Treaty and consoled them-

selves with the reflection that nothing could be done about it anyway.

. the doctrine that statesmen must always act contrary to their con-

victions, when to do otherwise would lose them office, implies that they
are less easily replaceable than is really the case. I believed then, and
believe now, that it was a situation where an investment in political

courage would have been marvellously repaid in the end.’’^

This is to ignore the political realities of the time. Neither Lloyd

George nor Bonar Law had delusions about being irreplaceable, but

they also had no delusions as to the sort of influences that would
I'eplace them. Suppose Glemenceau and Lloyd George had vanished

from the political scene, who would have ruled in their place? In

France a Government dominated by Poincare and the extreme Right.

In England one that was obedient to the whims of Northcliflfe and
Kennedy Jones. And would a peace concluded under such auspices

have been more just than the Versailles settlement? It is a delusion

to suppose that an effective alternative administration composed of

high-minded Liberals existed even in England. It certainly did not in

France.

4

And, after all, was the final settlement really so iniquitous? In the

end no figure for reparations was inserted. Germany was declared

responsible for all the loss and damage in the war, but it was recog-

nized that she could not pay this in full. She was, however, obliged

to promise '^‘to make compensation for all damage done to the civili^

population of the Allied powers and to their property”. This was to

be assessed in two years time by a Reparations Commission upon

which Britain, France, America, Italy and Belgium would be repre-

sented. Lloyd George hoped that the delay would give time for

passions to cool and for the inflated post-war prices to come down.

He also expected that the chairmanship of the Commission would go

to America, and that Britain, Italy and America holding a majority

would prevent the French from pushing their claims too far. The
Commission had wide powers to vary the method of payment and

postpone dates. It could not however let Germany off any part ofher
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obligations, as finally assessed, except with the permission of the

several Governments represented. Meanwhile, Germany was to pay,

on account as it were, 5(^1,000 million over the next two years.

The indefiniteness of Germany’s obligation was undoubtedly a

grave defect rightly condemned by Keynes, but it was perhaps

preferable to a definite sum of enormous magnitude which was the

only practical alternative. The obligation to pay ^r,ooo million in

two years has also been very severely criticized, especially by Keynes,

but it is not, in fact, so very different from the calculation of the

Treasury committee which he himself headed in autumn 1918.

That committee considered that over the course of three years a sum
of more than £1^000 million but less than ;^2,ooo million could by
drastic methods be extracted. Perhaps Keynes had changed his mind
on reflection, but the figure which he now attacked so vigorously

does not seem outrageous, assuming that the original Treasury esti-

mate was reasonable.

It is no part of this book to deal with the general criticisms of the

Peace Treaties - only to consider them so far as they concerned

Bonar Law. There are other and graver charges against the final

settlement, especially against the claim put forward successfully by
General Smuts to include in civilian damage the cost ofwar pensions

and separation allowances - a claim which trebled the total bill

ultimately presented to Germany. Bonar Law did not worry about

this, because, like Lloyd George, he hoped that the Reparations

Commission would interpret its functions in a liberal fashion despite

the clauses of the Treaty. Unfortunately - and this, rather than the

economic clauses, was the real disaster - the Americans withdrew
completely as a corollary of their refusal to ratify the Treaty.

Accordingly the French claimed the chairmanship and hence a

casting vote which, since Belgium was for these purposes a French

Upcket borough, ensured them a perpetual majority. As the first

chairman was Poincare it was inevitable that the Commission should

interpret every dubious clause or discretionary power in the most
harsh and exacting spirit. Lloyd George and Bonar Law can scarcely

be blamed for failing to foresee the future in this respect.

The Treaty, which was finally signed on June 28th, had a good
reception in England and the Prime Minister reached a high point in

popularity and prestige. Bonar Law regarded his colleague’s achieve-

ment with deep admiration. It was therefore with alacrity that he
agreed to a suggestion from the King that Lloyd George should

receive some signal honour or reward. The difficulty was to decide
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what this should be. Lord Stamfordham suggested the Garter or a

Pension^ Bonar Law consulted Balfour, who pointed out that Lloyd

George was entitled under the existing law to draw a pension of

^2,000 but that this would involve no special distinction. A higher

pension would need legislation and this might be embarrassing since

the Liberal Party had set their faces against such pensions and ‘‘have

played up to one of the small prejudices of democracy, which is in

favour of the underpayment of their public men. In my opinion this

is greatly to be regretted, but it is the fact”.^

As for the Garter, Balfour saw no objection except that it was

technically given on the advice of the Prime Minister,^ and this

might be rather awkward in the circumstances. He added a further

difficulty ~ “That if we once begin giving the Garter for merit,

irrespective of rank, the troubles of future Prime Ministers in recom-

mending for that honour will be greatly increased!” Bonar Law
decided against either of these courses and suggested to Lord Stam-

fordham that the Order of Merit might be the most appropriate

honour since it was given entirely on the King’s own initiative and

not on ministerial advice.^ There was a minor difficulty because the

rules governing this particular honour seemed to preclude its award

for political service, but in the end this was disregarded, and, on

August 5th, Lloyd George received the Order of Merit.

^ This IS no longer true. Since 1946 the Orders of the Garter and Thistle have been the

Sovereign’s personal gift.
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I

During all these months and indeed for much of the remainder

of the year Lloyd George’s absence abroad left Bonar Law in

virtual charge of domestic affairs. It was a period marked by

much labour unrest and by frequent strikes. Looking back on it from

the vantage point of thirty-five years we can see that the trouble was

largely caused by post-war readjustment, and by the adverse effect

of the war upon the purchasing power of money. At the time, how-

ever, it seemed due to more sinister influences, and there were many
who saw in this unrest the prelude to far reaching, perhaps revolu-

tionary, upheavals in society. The Bolshevik revolution in Russia

with its aggressive ideology and its appeal to the working classes of

the world appeared to be the hidden cause behind these alarming

manifestations.

Bonar Law regarded much of this apprehension as mere alarmism.

He was well aware of the grave threat which protracted strikes

offered to the national economy, but he was well aware too of the

grievances which lay behind the strikers’ demands. He saw that it

was not enough to attribute every working class demand to the sub-

versive influence of Bolshevism. A story, perhaps apocryphal, but

certainly characteristic, is told of Bonar Law at about this time. He
was dining after addressing a political meeting in the country. His

411
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hostess referring to the strikers said, ''Now do tell me, Mr. Bonar

Law, what do these people really want?” Bonar Law looked at the

table with its glittering load of glass and silver, at the portraits on the

walls, at the silently efficient servants. "Perhaps”, he said in his soft

voice, "they want just a little of all this.”^

It was fortunate that Bonar Law, a business man himself and
leader of the party which its enemies accused of being the party of

big business, should have held reasonably liberal views on the

question of labour. Many of his supporters were of a very different

persuasion. Everyone has heard of the famous description of the

1919 Parliament as "hard faced men who look as if they have done

well out of the war” - a phrase sometimes attributed to Keynes and
sometimes to Baldwin. J. C. Davidson on entering Parliament in

November 1920 referred in a letter to Lord Stamfordham to "the

high percentage of hard headed men, mostly on the make, who fill

up the ranks of the Unionist Party. The old-fashioned country

gentlemen, and even the higher ranks of the learned professions, are

scarcely represented at all”.^ Asquith who returned to Parliament at

a by-election early in 1920 always maintained that it was the worst

Parliament he ever knew. These opinions are not of course final or

conclusive, but there is plenty of contemporary evidence that the

Coupon Election had produced a very different - and in some ways

less satisfactory - House than anything in recent times. The change

even struck Lloyd George himselfwho observed on one occasion that

it was no longer the House of Commons that he was addressing, but

the Associated Chambers of Commerce on one side and the T.U.C.

on the other.

It certainly seems clear that a large number of M.P.s owed their

prosperity to the war-time profits of business. They had not of course

done anything illegal or corrupt, but their presence as supporters of

the Government, at a time when profiteering was generally stigr

matized as morally reprehensible, tended both to lower public

esteem for the Government and to exacerbate class bitterness. Had
they been led by anyone of the same rather narrow employers’ out-

look as themselves, the situation in 1919 and 1920 might well have

been far more unpleasant than it actually was.

The first big crisis in industrial relations arose early in 1919. The
railwaymen, miners and transport workers - the Triple Alliance as

they came to be known - all put forward demands for higher wages

and shorter working hours. The Government, having taken over

responsibility for the railways and mines, was at once involved in the
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dispute with the first two of these groups. It was also involved in the

other dispute, since the fulfilment of the trade unionists’ demands
involved legislation. There was, indeed, already in existence a

Royal Commission presided over by Lord Justice Sankey, investi-

gating the whole position of coal mines in Britain. Towards the

middle of March a crisis seemed imminent, and, in Lloyd George’s

absence Bonar Law had to deal with it. The details of the negotiations

have little interest today, but the memorandum which Bonar Law
sent to Lloyd George deserves a few extracts

“We are having a Cabinet at 6 p.m. and what I propose if the Cabinet
approve is to make a statement to the House as soon as possible on the

general situation.

“As regards transport workers negotiations under the direction of the

Minister of Labour have been going on, and the employers have made
offers which seem to me reasonable and will I hope be accepted.

“As regards railways I hope to have a statement which will enable me
to say, in effect, what the demands of the men are: give some idea of what
the cost would be, and state what we have offered, which means an addi-

tion which cannot be estimated but may be as much as 5,000,000. . . .

“As regards the miners I shall give the substance of the three reports

(coal owners’, miners’ and the Chairman’s) and shall say that the Govern-
ment intend to adopt Sankey’s Report and to take all the necessary steps

to carry it out without delay.

“As regards nationalization I shall give extracts showing that no one
expected it to be decided now. ... I am to see Sankey at 4 o’clock today
and I propose to say to the House that I have his authority for stating that

he would be prepared to give a report on nationalization within a given

time, say 2 months.
“I shall then add that both miners and railwaymen are servants not of

employers but of the State: that a strike would be against the State and
that the State must win and must use all its power for that purpose, other-

wise it would be the end of Government in this country. ...”

Bonar Law then declared that he was prepared if a strike broke

out to pass legislation empowering the Government to seize strike

funds and arrest the leaders.

He ended:

“It is quite possible that your absence may be criticized and we may be
asked whether there is anyone who is empowered to act with the authority

of the Prime Minister in an emergency. I propose to say that I have full

authority from you to act in that way and shall so act.”

Bonar Law’s tendency to efface himself and seek the shadows

rather than the spotlights of political life has sometimes given him
the reputation of indecisiveness and procrastination. The words of

this document show that such a notion is far from correct. It is not
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the language of a man who feared responsibility or was reluctant

to act. In the event no strike took place. Bonar Law’s offers were
accepted for the time being. The labour crisis temporarily dis-

appeared and a serious threat to the national economy at a parti-

cularly bad time was averted. Bonar Law received many congratu-

latory letters after his speech in the House of March 20th. The King
sent a particularly cordial message, and Lloyd George wrote from
Paris

must once more congratulate on the extreme skill and success with
which you handled the industrial situation. As you say I have no doubt
there are plenty of troubles ahead of us [this was one of Bonar Law’s
favourite expressions] but it is very satisfactory to know that you have
overcome the worst of them in England and I shall be very happy were I

able to do so well with my troubles here.”

This was by no means the end of industrial disputes during the

Coalition Government, but it was perhaps the most serious crisis

which Bonar Law had to deal with personally. The general prosperity

of the country remained at a high level till the end of 1920. In

December of that year unemployment figures suddenly climbed from

the figure of about 300,000 to 700,000. By Mai'ch 1921 they reached

1,300,000. In June they were over two million. The slump that thus

convulsed English industrial life did not seriously affect Bonar Law’s

political career. He had resigned from the Government through ill

health, within three months' of the breaking of the post-war boom.

It might be reasonable to suppose that Bonar Law’s role on the

home front would have become less important with the conclusion of

the Paris negotiations. In fact, however, Lloyd George continued to

leave much to his colleague. It was not until November 13th that he

appeared at question time in the House ofCommons for the first time

since the formation ofthe Government. He did indeed revert formally

to a more orthodox machinery of government, and in October 1910

set up a fully representative Cabinet on peace time lines, but foreign

affairs continued to absorb his attention. By the beginning of 1920 he

was the sole survivor in politics of the Big Four who had made the

Peace Treaty. This gave him a prestige which he did not fail to

exploit. The affairs of Europe were still in chaos. In those optimistic

days it was still believed that meetings of Prime Ministers or Heads

of State were the panacea for all political ills. Now after thirty-five

years of disillusionment we realize that this remedy may be more

perilous than the disease, but no such gloomy forebodings bothered

Lloyd George. Travelling in his special train from conference to
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conferenccj attended by an imposing retinue of friends, secretaries,

and satellites, the Prime Minister seemed the very incarnation of the

new diplomacy. Those who applauded his glittering progresses

through the capitals of Europe gave little thought to the grey and
colourless figure who hovered in the background. But Lloyd George
did not forget - at least in his more reflective moments - how much
he depended upon this faithful lieutenant for the political support at

home, without which all this splendour would soon have been seen

as the insubstantial pageant that perhaps it really was.

2

At the beginning of 1920 the Coalition Government was becoming
less popular. By-elections had, indeed, gone adversely all through

1919, and early in the New Year two redoubtable opponents made
their way back into Parliament. At Spen Valley Sir John Simon was

victorious. At Paisley Asquith defeated the Labour candidate by

3,000 votes while the Conservative Coalitionist who had received a

letter of support from Bonar Law - though not from Lloyd George -

actually lost his deposit. Nor was the House of Commons always easy

to manage. A huge majority is never very ready to accept party

discipline. On one occasion in October 1919 the Government actually

sustained a defeat - on a relatively unimportant amendment to the

Aliens^ Bill. It required all Bonar Law’s tact as leader to induce the

House to reverse this decision a few days later.

The adverse trend of by-elections, the general lack of co-operation

between Conservatives and Coalition Liberals in the constituencies,

suggested to both Bonar Law and Lloyd George the possibility of

formally uniting the two parties. Early in 1920 there were wide-

spread rumours that ‘Tusion”, as it was called, would soon be

announced. Had anything come of these proposals the course of

English political history might have been very different. There were

many powerful figures who supported the plan. Churchill on the

Liberal side, Birkenhead, Austen Chamberlain and Balfour on the

Conservative side, all in varying degrees favoured some such union.

It had obvious advantages for Lloyd George since it would open the

way for him to secure what at the moment was the weapon that his

armoury most lacked - control over a properly organized party

machine and adequate party funds.

The whole question was brought to a head early in March 1920.

A by-election impended at Stockport, and Lord Salisbury wrote a

letter advising the local Conservative association not to support the
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Coalition Liberal candidate. This episode seemed a striking example
of the difficulties which would constantly arise until co-operation

between the parties in Parliament was reinforced by a corresponding

co-operation in the constituencies, Bonar Law and Lloyd George
agreed that a real amalgamation between their respective parties

was desirablcj if it could be attained. Bonar Law was not, indeed, as

enthusiastic as Lloyd George and accepted the idea as a disagreeable

necessity rather than as a boon in itself. Meanwhile, on March 2nd,

further pressure was brought on the two leaders in the form ofa round
robin from ninety-five M.P.s, forwarded by Captain Colin Coote,

stating:

“that this group believing in the National necessity for the Coalition

expresses the hope that it may develop into a Single United Party.*’

On March loth Balfour submitted to Bonar Law the draft of a

letter which he proposed to write to Lord Aldenham, the chairman

of the Conservative Committee in the City of London, Balfour’s

constituency. The letter was intended for publication and was a

vigorous exposition of the case for amalgamating the Coalition

Liberal and the Conservative organizations.®

Bonar Law showed it to the Prime Minister, and they agreed that

Lloyd George should sound out opinion among the Coalition

Liberal Ministers. If it was favourable he would take the opportunity

of hinting at the need for some degree of amalgamation when he

addressed the Coalition Liberal M.P.s the following week. Bonar

Law would throw out a similar hint at a meeting at which he was

billed to speak a day later. But this plan ran into a wholly unexpected

snag. Lloyd George found that the Coalition Liberal Ministers were

far from favourable to the proposed fusion and on the contrary

attached great importance to retaining the name of ‘liberal”. This

attitude was surprising since they were, on the face of things, the very

people who would gain most by the proposed change, but, howevei^

surprising, it was a fact to be reckoned with.

On March 24th Bonar Law wrote to Balfour an account of what

had happened:^

“L.G. first of all met his Liberal Ministers and he found that they were

much more frightened at the idea of losing their identity as Liberals than

he had expected. In consequence when he met the Coalition Liberals as a

whole he spoke only of the need for closer co-operation. . . , The result of

this will probably be not to attempt any real fusion of the Parties but to get

co-operation, something on the lines of the Liberal Unionists and Con-

servatives in the early days. This will be very difficult to arrange and will
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certainly not be efficient but personally I am not sorry at the turn events

have taken.

do not like the idea of complete fusion if it can be avoided, but I had
come to think, as you had also, that it was really inevitable if the Coalition

were to continue. But it always seemed to me more important from L.G.'^s

point ofview than from ours. As a Party we were losing nothing and, since

the necessity of going slowly in the matter has come from L.G.’s own
friends, I do not regret it. . .

Balfour’s letter was, accordingly, never published. Bonar Law
wrote on similar lines to Derby who, though Ambassador in Paris,

took a keen interest then as always in the machinery of politics.

Derby favoured ‘‘fusion”, but he had shrewdly warned Bonar Law
earlier that, unless it came at once, it would never come at all. He
replied to Bonar Law’s letter:®

“I quite understand now what the position is. This fuss in the Press

undoubtedly will give you more trouble in bringing about a fusion than

would otherwise have occurred, and holiday time is always a bad time as

it is then when intrigues are got up. . .

In the end fusion was dropped. The reluctance of the Liberal

Ministers postponed a decision, and postponement was in this case

tantamount to rejection. As time went by, amalgamation became

more and more difficult. The chance that the Liberals threw away in

1920 never recurred. Though they little realized it at the time, their

political doom had been sealed -and, with theirs, that of the

greatest of them all, Lloyd George himself.

3

No account of Bonar Law’s career during these years would be

complete without some reference, however brief, to events in Ireland.

For the war had brought no solution to the problems ofthat unhappy

land. Indeed it had only served to exacerbate the furious hatreds

^^^ich had for so long poisoned the politics of the Emerald Isle. In a

famous passage during one of his speeches on the Irish Free State

Bill, early in 1922, Winston Churchill described the extraordinary

persistency of the Irish feud.

“The mode and thought of men, the whole outlook on affairs, the

grouping of parties, all have encountered violent and tremendous changes

in the deluge of the world, but as the deluge subsides and the waters fall

we see the dreary steeples of Fermanagh and Tyrone emerging once

again.”

An attempt had been made during 1917 to secure some basis of

agreement between North and South, but the Convention appointed
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for that purpose achieved nothing. At the General Election of 1918 a

new and disagreeable change in the character of Irish nationalism

became manifest. The old Irish Nationalist Party, which, whatever

its faults, at least stood for Home Rule within the Empire, was
obliterated for ever. Instead there were returned 73 Sinn Feiners

who repudiated the British allegiance and aimed at establishing an

independent republic. They refused to take their seats at West-

minster ~ thus missing another splendid opportunity of convulsing

British Parliamentary life - and declared themselves the legitimate

government of Ireland. Early in 1919 the extremists of the Party, a

group of desperadoes and fanatics, began a campaign of arson and
murder which grew steadily worse as the year went on, culminating

with an attempt - nearly successful - at assassinating Lord French,

the Viceroy. The Government of Ireland endeavoured to meet these

tactics by the ordinary legal methods but had little or no success.

Bonar Law’s attitude to these events was by no means one of blind

resistance to nationalist aspirations. He had agreed with Lloyd

George that the presence of the Home Rule Bill on the statute book

made the preservation of the Union morally impossible. As long as

Ulster was safeguarded from coercion he was prepared to agree to a

substantial measure ofHome Rule for the rest of Ireland. Meanwhile,

he was determined to uphold law and order in Ireland. ^Tor the

present”, he wrote on September 14th, 1919, in reply to a letter from

Lord Stamfordham, ‘‘the policy of His Majesty’s Government must

be what it has been throughout - of supporting the Irish Govern-

ment in taking whatever measures they think necessary to secure

orderly government in Ireland.”^

Throughout 1919 a Cabinet committee headed by Walter Long
was busy preparing a new Irish Home Rule Bill. On March 30th,

1920, it received its Second Reading in the House of Commons. It

fell to Bonar Law to reply to Asquith’s attack upon the new measure^.

By common consent this was one ofBonar Law’s finest Parliamentary

performances. He sat listening to Asquith, his head thrown back,

eyes riveted on the ceiling. Then he rose immediately afterwards and

speaking for forty-five minutes without a single note dealt point by

point with Asquith’s speech. He received a great ovation at the end.

The new Bill created separate Home Rule Parliaments for Ulster

and the South. It provided for the creation of an all-Ireland Council

to which, if the two Parliaments could ever agree, almost complete

Dominion powers might be assigned. It remains to this day the legal

basis of the Government in Northern Ireland. But in the South the
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measure, which might well have been accepted ten years earlier,

was blown aside with contempt - such was the changed temper of

Irish nationalism. Although the Bill became law in December 1920
it was never put into operation in Southern Ireland.

Meanwhile, the British Government at last decided in favour of
drastic measures against the Sinn Feiners. In April 1920 Sir Hamar
Greenwood was appointed Irish Secretary. A man of great courage,

clear-headedness, and determination, he saw at once that the

existing methods of enforcing order were inadequate. He proceeded

to recruit during the summer additional armed constabulary to rein-

force the numbers in Ireland. They soon began to turn the tables on
Sinn Fein. In the course of doing so they were driven to take reprisals

and adopt many of the same methods as their enemies. This policy

provoked much grave moral censure from high-minded persons in

England. But it was effective. By the end of 1920, thanks to the

“Black and Tans”, the tide had begun to turn against the terrorist

campaign.

In the spring of 1920 an important domestic event occurred in

Bonar Law’s life. For some time past on his visits to Cherkley he had
been accompanied by his eldest daughter. Recently General Sir

Frederick Sykes, formerly Chief of Air Staff and now the Controller

of Civil Aviation, who was a friend of Beaverbrook, had been in the

habit ofgoing there too whenever Isabel Law was present. To every-

one except Bonar Law it was quite clear what impended. At last

Beaverbrook decided that it was time to enlighten Bonar Law. When
he did so it was with that vigorous directness for which he is so well

known. “Bonar,” he said one day, “Sykes is after Isabel.” Bonar

Law - and this is a not uncommon failing among fathers - remained

incredulous. Nevertheless, he thought that he ought to find out. His

enquiry was anticipated by his daughter who, the same evening, told

him that it was indeed true that she had become engaged to General

Sykes. “Oh, Isabel”, was the reply, “how could you, when you knew
I was so worried about Ireland!” That evening he telephoned

Beaverbrook who recalls his opening words

“Max, a dreadful thing has happened ...”

However, this perturbation did not last for long and was in no

way due to any disapproval of his future son-in-law. On the contrary

Bonar Law had long been friendly with Sir Frederick Sykes, and

treated him from then onwards as if he had been his own son. His

alarm was caused by the prospect of losing a daughter to whom he

was deeply devoted, and on whom he had come to rely for much of
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his domestic happiness. The wedding took place at St. Columba’s,

Pont Street, onJune 3rd. The day before, a presentation of plate was
made by the Speaker to Miss Law on behalf of 600 M.P.s. It was
not only a tribute to her own popularity, it was also a sign of the

respect and affection with which her father was regarded by members
of all political parties.

The remainder of 1920 was dominated by the Irish question,

which we have already discussed, and by continued labour troubles.

In the latter Bonar Law played an active part as mediator. As has

been seen, his views on labour were by no means those traditionally

associated with the business man. Indeed one of Bonar Law’s

greatest assets was his ability to get on well with Trade Union
leaders. This was largely because of his candid acknowledgement of

the force of some of their arguments. Bonar Law never gave the

impression of being impervious to their case even when it appeared

to undermine the whole basis of the capitalist system. True, he did

not agree with them, and never left any doubt about his own views,

but the very fact that he would discuss the most revolutionary sug-

gestion and appear to consider it purely on its merits without refer-

ence to traditional prejudice or political doctrine made him personally

more liked and trusted than many Ministers who were in fact pre-

pared to concede far more.

Bonar Law’s days, like those ofall political leaders in modern times,

were filled with a constant round ofpressing problems which required

instant answers. As Leader of the House he had to deal with almost

every variety of Government business - appointments, answers to

questions, replies to debates. Cabinet meetings. Profound thought

about long-term issues of policy was almost impossible. He was

perhaps the busiest minister in the Cabinet. He seldom took a

holiday. Even the newspapers began during the summer of 1920 to

comment on the tiredness of his appearance, and it was perhaps ^
symptom of the same trouble that there were repeated complaints

in the Press gallery of his inaudibility in the House of Commons.
Fatigue did not however lead to irritability or testiness. Bonar Law
continued to excite admiration by his smooth and masterly handling

of the House.

In July 1920 there occurred an episode which tried his powers to

the full. General Dyer, who commanded a brigade near Amritsar in

the Punjab, had in April 1919 suppressed riots there witli a degree of

ruthlessness which was regarded as quite incompatible with the

proper attitude of a British soldier towards the Indian population.
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Dyer openly declared that his purpose in ordering his men to fire

long after the danger of riot was over had been to strike terror by
this example all over India. He was censured by Sir Charles Monro,
the Commander-in- Chief, and removed from his command. Mon-
ro’s action was upheld by E. S. Montagu, the Secretary for India.

Montagu had long been suspected by many Conservatives as

dangerously pro-Indian in his political views, and there were some
who openly declared that this could be explained by Montagu’s own
racial antecedents. The debate on the case of General Dyer was
characterized by great acrimony. Carson led the opposition and
hinted that Dyer was being sacrificed as a scapegoat. A speech from

Churchill in defence of Montagu did nothing to allay the fury of the

High Tories. Even Bonar Law had some difficulty in carrying

opinion with him but eventually he succeeded in doing so. He
expressed every sympathy with General Dyer but said: 'T hold that

General Dyer’s action was wrong and the Government is bound to

declare that it was wrong.” Although Bonar Law had thus as in duty

bound rallied to the defence of Edwin Montagu, his private opinion

of the Secretary for India was not high. Three months earlier he had
written to Lloyd George a letter, whose precise context is not quite

clear, but which evidently refers to the Dyer case:^

‘T saw Max yesterday. E.M. is going to do nothing. With all his clever-

ness he has evidently some of the poorest qualities of his race.”

Montagu had by now inspired the implacable animosity of the

greater part of the Conservative Party. It was with something like a

howl of delight that they were able to wreak their vengeance upon
him two years later.

Public men sooner or later cannot escape - if they are sufficiently

eminent - the ordeal of academic honours being thrust upon them.

%)nar Law was the least academically minded of men. Keynes

describes how at Cambridge he once made ^^a charming little speech

given to undergraduates after dinner in which he dismissed with

sweet-tempered cynicism everything a university stands for”.^Bu tthis

did not prevent him receiving in 1920 an honorary D.C.L. from that

University. He was doubtless pleased with the compliment especially

as the degree was conferred upon him by Balfour who had recently

become Chancellor.

An honour which gave him even greater pleasure was his election

at the end of 1919 to the Lord Rectorship of Glasgow University.

It was particularly gratifying to be victorious in that Liberal centre
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especially as his rival was Professor Gilbert Murray who was not

only a most eminent scholar, but a strong exponent of the purest

Asquithian Liberalism. One of the tasks of the Lord Rector is to

deliver an address on the occasion of his installation. Bonar Law had
to postpone this until March 1921, owing to the pressure of political

duties. He chose as his theme the subject of ‘'Ambition”. It seemed a

surprising choice for someone who was widely but erroneously

believed to be wholly without that quality. His address delivered as

usual without notes contained no startling new thoughts, and does

not lend itself to quotation.

It was, however, received with tumultuous applause. There were

festivities and jollifications of every kind, at which he had to assist.

There were torchlight processions in the cold and dank weather.

There were luncheon parties, and even dances that he had to attend.

It was noticed by some that Bonar Law looked on occasion very

weary during these days. It was also noticed that during his address

he did something most unusual for him: he hesitated more than once

for words, as if he had for the moment forgotten what to say, and he

seemed somewhat disconcerted by the boisterous efforts of his student

audience to fill in the gaps.
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I

WITHIN a week of his resounding success at Glasgow Bonar

Law astonished the political world by resigning from all his

offices. He had not, in fact, been feeling well for some time

past. On one occasion after a Cabinet meeting he had a brief black-

out, and his health was at last beginning to show the strain of six

years of exhausting official duties. During his visit to Glasgow he

contracted a chill, and on returning to London he resolved to have a

thorough medical overhaul. The result of this was decisive. On
Tuesday, March 15th, 1921, Bonar Law wrote to Balfour warning

him of what would happen.^

*
“I have talked to you about it, but I do not think you could possibly

quite realize how irksome I have found my work for more than three years.

While the war lasted I did not think of giving up but ever since I have

longed for release. What, however, brought it to a point is that I got a

slight chill the other day and I have been examined by my Doctor. I have

felt that as long as it was only a question ofmy feelings it would be unfair

to L.G. and perhaps cowardly to run away while the difficulties are so

great, but Dr. May after examining me for blood pressure told me
definitely that unless I could take immediately at least a three-months

holiday a breakdown is quite inevitable.

“I saw L.G. and though at first he said that if I went he would certainly

go also, he was afterwards very kind and considerate. He asked to be

423
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allowed to see my Doctor himself and the latter wishes to have some one
else in consultation. If the expert confirms the opinion of my own Doctor
I must go, and, to show you how I myself feel I may add that already the

prospect of relief is making me feel much better.

“You have been so considerate ever since your own resignation that I

not only wish to let you know, before I have spoken to any of my other

colleagues, what is in my mind, but I am very anxious that you should
not have the feeling that I am shirking my duty.”

The specialist confirmed Dr. May’s verdict: Bonar Law was

suffering from dangerously high blood pressure; only a complete rest

for several months would restore him to health. On Thursday, May
17th, Lloyd George announced the news in the House of Commons.
He was overcome with emotion; his eyes were filled with tears; his

voice was so inaudible that for some time Members believed him to

be referring to the Speaker, James Lowther, whose resignation was

well known to be imminent. When at last it dawned upon the House

that Bonar Law was retiring from political life, amazement and

sorrow were universal. There was no small degree of consternation,

too. It was widely realized that the Coalition largely depended upon
the personal relations between Lloyd George and Bonar Law. Both in

the Press, and still more in the lobbies and the clubs, doubts were

soon expressed as to whether it could long survive the loss of the

junior partner whose role was not the less indispensable for its un-

obtrusiveness, The Financial News probably echoed the sentiments of

many when it wrote: ^‘Mr. Bonar Law’s resignation is more than a

nine-days’ wonder. It is probably the beginning of the end of

Coalition Government.”

A host of private messages from the King downwards, and in-

numerable public tributes testify to the deep affection which people

of every political party had by now come to feel for the Leader of the

House. Bonar Law had acquired through his transparent honesty,

his dry irony and humour, above all his essential kindliness, a reputa-

tion in the House of Commons, which could never be shaken. His

resignation was universally deplored.

He decided to make a clean cut with political life at once and on

Saturday, March 19th, only two days after his resignation had been

announced, he left for Cannes. Sir Frederick and Lady Sykes and

Richard Law went with him. It was convenient to take a long holiday

abroad, for, quite apart from considerations of health, he had for the

moment no home of his own in England. His resignation meant

giving up II Downing Street. He took a house at No. 24 Onslow

Gardens, but there was much to be done before he could live in it.
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At Cannes he stayed at his usual haunt, the Hotel Bellevue. It was
quiet, unfashionable, very comfortable and by no means inexpensive.

There he could relax, play golf and tennis by day and bridge and
chess in the evening. It was not long before he began to feel very

much better in health, and he soon resumed his interest in politics.

Balfour was also staying at Cannes. As is evident from the letter

quoted at the beginning of this chapter, Bonar Law’s relations with

his predecessor had become very much closer than in the years

immediately following his election to the leadership. Probably

Balfour’s adherence to the Coalition in 1916 -a decision as un-

expected as it was welcome - had contributed to this change, and
perhaps too Bonar Law had learned to penetrate behind the front of

impartial, aloof, courtesy which Balfour presented to friends, acquain-

tances, and enemies alike. Moreover, it is likely that Balfour had
come in the course of time to regard Bonar Law with more respect

and esteem than in the years before the war.

A letter of April 2nd from Lady Sykes to her husband who had
returned to London gives a vivid picture of the two men, and throws

an interesting light on Balfour’s attitude.^

“Father, Dick and I had tea upstairs with Mr. Balfour. He and Father

discussed German indemnities and problems of exchange. There was an
episode which you would have enjoyed very much, I think. Mr. Balfour

was standing before the fireplace gently scratching his arm and talking to

Father when a servant came in and gave him a letter. A.J.B. fumbled with
the envelope and looked helplessly at the man who thereupon opened the

letter for him. . . . Then he looked at the letter and said: ‘Oh dear, this is

from that man again. His name is So-and-So. Do you know anyone of that

name? He seems to live in this hotel. I had a letter from him a few days

ago asking if he might see me, because he knows George Younger’s aunt,

but I did not think that a sufficient reason and did not answer his letter.’

“Then he read out a part of the letter which gave as an additional

reason that he had helped Gwynne. So A.J.B. asks Father if he knows who
Qwynne is. Father says, ‘It must be the Editor of the Morning Post^ one of

the greatest enemies of the Government.’
“Then A.J.B ,

still gently scratching, consults his servant as to whether
he need see him and agrees to do so later in the day on his man’s recom-

mendation; but he still feels the reasons are insufficient . . .!

“Oh! I must tell you that Mr. Balfour was talking to me alone for a few

minutes after Father went to bridge and says that he thinks it’s an awful

mistake his (Father’s) giving up everything. I said I wished he had been
in London to advise Father, whereupon he said he wished to goodness he
had been, as he was quite sure he could have suggested arrangements

which would have met the case (I suppose he meant that he would have
led the House temporarily). He then said, or perhaps insinuated, that

Father was not in a fit state tojudge for himselfand that in a few months he
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will be fit and well - and bored to death. He was very nice and Fm afraid

I agree, don’t you?”

The day after this discussion Bonar Law himself wrote to Miss

Watson who was one ofhis devoted private secretaries at 1 1 Downing
Street. 'T am having a splendid time doing nothing and feel better

than I have done for several years.” Nearly two months later, on
May 27th, he wrote again to Miss Watson:

‘‘The French Doctor turned out to be Clemenceau’s Doctor. He seemed
to me to be very able and gave me the same account of my condition as

the other Doctors. He said that it was quite evident that it was necessary

for me to give up my political life, and, when my sister who was with me
interposed, ‘for the present’, he said that from what he knew of politics

he would not recommend me to return to it. At the same time he said that

all I needed was rest and freedom from worry; and as a matter offact I feel

better in every way than I have for more than four years. Lord Beaver-

brook and Goulding are coming over here tonight and perhaps I may
return to London soon before deciding what to do during the summer. I

have no doubt I shall get from them all there is in the way of gossip.

2

Meanwhile, what of the political scene from which Bonar Law had

made so sudden an exit? Inevitably his successor was Austen Cham-
berlain whose claims were overwhelming. He was unanimously

elected leader of the Conservative Party at a meeting in the Carlton

Club two days after Bonar Law had left for France. When taking

leave of him Bonar Law warned him that he would inherit no easy

position, and that the task ofkeeping the Party loyal to the Coalition

would be even more difficult than it had been over the last four years.

The new leader was not so well qualified as Bonar Law to cope

with this difficult situation. Upright, honourable, loyal, incapable of

intrigue, an able parliamentarian, he had all the virtues of a leader.

Yet there was something lacking. He was far less approachable than

Bonar Law. He did not mingle to the same extent with back bench

members. For all his ability there was in him a certain rigidity and

aloofness, emphasi2ed perhaps by his stiff appearance, impeccable

dress and perpetual monocle - a parody almost, it seemed, of his

famous father. Austen Chamberlain, warm-hearted though he was

behind this rather bleak fagade, never wholly succeeded in gaining

the affections of his followers.

When he became leader he was generally regarded as a stricter

party man than his predecessor, and more likely, therefore, to break

up the Coalition through insistence on Tory orthodoxy. This was a
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delusion. It was not through excessive devotion to Conservatism that

Austen Chamberlain damaged the Coalition. On the contrary he

was to succumb more completely than ever Bonar did to the en-

chanter’s spell. It was, rather, excessive loyalty to Lloyd George
which blinded Austen Chamberlain to the signs of discontent in his

own Party and caused him to steer far away from the opinions of his

own supporters till he brought the Coalition crashing on to the rocks

eighteen months later.

It would be idle to pretend that Bonar Law did not feel conscious

of a certain neglect on the part of his friends during these first weeks

of his retirement. It is true that he received plenty of letters from
Beaverbrook with a characteristic and vigorous running commentary
on politics. For example:'^

“The P.M. is active and his interest in his own situation never falters.

Evidently he never gets bored with power. Winston is very - very - very
-very angry^. . . . L.G. continues to lead Govt, and Opposition. Asquith
is his Deputy Leader - ofthe Govt. The old boy gets weaker and worse. He
cannot fight but his speeches about Courteney Ilbert, and Lowther are

unrivalled. ...”

And again:®

“About politics, George has decided to do away with an intermediary

in the leadership of the Tories. He gets on well with Austen who continues

to make much ofthe need for loyalty. But George fears for the permanency
of Austen’s leadership. The latter gets tired at 10 p.m. and cannot lead

with efficiency. He is like Asquith after dinner - but for another reason.

In Cabinet he gives unswerving support but George is not content.”

Others, however, were less mindful of their old friend. Bonar Law
was hurt that he had received no letter of condolence from Birken-

head. The latter, apprised of this fact, hastened to write on May 5th.

After explaining, somewhat unconvincingly, that he had written at

the time but that the letter must have been mislaid on the Woolsack,

Birkenhead continues:

“I cannot, my dear Bonar, recapture the moment of emotion in which I

wrote and to attempt it would now sound extravagant.

“But I said - and it is permanently true - that neither politics generally

nor the Unionist party in particular would ever be the same to me again.

I have now lost a sure and faithful sheet anchor with whom I could discuss

everything (the metaphor is mixed) in the most complete candour and
friendship. There is none who can take your place and as our friendship is

nearly fifteen years old it seems very unlikely to me that one will arise.

^ On Bonar Law’s resignation Austen Chamberlain became Lord Privy Seal, and Sir

Robert Horne Chancellor of the Exchequer. Apparently Churchill expected that appoint-
ment for himself.
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“I respect Austen very much but he is aloof and reserved. I seldom see

him and never seem to get to know him any better. . . .

‘'I shall be interested to hear when you return whether you miss the
great game or whether you get the repose and pleasure which you contem-
plated when you used to talk to me about giving up. . . . The P.M. keeps
at it in the most wonderful way: keeps his eye on the Press vigilantly and
is not, I think, quite disinterested in the leadership of the Unionist Party.

Winston, I think, is very disappointed at not getting the Exchequer. He
and I are dining with Max tonight. Will you be able to play tennis when
you come back^ Or golf which I have taken up again? Anyhow we shall

at least have bridge. You will be amused (and not displeased) to hear that

since January I have made ^^550 net at bridge. What cards, you will say!

But in fact I am less venturesome.

‘^Goodbye, Bonar* Give my love to Isabel and buy her a new dress

(from you, not from me)

.

do hope you are really stronger.

“Yours affectionately,

F.”

A few weeks later a cri du coeur came from Bonar Law’s old friend

and supporter, Sir James Remnant, M.P,

“I was glad to hear . . . that you are enjoying your freedom! Whether
or not you are, all I can say is that your friends are not enjoying your
absence! Come back again and lead us Your successor won’t do, and won’t
lead many. We wantjow back badly.

Soon after this Bonar Law heard from Lloyd George. Despite the

distress which he had shown when announcing his partner’s resigna-

tion the Prime Minister was apparently too deeply immersed in

business to write to Bonar Law for over two months. This time the

verdict on Austen Chamberlain was more favourable.^

Chequers,

June 7, 1921.

“My dear Bonar,

“As you will have perceived from the papers - if you have time or

inclination to glance at them - whilst you are engaged in steadily bringir)g

your blood pressure down, events are conspiring to work mine up. One
perplexity after another.

“Crises chasing each otheiTike the shadows ofclouds across the landscape.
Miners, unemployment, Reparations, Silesia, and always Ireland. . . .

“It is a whirling world and you are well out of it. I often envy you. But I

am sincerely glad to hear accounts of the improvement in your health. I

miss your counsel more than I can tell you, although nothing could be

finer than the way Chamberlain is bearing his share in the partnership.

He is loyal, straight, and sensible.

“When are you retuiming^ Let me know. I want to see you.

“Ever sincerely yours,

D. Lloyd George.”
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At the end ofJune Bonar Law, who was by now far fitter, paid a

brief visit to England and spent a Sunday with Lloyd George at

Chequers. But this was not a prelude to resuming ‘'the great game’'.

He was soon back in France, and during July and early August

enjoyed the pleasures of the season at Le Touquet. He had by now
completely recovered.

Towards the end of August he came over to England and stayed

for two days at Lympne with Sir Philip Sassoon. Lloyd George was
in the same party and suggested that Bonar Law might go to

America to represent Britain at the forthcoming Washington Con-

ference on Naval disarmament. Bonar Law replied that he would
only consider it if, for any reason, Balfour, who had first claim,

refused. In the event Balfour accepted.

In September Bonar Law was in Paris with his son Richard. He
stayed at a quiet inconspicuous hotel. His son recalls how he signed

the visitors’ book “A. B. Law” to avoid recognition. His days in

Paris were conducted according to a fixed routine. The mornings

were spent on the golf course at St. Cloud. After lunch he played

bridge at the Travellers’ Club.

“Isabel”, he wrote to Miss Watson, “says that the Travellers’ Club has a
bad name - like the Pope at Portadown; but it is like other places -

exactly what you make of it, and bridge is played there for reasonable

stakes as well as very high.”

In the evenings he used to visit one of the cafes where he could

rely on getting a game of chess. His favourite was the Cafe de la

Regence in the Avenue de 1’Opera, Richard Law once asked one of

the players how good his father really was at chess. To his surprise

the answer was not - as one would expect -- that he played a prudent

and cautious game, but on the contrary that he played with great

recklessness, flashes of brilliance, but in a manner dangerously un-

sound by ordinary standards. His technique was the exact opposite

to his style of bridge or golf, or, indeed, to his normal attitude

towards most things in life.

3

At the end of September Bonar Law returned to England, and
took up his residence at 24 Onslow Gardens - in “these benighted

suburbs”, as Curzon described them. His health was now fully

restored. For the first time since March he began to take a serious

interest in politics. He had good reason to do so. The Irish problem

lil^e some vast thunder cloud had brooded over the English scene
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ever since Bonar Law could remember. Sometimes, indeed, it would
drift toward the horizon, and only a distant rumble, an occasional

lightning flash, would remind the onlooker of its presence. But now
in the autumn of 1921, the cloud had come once again towering up
into the political sky. It is necessary to summarize briefly what had
happened since Bonar Law resigned.

When he had last sat in the Cabinet the Government’s policy had
been one of utter refusal to negotiate with Sinn Fein, unless (i) its

leaders recognized the Crown and the Imperial connexion and (2)

the murder campaign had been completely crushed. The methods

employed by Sir Hamar Greenwood’s Black and Tans had by then

gone a very long way towards achieving the second of these two

conditions. Lloyd George may have been premature in saying on
November gth, 1920, have murder by the throat”, but un-

doubtedly the Sinn Feiners w^ere, by the early summer of 1921,

rapidly losing the battle.

The extraordinary process, whereby a Government still pledged at

the end of May 1921 to a policy of rigid refusal to negotiate with the

rebels had become at the end ofJune converted to one of appease-

ment, or, as its enemies declared, surrender, forms no part of Bonar

Law’s biography. He was out of the country at the time and was not

consulted. It is impossible to say what his attitude would have been,

but it is at least possible that the reticence, which Lloyd George and

Birkenhead displayed towards their old colleague during these weeks,

was partly caused by a fear of what his reaction might be. In fact

there is no evidence that Bonar Law disapproved of what had been

done. On the contrary he seems to have welcomed the prospect,

which now appeared on the horizon, of peace in Ireland.

But peace with Ireland did not mean to Bonar Law peace at any

price. He had no intention whatever of allowing the independence,

Ulster guaranteed under the Act of 1920, to be compromised in tl^^e

slightest degree. Yet, as the negotiations between the Government

and the Sinn Fein leaders dragged on, the possibility that Ulster’s

independence might be endangered began to appear more and more

threatening. As early as October 31st, 1921, a group of Conservative

M.P.s headed by Colonel Gretton moved what was virtually a vote

of censure on the Government for even negotiating with the rebels.

Some forty-three members voted against the Government, and

Austen Chamberlain was received with particular hostility by this

group of his own party when he defended the Cabinet’s policy.

Hitherto, the details of these negotiations had remained unknown
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to the public, but early in November rumours that Ulster would be

obliged to enter an All Ireland Parliament as one ofthe preconditions

of a settlement with the South became widespread. At the same time

there was a buzz of speculation in the Press as to the probable action

of Bonar Law. His recovery of health, his presence in London, his

known opinions on Ulster made it seem highly probable that he

would intervene against the Government. If he did so, the chances

were that he would carry a large part, perhaps a majority, of the

Conservative Party with him.

The rumours and gossip of the Press were by no means without

substance. In fact, at this time, the Cabinet does appear to have

seriously contemplated something little short of the ‘'coercion of

Ulster” - that very measure against which the Unionist Party had
fought so bitterly for the past ten years. On November loth Lloyd

George communicated to Sir James Craig, the Prime Minister of

Northern Ireland the terms of the settlement, “towards which His

Majesty’s Ministers have been working”. Among these terms, which,

it is fair to add, included numerous “safeguards” for Ulster, was one

which inevitably inspired the greatest alarm among the friends of

Ulster:

“The unity of Ireland would be recognized by the establishment of an
all-Ireland Parliament upon which would be devolved the further powers
necessary to form the self-governing Irish State.”

Bonar Law was in close touch with all these developments and was
greatly perturbed by them. He wrote on November iith to Miss

Watson:

“I am really very anxious for peace, but I am quite certain that Ulster

will not agree to go into an all-Ireland Parliament and, if the attempt is

made to force her to do so it will mean immediate civil war.

“I will certainly oppose such a proposal but whether I will undertake
th« leadership of opposition to it I really do not know ... if the Prime
Minister tried for a settlement on the present lines he would make the

mistake of his life. ... I am as certain as I can be that the overwhelming
mass of the Conservative Party will be against the P.M.

“I had a long talk with the P.M. last night. I am sure on personal

grounds he would dislike almost as much as I should that we should be in

opposite camps in what would be a horribly bitter fight.

“I am still in hopes that this will not happen and that he will find some
other way out of the difficulty.”

On November 12th, in response to a request from J. P. Croal, the

Ec^itor of the Scotsman^ Bonar Law dictated to one of Croal’s journal-
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ists a very full account of his views on the situation. It is so important

that it deserves lengthy quotation.^

‘‘I did not intend to have anything to do with politics till the beginning
of next session. But it now looks as if I might. ... As regards my own
position in this business I have been a good deal worried, but it is not so
any longer for I have made up my mind, and as you know one is most
worried when one is not quite sure what is the right thing to do. If L.G.
goes on with his present proposals I will oppose them. I shall try to get the
Conservative Party to follow me. If I succeed we will simply be back on
the old lines. If I fail to get the majority, which means of course the control

of the Organization, I will simply drop out. ... I am certainly not going
to do what Disraeli did after the passing of the Corn Law - attempt to

build up a new Conservative Party. . . .

“As regards the Conservative Party, to take the line that the Govern-
ment are now proposing will be the greatest and most obvious breach not
only of particular pledges but of the whole political life of every Unionist,
that has ever taken place in this country. . . ,

“I am glad to say that as far as personal friendship goes there is no
breach between L.G. and myself. I saw him two nights ago and I am going
to dine with him again tomorrow.’’

Bonar Law then described the conversation which he had held

with the Prime Minister. He had pointed out that, whether Lloyd
George or he carried the day with the Conservative Party, the

difficulties would be enormous.

“I then said to L.G.: ‘I want to suggest another alternative. Don’t
confine your bullying to Ulster. Try it on the Sinn Feiners too. Say to them,
“Ulster in spite of all the pressure I have put on is immovable, and not
only so but the party on which I rely will be hopelessly broken up.
However much I wish it, it can’t be done. ... I therefore make this

proposal to you - For your own part of Ireland frame your own constitu-

tion, and if it is within the Empire we will accept almost anything you
propose. Not only so, but if it is possible we will carry an act of Parliament
so that the moment Ulster is willing to join with you she can do so auto-

matically”
’ ”

Bonar Law continues:

“I said to liim [Lloyd George], hf you take that line and they refuse,

you will have the country behind you just as solidly as if the question of

allegiance were at stake’.”

Finally Bonar Law stated to Croal his general opinion ofthe Ulster

situation.

“People say that Ulster has made no concession, won’t move an inch.

As a matter offact what is asked ofthem is not concession but the surrender

of everything for which they have been fighting for 35 years. That fight

has been on one simple issue -- that they will not be put under a Dublin
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Parliament without their consent. In my opinion the fact that they do not
consent is enough. It is not for us to judge whether they are wise or foolish

in refusing. They are part of the United Kingdom. Under this proposal
they would become a province of a Dominion with no more political

connection with Westminster than has the Province of Natal.’’

Bonar Law concluded:

. after my experience as leader of the Conservative Party and second
man in the Government, though I would never have competed against

Austen Chamberlain in any sense, and would have supported him always,

I would not have served under him. Now if these proposals go on and
Chamberlain and the others say, 'we are prepared to go with the Prime
Minister as long as there is a chance of convincing Ulster but, when it

comes to a question of coercing Ulster, we go no further’ - then I would
serve under Chamberlain.

"Forgive this long screed. You who knew me so well at one time know
that before the war there were only two things which I really cared for as

matters of conviction - the rest was mainly a game. One of these was
tariff reform; the other was fair play for Ulster, and I feel as strongly about
it as I did then. So you will not be surprised, I am sure, that, if this issue is

raised, nothing will move me from my present position.”

It is impossible to say exactly what effect Bonar Law’s arguments

had upon Lloyd George and the other members of the Cabinet, but

it must have been considerable. At all events the final agreement with

the Sinn Feiners-the celebrated Treaty signed, in such dramatic

circumstances, in the early hours of December Gth, corresponded

remarkably closely to the suggestions which Bonar Law had made to

Lloyd George at dinner. The Treaty, although it still aroused bitter

hostility in Ulster, contained very different terms from those which

Lloyd George had officially put forward to Craig on November loth.

The new proposals no longer involved the inclusion of Ulster without

option in an all-Ireland Parliament. Instead Ulster was given the

right to withdraw within one month of the Act coming into force,

provided that an Address to that effect was presented to the Crown

jjy the Ulster Parliament. It need scarcely be added that the Address

was immediately presented.

Bonar Law did not have to make any public intervention in order

to achieve this change. He took no part in the deliberations of the

annual meeting of the National Union of Conservative and Unionist

Associations which was held in Liverpool on November 1 7th. There

a motion hostile to the Government was heavily defeated. Austen

Chamberlain made it clear in his speech that there would be no

question of including Ulster against her will under a Dublin Parha-

ipent. It seems clear that there had been much discussion behind the
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scenes since Lloyd George’s proposals to Craig only a week earlier.

Bonar Law was in a position, if not to overthrow, at least to damage
very seriously the Coalition Government. According to Lord Riddell

who talked to the Prime Minister on November 5th Lloyd George
said:^

‘‘Things look very awkward. Bonar Law has come out as the advocate
of Ulster. Whether he thinks he sees his opportunity to become Prime
Minister or whether he is solely actuated by a conscientious desire to

champion the cause of Ulster, I don’t know, but I can hardly believe that

he would desire to supplant me.”

Austen Chamberlain was equally suspicious about Bonar Law’s

motives. He wrote just before the meeting at Liverpool:^

“And I might add to my catalogue of troubles Bonar Law, an Ulsterman
by descent and in spirit, a very ambitious man, now astonished at what he
thinks his own complete recovery and itching to be back in politics where
he is disposed to think the fii'st place might and ought to be his.

“I am fighting for my political life. ...”

These suspicions were not warranted. Bonar Law had no desire to

stand forth as an alternative Prime Minister. But he was well aware

of the political threat which he constituted towards the Coalition and
his purpose was to use that threat as a means of protecting what he

considered the vital interests of Ulster. He did not break silence till

the debate in the House of Commons on the Irish Treaty. This

occurred on December 14th and 15th, and the attitude ofBonar Law
was a matter ofintense interest to the House. He spoke on the second

day. He was received with great applause. Almost at once he allayed

any doubts which members of the Government may have felt, and

crushed any hopes which may have been entertained by the Die-

hards.

“Let me say at the outset that I am in favour of this agreement. ... For

a time it looked to me as though there might be an attempt to comp^
Ulster to go into an all-Ireland Parliament against her will. That would
have seemed to me an impossible thing, and I am glad to see that the fear

has turned out to be quite unjustified. For a time, however, it seemed to me
a possibility -

1

will not go beyond that - that I might be one of those

who would ask the country to condemn that policy.”

Bonar Law’s support ofthe Government was ofdecisive importance.

Had he come down on the other side the Tory revolt, which brought

the Coalition to an end in October 1922, might well have occurred

ten months earlier. Yet his support was by no means uncritical. He
condemned the Prime Minister and Cabinet for endeavouring tq
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bring moral pressure on Ulster, and he condemned the pro-Govern-

ment Press for encouraging the notion that an intransigent Ulster

was the only obstacle to negotiations with Sinn Fein. He expressed

sympathy with Ulster indignation that the Government had without

consultation resolved on a boundary commission to revise the

frontier.

‘‘When I say that I am in favour of this Agreement I do not pretend to

like it. I am sure the Government do not like it in many particulars. I do

not pretend to like it but I ask myself this. What is the alternative? Are
we to go back to the condition of things which prevailed over the last two
years?”

Bonar Law voted with the Government, and the Treaty was car-

ried by 401 to 58. Nevertheless, there can be little doubt that he, like

many others who voted on the same side, viewed the Treaty with

much scepticism. It might work. Ulster was safeguarded to all

appearances. Perhaps the Sinn Fein leaders meant what they said,

and could accomplish what they promised. Anyway things had gone

too far for repudiation. At all events there was some chance that the

long and fearful history of murder and reprisal would come to an

end. Bonar Law felt that the experiment must be given a chance.
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T
he Irish Treaty was in the end fatal to the Coalition. If it had

been an immediate success, if the Sinn Fein leaders who signed

it had been able at once to establish order in the South, perhaps

the Conservative Party would have acquiesced. But it was not an

immediate success. No sooner had it been signed than De Valera,

heading a considerable though unrepresentative section ofthe Dail, at

once repudiated it. Michael Collins and Arthur Griffith were unable

- their critics said unwilling - to prevent a bloodthirsty terrorist cam-

paign against Ulster conducted by gunmen from the South. One of

the conditions of the Treaty had been the holding of free elections

in South Ireland in order to ratify the Treaty. Instead an electoral

pact was made between Griffith and De Valera whereby each section

of Sinn Fein maintained its existing numbers in the Dail. This

seemed to most Englishmen both incomprehensible and indefensible,

especially since it gave the opponents of the Treaty a far larger

representation than they would have obtained on a free vote. All

through the spring and summer of 1922 resentment against the

Cabinet, in particular against its leading Conservative members,

Chamberlain and Birkenhead, grew ever more bitter in the ranks of

the Tory Party.

436
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Lloyd George had been anxious to hold an immediate General

Election after the debate in the House in December 1921. A group of

Coalition Ministers discussed the plan at a dinner party on December
20th. Beaverbrook was present, and also Sir Archibald Salvidge, the

principal organizer of the Conservative Party in Liverpool. Salvidge

advised the Cabinet to include Bonar Law before going to the

country. He notes in his diary that Churchill and Birkenhead seemed
not to relish this proposal.^ Eventually it was decided to postpone

a decision in view of the forthcoming meeting of the Supreme
Council at Cannes, which the Prime Minister was due to attend in

January. Early in that month the Prime Minister tentatively sug-

gested to Bonar Law that he might care to rejoin the Cabinet as

Foreign Secretary.^ Bonar Law, while agreeing that an early Election

was desirable, declined the offer to return, assuring Lloyd George at

the same time that he had no intention of opposing the Government.

During the early months ofthe New Year there was general restive-

ness in the Conservative ranks at the leadership of Lloyd George.

Something of this was conveyed to Bonar Law, who was staying at

Cannes, in a letter from J. C, Davidson written on January 13th,

1922:

“There is no doubt that throughout the South and West the end of the

Coalition and the revival of the in and out system is strongly desired. My
constituency is quite definite in its views.

“I was talking to S.B.^ the other day (he is against an election) and he is

inclined to share the opinion that our own people fervently desire to know
where they stand and what they stand for.

“The re-establishment of a great Conservative Party with
Honest Government
Drastic Economy
National Security

and
No Adventures abroad or at home

would carry great weight in the country. . . .

“Derby in the Lords and you as leader and P.M. in the House of Com-
mons has been mooted pretty widely. Naturally it is what I should like

though I don’t know whether D. is to be trusted. Birkenhead doesn’t cut

any ice with the public in the same way as D.
“I hope the election will be postponed but if it comes the Tories must

go separately to the Country. ...”

Bonar Law does not appear to have been wholly convinced by
these arguments. He had been seeing Lloyd George frequently. He
wrote on January 21st to Miss Watson:

^ Stanley Baldwin.
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‘‘I don’t think I shall stay here much longer as I am getting too many
invitations. ... I had a long letter from Davidson giving all his news. He is

evidently becoming more and more of a Die-Hard.

‘‘I see a lot of the P.M. here and I really think that even he is beginning
to feel that he has had enough of it.”^

Meanwhile the chances of an early Election suddenly receded.

Austen Chamberlain early in January had asked the Principal Agent
of the Conservative Party, Sir Malcolm Fraser, to report on the

probable results of an immediate Election. The answer was very

discouraging: the Coalition would certainly lose at least 100 seats,

and the Conservative Party would be split from top to bottom. On
hearing this Sir George Younger, the Chairman of the Party, publicly

proclaimed his hostility to an early Election. Lloyd George was
furious and Bonar Law too doubted whether this was a proper course

on the part of Younger. Writing to Miss Watson from Paris he said:

“Isabel says that you think Younger was quite right. Between ourselves

I do not. If anything had to be said about the Unionist attitude, it should,

I think, have been said by Mr. C
,
but perhaps when I know the whole

story I may take a different view.”^

Chamberlain, however, defended Younger's action to Lloyd George

and gave his own reasons for opposing an early Election. Nevertheless

the decision was regarded as a victory for the Die-hards and a blow

against the Coalition. At the end of February Lloyd George actually

offered to resign in favour of Austen Chamberlain.^ Chamberlain,

however, still believed that Lloyd George’s presence at the head of

the Government was essential. He was by now an out-and-out Coali-

tionist. Only a fortnight earlier he had told a Die-hard deputation

that his ultimate objective was to fuse the National Liberals and

Conservatives into a single party. He, therefore, declined Lloyd

George’s offer.

For the malcontents Bonar Law’s attitude to these problems was

of critical importance. He was the only person outside the Goverfi-

ment - and, therefore, uncommitted to its plans - who was capable

of standing forth as an alternative Prime Minister. The dissident

Tories could do nothing without a leader. But Bonar Law evinced no

desire to play this part. On returning to England early in February

he continued to give the Government a judicious, independent sup-

port on most major topics. He preserved enigmatic silence as to his

views on the continuation of the Coalition and the future role of the

Conservative Party.

^See Petrie, Chambetlain II pp. 174-8 for fuU text of Lloyd George’s letter.
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Yet behind his public reticence he was in fact much perturbed. He
was well aware of the murmurings of the rank and file against Lloyd

George’s rule. He realized that the Cabinet was not as united as it

seemed. With that deep instinctive knowledge of the sentiments of

his Party - the knowledge which gave him so high a place in its

esteem - he could see that the future was full of danger for the

Government. Yet he could not intervene without appearing to show
disloyalty to Austen Chamberlain and, in view of what happened
over the leadership in 19 1 1, he was particularly anxious not to incur

this reproach. Nevertheless he felt bound to give some warning.

Balfour made a note of a conversation which he had with Bonar Law
at the end ofDecember 1922 when the two men surveyed the history

of the past year:®

‘^He informed me that when he returned to London in February he
found a complete change of opinion in the Party with regard to Coalition;

that he had seen Austen once but only once upon the subject; but Lloyd
George frequently (I think he said ten times at least); that he had per-

sistently told him that, in the present mood of the Party it was impossible

that things should go on as they were; that he reiterated this opinion with

great insistence; and that he had understood it was not dissented from.’’

It is difficult to say how far Lloyd George heeded these warnings.

Probably he wrote them off as typical examples of Bonar Law’s

pessimism. After all, everyone else said that Lloyd George was indis-

pensable. He still commajided the applause of the nation and the

support of a great part of the Press. When he did offer to resign the

only result had been a more fervent assurance than ever of loyalty

from the leader of the Conservative Party. Why should he, Lloyd

George, a statesman ofworld renown, the architect of Allied victory,

give up the great game because a few Die-hard back benchers mur-

mured at his rule?

Afterwards, when it was all over and Lloyd George had fallen

Ifom power - as it turned out, for ever - Bonar Law uttered some

reflections upon these events to C. P. Scott, the editor of the Man-

chester Guardian, He said:^

‘‘My experience is that all Prime Ministers suffer by suppression. Their

friends do not tell them the truth; they tell them what they want to hear.

It was so with Asquith. I remember, just before the change ofGovernment,
he would not believe that there was any general movement on the Con-
servative side against him. He thought I was the only Conservative

Minister who would support Lloyd George. He asked me if I stood alone •-

I said: ‘No; all, because the Party means it.’

“That is how George also was misled. People are always apt to think
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in order to condole. Lady Wilson greeted him with the word, ‘^Mur-

derer!”® She expressed a desire that no members ofthe Government
should attend the funeral, and only gave way when it was pointed

out that her refusal might look like a slight upon the Crown.

Sir Henry Wilson’s aged mother wrote to Bonar Law requesting

him publicly to deny that her son had ever been a friend of Lloyd

George, as Lloyd George himself- quite correctly - had claimed in

the House of Commons.^
Horrified at what had happened Bonar Law was determined to

force the Cabinet into a firmer attitude towards the Irish Govern-

ment. It was widely rumoured that he brought personal pressure on

Lloyd George that weekend, by threatening to lead a Die-hard revolt,

unless the Government insisted upon immediate restoration of law

and order in Dublin. However that may be, the policy ofthe Govern-

ment did in fact sharply change. A dramatic debate took place in

the House of Commons on Monday, June 26th, only a few hours

after many of those present had attended Sir Henry Wilson’s funeral

in St. Paul’s Cathedral.

Winston Churchill, who as Colonial Secretary was the Govern-

ment spokesman, delivered a public and categorical warning to the

Irish Government:

‘‘If either from weakness or want of courage, or for some other even less

creditable reasons, it [the terrorist campaign] is not brought to an end,

and a very speedy end, then it is my duty to say on behalf ofHis Majesty’s

Government that we shall regard the Treaty as having been formally

violated , . . and that we shall resume full liberty of action in any direction

that may seem proper and to any extent that may be necessary to safe-

guard the interests and rights that are entrusted to our care.”

When Bonar Law rose to speak from what had now become his

regular place, the corner seat of the third bench below the ministerial

gangway, the House was tensely expectant. But those who hoped

that he would come out as leader of the dissident Tories were once

more to be disappointed. Bonar Law disclaimed any desire to over-

throw the Government, but some of his remarks cannot have been

pleasing to the Ministers.

‘T am not prepared to say that we ought to scrap the Treaty. But I

confess that for many months I have been very anxious about the position

in Ireland - very uncertain whether the Government were dealing with it

in the right way.
. I agreed with the Treaty, but I confess had I foreseen exactly what

the position would have been today, I doubt whether I would have voted

for it. That is not at all because of the anarchy in Ireland, It is not because
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of the murder of Sir Henry Wilson ... I - certainly not by any intention
on the part of the Government ~ was entirely deceived, or I misunder-
stood two vital things in connection with the Treaty They were both vital.

I thought that those who signed the Treaty . . . accepted the position that
Ulster could never be brought in until they were willing to be brought in.

Everything that has happened since has shown that I was wrong.
“The next point equally vital in which I was mistaken was that I

assumed that the men who had signed the Treaty not only meant to keep
it in good faith but meant to run risks, and all risks, in order to carry it

out. I understood they meant to govern. We ail know that they have not
even tried. ...”

Bonar Law expressed his approval of the firm line which Churchill

had taken, but he ended on a menacing note.

“Just think of this. . . . There is in Dublin a body which has seized the
Four Courts - to make the irony complete it is the centre of justice in

Ireland ~ and from these Four Courts, undoubtedly emissaries are going
out, trying to carry out in Ulster precisely the same methods which they
think succeeded in the South, and are instigating murder in every direc-

tion. Is that tolerable for a moment? Suppose we found that there was a
body in Paris . . . openly subsidizing murderers to come to this country
and upset our Government. What would happen? We should not make
representations to the Government in Paris, and say, 'Wemustmake sureyou
do not approve of it.’ We should say, 'You must stop this, or there is war’.”

At these words Bonar Law had to pause as a burst of cheering

shook the House. He ended:

“Now the position is clear. Much time cannot elapse before these grave
matters - to quote a saying of the Colonial Secretary ~ are brought to the
test. I for one say that I believe the Government means to see this through,
but if they do not, I will be against them, and I hope the House of Com-
mons will be against them too.”

Bonar Law met Lloyd George and Churchill later that evening in

the lobby. The latter’s description ofthe meeting deserves quotation.

“Although always holding himself in strict restraint he [Bonar La'v^^

manifested an intense passion. As far as I can remember, he said, 'You
have disarmed us today. If you act up to your words, well and good, but
if not . . ,r Here by an obvious effort he pulled himself up and walked
away from us abruptly.”^

The Cabinet was at last genuinely determined to act, and to eject

O’Connor from the Four Courts, but their action was anticipated by
Michael Collins. On June 30th after a three days bombardment he
compelled O’Connor to surrender. Thus began an open civil war
between the pro-Treaty and anti-Treaty sections of Sinn Fein, which
lasted for several months.
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By the middle of the summer of 1922 the Government was running

into very heavy weather, and Ireland was not the only quarter

whence it came. The Genoa Conference, upon which Lloyd George
had pinned much hope, proved a failure, and its only upshot - a pact

between Russia and Germany - seemed to most Englishmen fraught

with sinister implications in the field of foreign affairs. Then there

was the
‘

'Honours Scandafh Precise details are not easy to come by,

but it is enough to say that for a long while past Conservative opinion

had been disturbed at the quantity ~ and quality -- of those upon
whom the Prime Minister bestowed peerages and lesser honours.

Sometimes honours had been given to Conservatives whom the Con-
servative Party Whips had already passed over as unsuitable. It was
widely believed that the Whips of the National Liberal Party (Lloyd

George’s section of the Liberal Party) sold titles on a definite tariff

system of contribution to Party funds, without any regard to the

personal merits of the recipients.^

InJune Tory discontent exploded into the open when the Birthday

Honours list was announced. It included the award of peerages to

Sir Archibald Williamson, Sir Samuel Waring, and a South African

financier. SirJoseph Robinson. All three were very rich, and all three

had in some quarters a dubious reputation. The South African Prime

Minister was quick to announce that his Government had not been

consulted on Sir Joseph Robinson’s peerage.^ A debate followed in

both Houses of Parliament. Eventually Lloyd George, while defend-

ing his past practice, agreed to appoint a Royal Commission to

examine the procedure for bestowing honours. There the matter

rested for the time being, but the facts revealed aroused much
indignation in the Conservative Party. The whole affair marked yet

another milestone on the Coalition’s road to disaster.

Bonar Law took no part in the debate on the Honours Scandal.

Clearly he had no ambition to stand forward as an alternative leader

^at the head of the dissident Conservatives. Privately he expressed his

intention of returning actively to politics in the autumn session, but

in the role of an independent supporter of the Government. He did

not desire to challenge Chamberlain or Lloyd George.

By the end ofJuly discontent with the Government had reached

^ See Gerald Macmillan, Honoursfor Sale, a biography of that curious figure, Maundy
Gregory.

^ In the end Sir Joseph Robinson was persuaded - with some difficulty - to decline the

peerage. See Frank Owen, Tempestuous Journey, p. 623, n. i. The other two took their seats

and were bitterly attacked by Ronald McNeil in die House of Commons. See Harold
Nicolson’s Life of George V, pp. 512-3, for the King’s comments on these peerages.
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such a pitch that a group of Conservative junior ministers formally

confronted the Conservative members of the Cabinet and stated the

case for ending the Coalition. Austen Chamberlain made the error

of putting up Birkenhead to reply on behalf of his colleagues. He
proceeded to lecture the junior ministers in his most hectoring and
arrogant style. Mr. Amery noted in his diary

‘‘Whatever chances F.E, may have had of the Unionist leadership of
the future, they are not likely to have survived this unfortunate perform-
ance. We dispersed - most of the juniors spluttering with indignation.’’

On August 4th Parliament adjourned for the summer recess. Few
Members can have guessed that the old House would never meet
again, and that when Parliament reassembled in the autumn the

Coalition would have fallen for ever, and a General Election would
have confirmed Bonar Law as Prime Minister of England.

The immediate cause of the Coalition’s downfall lay in the Near
East - in a train of events which culminated with what has come
down to history as ‘hhe Chanak Incident”. The full story is far too

complicated for detailed description here. Briefly the root of the

trouble was the inability of the victorious Allies to impose their peace

terms upon Turkey. The Government at Constantinople did, it is

true, sign the drastic and humiliating Treaty of Sevres in August

1920, but this was a fact of little significance since by then real power

resided not in the puppet administration ofthe Sultan but in Mustafa

Kemal, who had raised the standard ofnationalist revolt in Anatolia,

and was determined to repudiate the Treaty.

The Allies possessed no army of their own on the spot to enforce

the Treaty of Sevres. They therefore accepted with alacrity an offer

by the Greek Prime Minister, Venizelos, to employ the Greek Army
in the task of crushing the Kemalist rebellion. No one was more
enthusiastic in this matter than Lloyd George who had become a

passionate philhellene, and possessed a boundless admiration for^

Venizelos. It was a fatal decision. Within a few months the young

King Alexander of Greece was dead and the ensuing political revolu-

tion resulted in the exile of Venizelos and the restoration of Kang
Alexander’s pro-German father, the ex-King Constantine. These

events, which occurred in the autumn and winter of 1920-21, totally

extinguished all pro-Greek sentiment among the Allies - apart from

Lloyd George himself- and gave the French, who for various reasons

were anxious to come to an agreement with Kemal, precisely the

excuse that they needed for withdrawing support from Greece.

In these circumstances common prudence should have dictated a
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reversal of the Venizelist policy of expansion in Asia Minor. Instead,

King Constantine determined to carry through the plans of the

previous Government and to engage the Kemalist forces. He did not

sufficiently reckon with the war weariness of armies that had been

engaged in constant fighting for nearly ten years. In August 1922

the Greek forces on the Anatolian plateau were utterly defeated.

Kemal pursued them to the coast, burned Smyrna to ashes, and

massacred its Christian population. He then proceeded to turn his

victorious armies in the direction of Constantinople and the Straits.

A desperate crisis now loomed ahead. The zone round the Straits

had been declared neutral under the Treaty of Sevres. It was guarded

by scattered detachments of British, French and Italian troops. The
destruction of the Greek armies meant that this thin line, supported,

it is true, by the British Fleet in the Sea of Marmora, remained as

the sole barrier against the capture of Constantinople and the

invasion of Europe.

By mid-September the Turkish Nationalist Army was encamped
close to the barbed wire protecting the neutral zone in the area of

Chanak on the Asiatic shore of the Dardanelles. The Cabinet now
decided to take firm action. Kemal had already (September nth)

been informed by the Allied High Commissioners that he must not

invade the neutral zone. On September 15th - a Friday ~ the Cabinet

held prolonged meetings which culminated in a number of decisions.

A message, drafted by Churchill, was sent to the Dominions request-

ing their aid in the event of hostilities. All the great powers were

informed ofBritish determination to maintain the position at Chanak.

The weekend was still sacred at this time to the convenience of

those who dwelt in country houses, and the Foreign Secretary

accordingly departed on Saturday to Hackwood. In his absence

Churchill and Birkenhead, at the Prime Minister’s request, drafted

that morning a communique for publication in the Press. This state-

"ment, the first serious intimation to the public of what was likely to

happen, seemed to many people highly alarmist in tone. It referred

enpassant to the appeals already made to the Dominion Governments.

Unfortunately the telegrams conveying these appeals, although trans-

mitted late on Friday, were not received and deciphered in the

Dominion capitals until after the publication of the communique,
and the Dominion Prime Ministers were naturally furious.

Meanwhile yet another revolution took place in Greece. King
Constantine fled the country. Venizelos returned to power. This

belated change of heart on the part of the Greeks promptly aroused
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warm sympathy in Lloyd George who had never abandoned his phil-

hellene affections. It also inspired the alarm of Mustafa Kemal.
He feared that Lloyd George would endeavour to use Greek troops

against the Turkish Nationalists and so deprive them at the last

moment of the rewards of victory. The Kemalist troops proceeded

to violate the neutral zone. On September 29th the Cabinet whose
policy was by this time entirely controlled by Lloyd George,

Churchill and Birkenhead, ordered General Harrington, the British

Commander at Chanak, to send another ultimatum to Kemal. Cur-

zon protested but was overruled - his only supporters in the Cabinet

being Baldwin and Griffith-Boscawen. But Curzon was right. To
quote Sir Harold Nicolson:^

“The communique of September i6th had been a stroke of reckless

genius justified by the result: the ultimatum of September 29th, although
equally reckless, was not, at that moment, essential,’’

Had it been delivered, war might perhaps have followed. Luckily it

never was delivered. General Harrington, supported by Sir Horace

Rumbold, the British High Commissioner in Turkey, turned a Nel-

sonian blind eye to the Cabinet’s orders. As Sir Harold Nicolson

writes:

“They saved us from a war which, as events proved, would have been
wholly unnecessary.”

The situation remained precarious for several days, but eventually

on October loth the Kemalists agreed to an armistice pending the

negotiating of a new peace treaty to replace the now long-dead

Treaty signed at Sevres.

It has been necessary to describe this episode because, without a

knowledge of the antecedents and consequences of the Chanak
Incident”, the fall of the Coalition and the attitude of Bonar Law
cannot be comprehended. The Conservative Party, it must be^

remembered, was, by a long tradition dating from the days of

Disraeli, pro-Turk. Lloyd George’s attitude to the Greeks seemed to

most Conservatives a curious survival of Gladstonian Liberalism, a

piece of antiquated sentimentality which had no connection with real

politics ofthe modern world. That he should orientate British foreign

policy in this direction was a tiresome aberration; that he should

bring us to the verge of war for so irrelevant a cause was utterly

intolerable. Of course we can now see that issues far wider than

Lloyd George’s philhellenism were involved, and it would have been

scandalous if Kemal had been allowed to invade Europe. Never-
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thelesSj although a firm line at Chanak was fully warranted, such a

perilous situation need never have arisen if Lloyd George had been

less pro-Greek, and the second ultimatum - that of September 29th,

which was never delivered - showed a reckless indifference to the

danger ofwar, quite unjustifiable in the circumstances that prevailed.

Bonar Law followed all these developments with profound anxiety.

It seemed to him, as to many Conservatives, that the Government
was pursuing a highly perilous foreign policy. Whatever the reason,

it was lamentable that we should be faced with the possibility of

fighting alone an unpopular war in support of a cause which had no
interest to most Englishmen. Bonar Law was, however, far too con-

scious of his responsibilities as a statesman to wish to weaken the

Cabinet in its stand against Kemal. Wherever the blame might lie

for the events which had led to the crisis, now that the crisis had
arrived it was essential to support the Government.

On October 6th Bonar Law wrote a letter which was published in

The Times and the Daily Express the following day. He began by
supporting the stand taken at Chanak:

‘‘It would serve no useful purpose to criticize or even to consider the

circumstances which have led to the present situation. . . . When the

Greek forces were annihilated in Asia Minor and driven into the sea at

Smyrna, it seems to me certain that, unless a decisive warning had been
issued, the Turkish forces flushed with victory would have attempted to

enter Constantinople and cross into Thrace. . .

.

‘Tt would certainly have involved Thrace in horrors similar to those

that have occurred in Anatolia, and the probability - indeed I think it is

a certainty - of the renewal of war throughout the Balkans.

‘Tt was therefore undoubtedly right that the British Government should

endeavour to prevent these misfortunes. It is not, however, right that the

burden of talang action should fall on the British Empire alone. The
prevention of war and massacre in Constantinople and the Balkans is not

specially a British interest. It is the interest of humanity. The retention

also of the freedom of the Straits is not specially a British interest; it is the

^interest of the world. We are at the Straits and in Constantinople not by
our own action alone, but by the will of the Allied Powers which won the

war, and America is one of those Powers.

“What, then, in such circumstances ought we to do? Clearly the British

Empire, which includes the largest body of Mohammedans in any State,

ought not to show any hostility or unfairness to the Turks, In the Agree-

ment arranged with the Allies in Paris by Lord Curzon, proposals were
made to the Turks which are certainly fair to them, and beyond these

terms, in my opinion, the Allies ought not to go.

“I see rumours in different newspapers, which I do not credit, that the

French representatives with the Kemalist forces has encouraged them to

make impossible demands. The course of action for our Government seems
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to me clear. We cannot alone act as the policemen of the world. The
financial and social condition of this country makes that impossible. It

seems to me, therefore, that our duty is to say plainly to our French Allies

that the position in Constantinople and the Straits is as essential a part of
the Peace settlement as the arrangement with Germany, and that if they
are not prepared to support us there, we shall not be able to bear the bur-
den alone, but shall have no alternative except to imitate the Govern-
ment of the United States and to restrict our attention to the safeguarding
of the more immediate interests of the Empire.

“Yours truly,

24 Onslow-Gardens, S.W.7. A. Bonar Law.’*

This important letter could be interpreted in more than one sense.

The beginning part appeared to be an endorsement of the stand

taken at Chanak. To that extent it might seem as if Bonar Law was
coming to the aid of the Government, and Austen Chamberlain, to

judge from his congratulatory note to Bonar Law, thought that was
the principal purpose of the letter.

But the letter had a wider significance which the opponents of the

Coalition were quick to see. It was by implication a warning that

Bonar Law was not prepared to support a pohcy of intervention

abroad on issues which had no direct connexion with British interests.

In other words, although he was ready to support the Government
for defying the Turks single-handed at Chanak, he viewed with

grave doubt the wisdom of the policy which had made such action

necessary.

'‘We cannot alone act as policemen of the world. The financial and

social condition of this country makes that impossible.’’

Here was a statement which appealed to the isolationist sentiment

ofa large section both of the Conservative and Liberal Parties. There

was a general feeling that at Chanak the Government had been on

the verge of dragging Britain and the Dominions into a war which

had no direct relevance to the security of the British Empire. The
country as a whole was in a thoroughly war-weary mood, and no\^

at last a political leader of the first rank - indeed the only person

who could stand forward as an alternative Prime Minister - had

declared his belief that henceforth, unless the French Government

took its share of the burden, Britain would “have no alternative

except to imitate the Government of the United States and to restrict

our attention to the safeguarding of the more immediate interests of

the Empire”.

It is not too much to say that Bonar Law’s letter was the death-

knell of the Coalition. From that moment onwards, although he had
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not yet decided personally to challenge the Government, events

moved in such a way that he could scarcely have avoided the chal-

lenge, unless he had been ready to retire completely from public life.

He was at once bombarded with letters urging him to return actively

into pohtics. One supporter writes:

‘‘Do come forward and lead us. Nothing will induce me to vote again

for a coalition under Lloyd George.’’

Another, George Lane Fox, M.P., wrote:

“The one thing that would rejoice the hearts of all of us would be your
return to the leadership. If your health and your inclination permit this,

the whole party will, I know, do their utmost to spare you undue fatigue

and anxiety.”

These appeals caused Bonar Law much perturbation. He was, as

we have already seen, most reluctant to resume the leadership, but

he was profoundly alarmed at the course of events. The Chanak
Incident had a double significance for him. He not only disapproved

of what he considered to be the reckless foreign policy of the Coali-

tion, but he saw that a continuation of this policy was certain to split

the Conservative Party even more sharply than the Irish problem or

the Honours Scandal. He was very unwilling to interfere with Austen

Chamberlain, but, as an old and disinterested friend, he felt fully

justified in warning Lloyd George, and he did so on several occasions.

His admonitions had no effect. Perhaps Lloyd George had by now
come to regard Bonar Law as a Jeremiah who was always prophesy-

ing disaster. Perhaps he overestimated the control which Austen

Chamberlain had over the Conservative Party. At all events he seems

to have been quite confident that he could carry on.

Meanwhile what was happening in the inner circle of the Cabinet?

Austen Chamberlain had had ample warning of the storm that was
brewing in his Party. As early as September ist, before the Chanak
Incident, he received a letter from that unfailing weathercock of the

political climate. Lord Derby. Derby had refused an offer from Lloyd

George to join the Government in March. He now wrote to Cham-
berlain declaring that he could no longer support the Coalition and
intended to join “Salisbury and his new party”.

“For my own part the Foreign Policy of the Government will prevent
me from further supporting them. . . . That policy has always seemed to

me fraught with disaster.
“ ‘Your letter’, replied Chamberlain on September 7, ‘is a great shock

to me . . .it still seems to me that Salisbury has manufactured differences

where none ought to exist. The electoral results of the split must be bad
and may easily be disastrous.’
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On September i6th the Cabinet resolved to spike the guns of the

malcontents by holding an immediate General Election. The reason

for this decision was that the annual conference of the Conservative

Party was due to take place on November isth, and it seemed highly

probable that a vote would be recorded there against the continuance

of the Coalition. But this decision in favour of an Election, taken the

very same weekend as the Chanak Incident, had to be postponed on
account of the Turkish crisis and the imminence ofwar. Nevertheless

Austen Chamberlain informed the principal Party managers that the

Election would take place as soon as possible. He received immediate

protests. Sir George Younger wrote on September 22nd:”^

have received from (Sir Malcolm) Fraser an account ofyour decision

at Chequers last Sunday and I am frankly appalled at the results it must
entail. ...”

On the same day Sir Leslie Wilson, the Chief Whip, wrote:”

“I must ask you to consider the advisability of not making public your
decision without consulting the Party first, and without informing all

vour colleagues in the Government (Junior Ministers, etc.) of your
decision. ... I know the feeling in the Party well and you will have very
little support in the proposed continuation of the Coalition as it is with
L.G. as its head. . .

A few days later he informed Chamberlain that so far 184 con-

stituencies had declared their intention of running independent

Conservative candidates, adding:

‘‘this list is open to criticism as some of the members and candidates are

certainly sitting on the fence.”

Chamberlain was still convinced of the importance of continuing

the Coalition and hoped that he could carry the day with his Party,

although he was not quite as confident on this point as some of his

colleagues. On October loth a further meeting of the Cabinet took

place, at which Sir Leslie Wilson was present. It was again decided*

to go to the country as early as possible on a Coalition basis. Baldwin

was the only member of the Cabinet who dissented. Wilson strongly

objected but was overruled. Matters were now at breaking-point.

The following day both Younger and Wilson declared to Chamber-

lain that they would publicly repudiate his leadership if the Cabinet

persisted in its decision and gave the Party no chance of expressing

its views.

These protests did not deflect Austen Chamberlain from his path,

but he now began to favour an early meeting of Conservative M.P.s,
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where he could put the whole issue to the vote and where he believed

that his chances of victory would be more favourable than at a full

Party conference. On October 12th he wrote a significant letter to

Birkenhead:®

‘‘The enclosed [Wilson’s letter of protest] has just reached me.
“I think it would be unwise for the P.M. to commit himself on Saturday

for under this growing pressure we may find some of our colleagues back-

sliding. . . .

“I am not sure that it may not now be necessary to call a Party meeting
and to tell them bluntly that they must either follow our advice or do with-

out uSj in which case they must find their own Chief and form a Govern-
ment at once. They would be in a d-d fix! . . .

“I am not willing to step into L.G.’s shoes and to take any part in a
Government formed in personal opposition to him. The malcontents

assume that they can reject our advice and use us for their own purposes.

They make a mistake and it may be well to prove it to them.”

The letter shows clearly that the famous meeting of Tory M.P.s at

the Carlton Club was not called under duress from the malcontents,

rather that it was a counter-attack on the part of the Coalitionists

who were far more confident of winning the day there than at the

annual Party conference. The letter also shows that Chamberlain

must have been unaware of Bonar Law’s misgivings, or he could

never have been so sure that his opponents would fail to find a

leader. Like many before him and many after him, Chamberlain

was suffering from the occupational malady which so often besets

politicians - the hallucination of indispensabihty.

In fact Bonar Law was now beginning to move in the direction of

intervention, although he had not yet finally made up his mind. He
was convinced that the Conservative Party was on the edge of a

disaster which would split it wide open. On the other hand he did

not really wish to take office himself His health seemed to be fully

Recovered, but who could predict what the consequences would be

if he had to endure the strain of the Premiership? And it was becom-

ing more and more clear that he could only rescue the Party from

disaster if he was prepared to take on the onerous burden of leading

it himself. There was no lack of counsellors to urge this course upon
him. Beaverbrook was foremost in the field. Ever since the publica-

tion of the letter in The Times his newspapers had been proclaiming

that Bonar Law alone could save the situation. To this public pressure

he added much private pleading and argument. The Party managers

were equally anxious for Bonar Law to intervene. Bonar Law had dis-

cussions with Younger and together they made careful calculations
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about the prospects of a General Election in which the Conservatives

led by Bonar Law would fight as anindependent party. Theyreckoned
that the best that could be expected was a majority of 25 over all

other parties.

Meanwhile events were moving rapidly. Curzon after promising

to go along with the other Coalitionists had suddenly changed his

mind, incensed by a speech of Lloyd George on Saturday, October

14th, in which the latter fiercely denounced the Turks and the French

at the very moment when the Foreign Secretary was endeavouring

to persuade the French to help him in obtaining peace with the

Turks. A meeting of the leading Coalitionists took place at a dinner

in Churchill’s house on October 15th. Curzon refused to attend but

Leslie Wilson was present, and pressed strongly for the view that the

Coalition should wait until the Party conference before going to the

country. Austen Chamberlain refused to agree and offered instead

to summon a meeting of all Conservative M.P.s and Ministers to the

Carlton Club on Thursday morning, October 19th. He would abide

by the decision reached there. Wilson acquiesced in this compromise,

although many Conservatives subsequently protested on the ground
that such a body was not the true sovereign body of the Party and
that the National Union, or at the very least its executive should be

consulted first.

Now at last Bonar Law had to make up his mind. Only four days

remained. It was clear at this stage that everything depended upon
his attitude. The only members of the Cabinet who could be relied

on to oppose Lloyd George were Baldwin, Griffith-Boscawen and
probably - though in view of his frequent changes of heart not cer-

tainly - Curzon. None of these were national figures. Derby and the

Duke of Devonshire were likely to come out on the same side, and
there was the Die-hard group led by Salisbury. There was also the

Party machine controlled by Younger and Wilson. In addition he

could rely on a large number ofJunior Ministers and Under-Secre-

taries who were anything but Die-hards and yet were deeply resentful

of the Coalition. Their leading figure was Mr. Amery. Finally there

existed a powerful group of back benchers headed by Sir Samuel

Hoare (now Lord Templewood) and Mr. Ernest Pretyman. Against

these dissidents - numerous, admittedly, but essentially light artil-

lery - were all the heavy guns of the Coahtion Cabinet. Its members
included some of the most formidable and respected figures in

the Party - Chamberlain, Balfour, Birkenhead, Worthington-Evans,

Horne. It would not be easy in a Party, which by tradition was
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deeply respectful of authority^ to overthrow nearly all the principal

leaders.

Nevertheless Bonar Law had one important asset on his side - the

Press. The newspapers owned by Lord Eeaverbrook were naturally

vociferous in his favour. Lord Rothermere, who controlled the Daily

Mail, and believed himself with some reason to be on the verge of

acquiring The Times as well^ wrote an encouraging letter to Bonar
Law on the eve of the Carlton Club meeting. Finally - and in the

circumstances it was a more important support than any other - he

had the backing of The Times. During the interregnum caused by the

insanity and death of Lord NorthclifFe, the editor, Mr. Wickham
Steed, had sole control - for a brief period - of the paper’s policy.

He was a strong opponent of the Coalition. He believed that a

restoration of the two-party system was essential. He saw Bonar Law
for three successive nights culminating with the eve of the Carlton

Club meeting. He was convinced that Younger and Bonar Law were

pessimistic in believing that they had no chance ofwinning a majority

of more than 25 at a General Election, and might even be defeated.

He predicted - very accurately as it turned out - that an indepen-

dent Conservative Party would win by 75 seats.

^

Wickham Steed wrote to Bonar Law at i o’clock on the morning

of the 17th:

Since our brief conversation tonight, information has reached me
which strongly confirms my conviction that unless you decide to lead the

opposition at Thursday’s meeting of the Unionist Members of the House
of Commons, there will be no hope of maintaining the cohesion of the

Party. You best know the course you ought to pursue; but looking at the

situation as an outsider with some knowledge of national and foreign

affairs, it seems to me that the maintenance of a strong Unionist Party is 3
pre-eminent national and Imperial interest. You have it, I believe, in

your power to defend this interest and also to set such an example to the

Liberal Party that it too would feel compelled by instinct of self preserva-

tion to close its ranks and thus to restore something like stability to the

political life of the country. I need hardly say that whatever influence

The Times possesses will be used in this sense. . .

Despite everything Bonar Law’s attitude remained uncertain up
to the very night before the critical meeting. He felt profound reluc-

tance at the prospect of breaking with Lloyd George with whom he

had served in such a loyal partnership for so many years. To a late

hour he hoped that perhaps Lloyd George might voluntarily retire in

favour of Chamberlain. In that case the chief difficulty would have

vanished. The Party would follow Chamberlain - its only objection
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to him was his excessive devotion to Lloyd George - and Bonar

Law could remain in peace, confident that the Party’s unity would
be preserved. According to Balfour, Bonar Law said afterwards that

he had seen Lloyd George as late as the “days which intervened

between the summoning of the Carlton Club and the meeting itself”,

and urged on him the impossibility of continuing on the existing

basis. But Lloyd George was unwilling to move.''

On Wednesday, October i8th, Bonar Law received numerous
callers at Onslow Gardens. One of the first was Curzon, who stated

that he had definitely decided to break with the Coalition and his

resignation was now in Lloyd George’s hands. He found Bonar Law
in a despondent mood, doubtful whether he could face the burden of

office, uncertain whether he would attend the Carlton Club meeting.®

Indeed, at some period during the day, Bonar Law actually drafted

a letter of resignation to the chairman of his constituency party He
felt by now that, if he remained in politics at all, he must come out

against the Coalition. Rather than do this and face the inevitable

consequence - the Premiership - he seriously contemplated complete

retirement from public life. Later that day - in the afternoon -

Chamberlain called on him. Bonar Law spoke with sympathy of

Chamberlain’s position. As to his own he was still uncertain.

‘It was a hateful position, he said. He thought he would plead the state

of his health and keep away from the meeting altogether, but in that case

he must leave Parliament and give up public life. Ifhe came to the meeting
he must speak against me. I told him that his speech would be decisive;

the vote would go in his favour; the Government would have to resign and
he would have to form a new one. ‘Well,’ he said again, ‘it’s a hateful

position; I expect if I had remained in your place I should have acted

like you.’

It is not clear precisely when Bonar Law made up his mind. He
saw Wickham Steed sometime that evening and, although nothing

definite was said, the editor of The Times was certain in his own mind
that Bonar Law would attend the Carlton Club meeting. Later still

Sir Archibald Salvidge, who supported the Coalition, came round to

Onslow Gardens. He was astonished to discover that Bonar Law had
now definitely decided that he would speak against the Coalition next

day, and would indicate his readiness to resume the lead. Salvidge

writes in his diary that Bonar Law thought that there was “a tidal

wave of feeling in favour of a united Conservative Party”. Salvidge

continues:

“He concluded by asking whether I had not been surprised by the
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growth of this feeling within the last few weeks. I replied that whichever

way he gave the lead - either for or against the coalition - would be
equally effective. During the day I had discussed the matter with any
number of people. A firm pronouncement from him could turn most of

them in one direction or the other. ... A man servant entered and whis-

pered something to Bonar Law. When the servant had gone I made my
final appeal. I reminded Bonar of the day in Downing Street just after the

war when he told me of the tremendous gratitude the nation owed
Lloyd George. ... ‘We must never let the little man go’ . . . Bonar flushed

deeply and made no attempt to hide how much the reminder had gone
home. ‘But I must surely realize the extent to which the whole position

had changed. . . . The issues now at stake went far beyond the claims of

personal loyalty. Lloyd George had failed to secure the adherence of the

Conservative wing of the Coalition and our party must be kept together.’

I retorted that Lloyd George retained the unswerving support of everyone
of his Conservative colleagues in the Cabinet. Bonar puffed at his pipe for

a few minutes. At last he said, almost regretfully without the slightest note

of triumph in his voice, ‘I may as well tell you that Curzon is here. He is

waiting in another room ’ It was an absolute bombshell. . . . There was
no more to be said, and I rose to go. As I reached the door Bonar called

me back. ‘Tell Austen and F.E. to be moderate,’ he said. ‘Do you think I

or Curzon imagine we can rule the country with the sort of people that

will be left to make up a cabinet after the break tomorrow? I must have
Austen and F.E. back at the first possible opportunity.’

“As Bonar stood there he looked a lonely perhaps even a forlorn figure.

There was nothing about him suggestive of a man who tomorrow would
have reached the pinnacle of ambition. He held out his hand, and I

grasped it not without emotion, and wished him Godspeed in the great

task to which, I felt certain, nothing but his sense of public duty had
impelled him. Then I went out and he went in to meet Lord Curzon.”^

Curzon’s own account of the interview which followed confirms

Salvidge’s story that Bonar Law had by this time definitely decided

upon his course of action. “He even gave me’^, writes Curzon,'^ “the

substance of the speech he proposed to make on the morrow.’’ This

evidence together with that of Salvidge’s diary should be enough to

refute the myth, sedulously propagated by Bonar Law’s enemies, that

he only made up his mind at the last moment when he saw which

way the wind was blowing at the Carlton Club meeting on the

following day.

Who or what finally tipped the balance in Bonar Law’s mind in

favour of intervening? The argument that weighed with him most

strongly was undoubtedly the fear that the Party would be irre-

vocably and decisively split if Chamberlain persisted in supporting

^ Stanley Salvidge, Salvidge of Liverpool^ pp. 237-8. This is a book of the greatest interest

for all sudents of Conservative politics in this period.
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the Coalition. Indeed it was not so much the reason for the revolt of

the rank and file as the mere fact of its existence which convinced

him that the Coalition must be ended. There is no reason to suppose

that any one individual swayed his judgment. Bonar Law was quite

capable of taking this critical decision independently of friends or

counsellors. Of course many people were urging him to intervene,

Beaverbrook, Younger, Wickham Steed, Baldwin, Hoare; but it does

not follow that any ofthem had the decisive say. Bonar Law himself,

writing after the event to Sir Robert Borden, said:’^

''Up to the last moment I was very undecided and ifmy own family -

my sister and children - had not been so strong against my giving up, I

believe that is the course I should have adopted.’’

So perhaps Mary Law, whose influence had often before been

decisive with her brother, once again had the last word, not in con-

vincing him that the Coalition ought to be ended but in persuading

him that it was hts duty to end it. Certainly there were very few

people for whose advice he had greater respect.

As soon as he left Bonar Law, Salvidge hastened to 10 Downing
Street where an informal session of the leading Cabinet ministers was

in progress. The news of Bonar Law’s decision was not unexpected..

That of Curzon, however, says Salvidge, produced consternation.

“So our punctilious Pro-Consul has ratted,” someone observed.

Curzon had threatened resignation so frequently that no one could

really believe that he would do it. It is certain that from then onwards

he was regarded by his erstwhile colleagues with all the implacable

hatred which is reserved for the traitor in the camp. Balfour’s attitude

to the news of Bonar Law’s and Curzon’s decision amazed Salvidge.

“He banged the table with his fist and shouted, 'I say, fight them, fight

them, fight them. This thing is wrong. Is the lead of Law and Curzon to

count as everything and the advice of the rest of us as nothing? This is a
revolt and it should be crushed.’

But to crush the revolt was easier said than done. If Bonar Law
spoke, the result of the Carlton Club meeting was virtually certain.

A last blow to the Coalition was delivered by the news on Thursday
morning of a by-election at Newport. An independent Conservative

was running against a Coalition Liberal and a Labour candidate.

Austen Chamberlain had confidently expected that the Labour man
would get in on a spht vote, thus illustrating the danger of an inde-

pendent Conservative candidature. But in the event, the independent

Conservative won by over 2,000, Labour was next, Coalition Liberal
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a bad third. This news^ carried in the later editions of The Times

^

arrived in time for most of the members who attended at the Carlton

Club. It seemed to confirm the views of all those who wanted to end

the Coalition.

The story of the Carlton Club meeting has been too often told to

bear any lengthy repetition here. It began at ii o’clock. Some 275
members attended. When Bonar Law entered he received a tumul-

tuous welcome ~ far more vociferous than that extended to Chamber-
lain. The latter’s opening speech was unconciliatory and was received

without enthusiasm. Then Baldwin spoke strongly and very effec-

tively against the Coalition. He was at once followed by Ernest

Pretyman and Lane Fox, who proposed and seconded respectively a

motion in favour of fighting the next election as an independent

Party. After some desultory discussion there was a general cry for

Bonar Law. He rose somewhat reluctantly and seemed at first to

speak with hesitation, but he soon made it clear that he supported

Pretyman’s motion.

‘T confess frankly,” he said, ‘‘that in the immediate crisis in front of us

I do personally attach more importance to keeping our Party a united

body than to winning the next election

“The feeling against the continuation of the Coalition is so strong that

ifwe follow Austen Chamberlain’s advice our Party will be broken and a

new party will be formed; and not the worst of the evils of that is this, that

on account of those who have gone, who are supposed to be the more
moderate men, what is left of the Conservative Party will become more
reactionary, and I, for one, say that though what you call the reactionary

element in our party has always been there and must always be there, if

it is the sole element, our party is absolutely lost.

“Therefore if you agree with Mr. Chamberlain in this crisis I will tell

you what I think will be the result. It will be a repetition ofwhat happened
after Peel passed the Corn Bill. The body that is cast off will slowly

become the Conservative Party, but it will take a generation before it gets

back to the influence which the Party ought to have.”y

Bonar Law then declared that he would, though very reluctantly,

vote for ending the Coalition. His speech was greeted with great

enthusiasm and it carried the day. Pretyman’s motion against the

Coalition was supported by 187 votes to 87.

Both at the time and subsequently the decision ofthe Carlton Club

meeting was stigmatized as the result of an intrigue carried through

by a reactionary minority clique. The fact that the Tory M.P.s met
at a West End club helped to give currency to this version of events,

and naturally it was exploited to the full by Lloyd George and his

friends in the ensuing General Election. It should be clear from the
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foregoing narrative that this notion is a complete myth. Lord Salis-

bury and his diehards may have been ‘

'reactionary’’, and they

certainly supported Bonar Law, but they constituted only a minority

of his total support. They never numbered more than about 50, but

no fewer than 187 M.P.s voted in favour of the termination of the

Coalition. A large number ofthese could by no stretch ofimagination

be fairly described as reactionaries. Indeed people like Baldwin,

Hoare (Lord Templewood), Wood (Lord Halifax) were destined

later to incur if anything the reproach of being too pink in politics

rather than too blue. The truth was that Austen Chamberlain had
lost the confidence of very widely divergent elements in the Party,

and no talk about "reactionary intrigues” can alter that fact.

As for the process of his overthrow it was certainly not an intrigue.

He would undoubtedly have been far more severely defeated at the

Party conference in November, and it was he, not his enemies, who
insisted upon securing an earlier verdict from the Conservative M.P.s.

He did this because he thought that there was a better chance of that

verdict being favourable, in which case he and Lloyd George would

certainly have forestalled the conference by an immediate dissolu-

tion. The decision of the Carlton Club meeting was taken after a free

debate, in which both sides could and did express their views. Far

from being the result of backstairs plotting it represented, to quote

one of the ablest of modern writers upon the British party system, "a

thoroughly healthy manifestation of internal party democracy”.^

As soon as the result was declared Chamberlain announced that

he would have to consult with his friends. Their decision was to force

upon Bonar Law as soon as possible the task of forming a Govern-

ment. That afternoon Lloyd George went to Buckingham Palace and
tendered his resignation to the King. The Coalition had fallen. A
new era in British politics had begun.

^ R, T. McKenzie, British Political Parties, p. 109.
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^^'1' HAVE climbed to the top of the greasy pole at last.” In these

I
words Disraeli, after a lifetime of political endeavour, greeted

JL his appointment to the highest position of all. Few Prime

Ministers have spoken with such candour, but many must have felt

the same emotion. Ten years earlier Bonar Law too might have

welcomed the glittering prize that now lay within his reach. He had
been ambitious then, far more ambitious than anyone realized. But

since those days his outlook had greatly changed. The death of his

^two elder sons had destroyed much of his zest for living. He remained

in public life from a sense of duty - and perhaps a fear of the empti-

ness of any other existence - until at length his health broke down.

Only a compelling sense ofparty loyalty and national necessity would

have induced him to resume “the great game” once more.

Even at this late stage, on the afternoon of the momentous Carlton

Club meeting, he seems to have been strangely reluctant to take the

final plunge into the whirlpool of politics. At about 5 o’clock he was

called to the telephone to speak to Lord Stamfordham who asked

him to come at once to Buckingham Palace. Bonar Law demurred,

459
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and requested Stamfordham to see him first at 24 Onslow Gardens.

At their interview. Lord Stamfordham writes:^

‘'He explained that he was not the leader of the Conservative Party,

that the party was for the moment broken up and, until he knew that he
could count on its undivided support he would not accept office. Therefore
it was indispensable that he should be present at a meeting of the repre-

sentatives of the whole Conservative Party, where he would make the

above condition and others including one limiting his holding office to one
year.

‘T ventured to suggest to him that the King sent for him independently
of these party considerations into which His Majesty did not enter; that,

having accepted Mr. Lloyd George’s resignation, it was the King’s duty
to form a new Government as soon as possible and to send for whoever he
considered was the proper person to carry out this great responsibility. ...”

But Bonar Law remained firm. He refused to take office until the

Party had elected him as leader. Much telephoning followed between

Onslow Gardens and Buckingham Palace. Eventually the King
accepted the position, but requested that Bonar Law should at least

come and talk to him. Bonar Law promptly drove to Buckingham
Palace. He promised to call a Party meeting as soon as possible, and
meanwhile to consult with those who might help him to form a

Government. It was agreed that the Court Circular should state the

bare facts that Lloyd George had resigned and that the King had
granted an audience to Bonar Law.^

Was Bonar Law solely actuated by constitutional niceties during

these discussions? The situation was indeed highly abnormal, but it

is worth noticing that, neither before nor since, have potential Prime

Ministers deemed it necessary to await their Party’s decision before

accepting the King’s offer to form a Government - and this has been

the case, even when they have not already been leaders of their party.

Perhaps Bonar Law was hesitating, even as he had hesitated over the

leadership crisis in 191 1, rather like a swimmer who dips his toes in

the water and finds it disagreeably cold. Perhaps he was hoping that^

even now something might occur, some twist of fortune, that would

save him from the supreme responsibility which was being thrust

upon him.

If he had such thoughts they cannot have lasted for long. The
flood of events soon swept him on. All next day a steady stream of

taxis and motor cars brought callers to his door. The telephone -

there was only one, situated in a particularly awkward place - rang

incessantly. The house was besieged by photographers. Eventually

they were allowed in, and Bonar Law agreed to pose for them in his
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dining room. ‘You want me to look cheerful?” he said^ and did his

best to oblige. Lord Salisbury, the Leader of the Die-hard group,

stayed to lunch and discussed the claims of his supporters for office.

All the busy hum of rumour and intrigue which normally centres

upon Downing Street had shifted suddenly to Onslow Gardens. By
the end of the day Bonar Law had gone a long way towards forming

the Cabinet. On Monday, October 23rd, a meeting of Conservative

Peers, M.P.s and Parliamentary candidates, was held at the Hotel

Cecil. Proposed by Curzon, seconded by Baldwin, Bonar Law was

unanimously elected leader of the Party. He immediately went to

Buckingham Palace where he was formally appointed as Prime

Minister and First Lord of the Treasury. The following day he

announced the names of his Cabinet. On October 26th Parliament

was dissolved, and a General Election was fixed for November 15th.

The five days that elapsed between the Carlton Club meeting and
the announcement of the new Government were some of the busiest

that Bonar Law ever spent. The formation of the Cabinet offered

peculiar difficulties. Nearly all the most weighty and experienced

figures in the Conservative Party, spell-bound under the enchanter’s

wand, had remained loyal to Lloyd George. They were filled with

rage and chagrin at the Carlton Club revolt, and formed a compact

under which they undertook to give no help to the new Government.

Immediately after the meeting a manifesto was issued over the

signatures of thirteen Conservative Coalitionist Ministers headed by
Austen Chamberlain, Birkenhead, Balfour, and Horne.^ The sig-

natories declared:

. . we advised the Unionist Party not to take a course which must
repel powerful allies in the anxious campaigns which lie in front of it.

The meeting today rejected that advice. Other men who have given other

counsels must inherit our burden and discharge its consequent responsi-

bility.”

* As a result of this boycott, Bonar Law was faced with an alarming

lack of experienced politicians from whom to choose. Not since the

secession of the Peelites had a Conservative leader been confronted

by such a dearth of talent in his ranks. Even the Law Officers of the

late Government declined to co-operate and an attempt to persuade

them merely brought a chilling rebuff from Sir Ernest Pollock, the

Attorney-General.

The two key positions on which any Government depends for

^ Only four Conservatives from the late Cabinet were ready to jom Bonar Law, These
were Curzon, Baldwin, Peel, and Griffith-Boscawen.
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success are the Foreign Secretaryship and the Chancellorship of the

Exchequer. The former was no problem. Curzon’s last minute

resignation from Lloyd George’s Cabinet - however treacherous it

may have seemed to his late colleagues - ensured continuity in that

most important post. Bonar Law at once confirmed Curzon in office.

But who was to be Chancellor of the Exchequer? So difficult was this

problem that Bonar Law decided to look outside his own party and
offered the post to McKenna who had been the Chancellor in

Asquith’s last Government.^ McKenna hated Lloyd George and it

seemed possible that he would welcome a chance of lending his

support to Bonar Law and so helping to consolidate the ruin of the

Coalition. But he was now Chairman of the Midland Bank and was
not ready to give up that lucrative post in order to join a Government
whose political prospects seemed so uncertain. The most he could

promise was to make a speech conferring the official blessing of “the

City” upon the new Administration. So Bonar Law had to fall back

on Baldwin. The latter had at one time been his Parliamentary

Private Secretary. Bonar Law knew him well and liked him. More-

over, Baldwin had played a bigger part than any of its members in

bringing about the downfall of the late Cabinet. He deserved a

reward. Bonar Law appointed him, though not without mis-

givings about his lack of experience.^ These misgivings were to be

justified.

For the remainder of his Cabinet Bonar Law’s choice was largely

dictated by the circumstances of the Coalition’s downfall. Two quite

distinct elements in the Conservative Party had brought about the

revolution at the Carlton Club - the aristocratic right wing which

included Salisbury’s Die-hard group, and those Ministers andJunior
Ministers in the late Government who, more in touch with Party

sentiment than their Chiefs, were determined to bring the Coalition

to an end. These facts were reflected in the composition of the new
Government. Including Curzon and Baldwin, four members ofBonar

Law’s new Cabinet had been members of the previous one and no
fewer than five had been under secretaries or the like. The only Die-

hard proper whom Bonar Law invited to join his Cabinet was Lord
Salisbury, but the right wing of the Party was represented by
as many as seven peers - among them such weighty representatives

of the old territorial interest as Lord Derby and the Duke of

Devonshire.

The final list announced on October 24th was as follows. Junior

Ministers in the late Government are marked with an asterisk:
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Prime Minister and First Lord of the

Treasury
Lord President of the Council
Lord Chancellor

Chancellor of the Exchequer
Secretaries of State:

Home
Foreign
Colonies

War
India

Scotland
President of the Board of Trade
President of the Board of Education
First Lord of the Admiralty
Minister of Health
Minister of Agriculture

Minister of Labour

Mr. A. Bonar Law

The Marquess of Salisbury

Viscount Cave
Mr. Stanley Baldwin

Mr. W. C. Bridgeman
Marquess Curzon
The Duke of Devonshire

The Earl of Derby
Viscount Peel

Viscount Novar
Sir Philip Lloyd-Greame*^
The Hon. E. F. L. Wood*^
Mr. L. S. Amery*
Sir Arthur Griffith-Boscawen

Sir Robert Sanders*
Sir Montagu Barlow*

A week later the names of the Ministers outside the Cabinet were

published. The most notable were the Attorney-General, Sir Douglas

Hogg who soon proved himself one of the ablest parliamentarians on

the Government side, Sir Samuel Hoare who became Secretary for

Air and who had been a leading figure among the anti-Coalition back

benchers, and Neville Chamberlain who accepted the position of

Postmaster General. Bonar Law was particularly gratified at this

last appointment. Neville Chamberlain had been in Canada through-

out the crisis and, although his detestation for Lloyd George was well

known, it seemed probable that loyalty to his brother Austen would
prevent him from joining the new Administration.®

'Tt is a real pleasure”, wrote Bonar Law, “to have you in the Govern-
ment and in saying this I am not thinking of the political advantage of

your having joined us. My earnest hope is that, in spite of the soreness

which must inevitably exist at present, it will not be long before we are all

in the same boat again.”

Although Bonar Law’s Administration contained both in and out

of the Cabinet many Ministers who were destined to make their

mark in later years, it cannot have seemed a very impressive team
at the time it was announced. Sir Winston Churchill has called it a

“Government of the second eleven”, and the description has some
substance. There was a good deal of criticism at the number of peers

in the Cabinet. It is certainly somewhat ironical that Bonar Law
whose own elevation to the Party leadership had been the symbol

^ More familiar as Lord Swinton.
* Lord Halifax.
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of a revolt against the aristocratic and landed interest should have

found himself at the head of a Cabinet composed so largely of mem-
bers of the House of Lords. But the truth was that circumstances left

him no choice. He frankly regarded the Administration as a care-

taker Government and looked forward to the day when the dissident

Conservatives would reunite under his leadership. Then he could

quietly fade away from the political stage to which he had so un-

willingly returned.

On one point, however, Bonar Law had been persuaded to give

way. His original intention, as he told Stamfordham and many
others, had been to announce publicly that he would only hold

office for one year. This seemed to some of his friends most unwise.

It was one thing to be resolved in his own mind to resign after a year,

but quite another thing to inform the world of this intention. On
October 19th Wickham Steed wrote to him*/

“On thinking over our conversation this evening, the objections to an
avowed and concerted time limit to your leadership of the Unionist

Party and to your tenure of the Premiership seem to me very serious in-

deed. Were it announced that you agreed to act only for a year there

would inevitably be some decrease of enthusiasm in the immediate future

and a considerable increase of uncertainty as to the position a year hence.

There would also inevitably be movements within the Party in favour of

this or that candidate for the succession - and of Elishas there would be
no lack. .

.

This was undoubtedly very sound advice and Bonar Law gave

way. He decided to make no categorical statement as to the length

of time he would hold office.

But would the Government survive the coming Election? The very

suddenness of the crisis made prophecy extremely difficult. The
Conservatives had not won a victory on their own since 1900. And
now they were fighting without allies and contrary to the advice of

nearly all their principal leaders. The omens cannot have seemed

good, and many ofBonar Law’s supporters, though putting on a bold

face to the world, must have wondered what would happen. It was

at least possible that the ship so hastily constructed would founder

as soon as it was launched - amidst the triumphant jeers of the

spectators.

One thing soon became clear. The fallen Ministers did not mean
to take their defeat lying down. Lloyd George led off in typical style

in a speech delivered at Leeds only two days after his resignation. He
referred to “the reactionary meeting” at the Carlton Club, which had

been engineered from “Mayfair and Belgravia”. He regretted that
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Bonar Law had allowed his judgment to be rushed by a clique of

Die-hards, and stigmatized the whole affair as crime against the

nation’'. Birkenhead and Churchill, who saw their dream of a great

centre party shattered for ever, were equally vigorous. Birkenhead,

alleging that the Conservative revolt had been caused by the Party

machine, compared Sir George Younger to the cabin boy who had

taken charge of the ship. He commented on the ‘^second class intel-

lects” of the new Ministers, and declared that their mediocrity

frightened him. But Birkenhead cut little ice now in the Conservative

Party. His jibes had alienated too many people. He was actually

booed at the Carlton Club meeting, and Lord Robert Cecil won
much applause when he pointedly observed in an election speech

that England preferred to be governed by second-class intellects

rather than by second-class characters.

Then there were the Asquithian Liberals or ^‘Wee Frees”, as they

had come to be called. Their feelings towards Bonar Law were

divided. They were of course overjoyed at the fall of Lloyd George.

Civil war always stirs up the greatest hatred, and by now the official

Liberals had come to regard the Coalitionist Liberals with implac-

able resentment. Mrs, Asquith wrote enthusiastically to Bonar Law:^

‘‘You and Sir George Younger deserve every word of praise and thanks

fiom every one of us from the lowest to the highest. It was a deplorable and
cruel blunder the Coupon Election, and the LI. Georgites had a good run,

long and dangerous. You will find no lack of generosity in my husband if

and when he has to criticize, and all of us wish you God Speed.’’

And again in a later letter:^

“Don’t believe a word about Reunion.^ Never was a greater lie. We
would rather be out for ever. Smashing the sham of the Coalition was the

right thing to do. Be firm and poke fun at these warriors.”

Bonar Law thanked her for the first letter. “What the result of all

this commotion will be”, he wrote, “I cannot pretend to foresee, but

m any case I am confident that the country will survive!”

On the other hand the Asquithian Liberals, however pleased they

might be at Lloyd George’s discomfiture, were in no sense allies of

Conservatism. They were an independent party and put 348 candi-

dates into the field. Though they could not hope for a clear majority

they might well be in a position to control the Parliamentary balance

and make their own terms for entering some sort of coalition. It was
important therefore to stand apart from any other group. Lady
Violet Bonham Carter gave the keynote to their programme in a

^ Between Asquith and Lloyd George.

Q
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speech at Paisley, her father's constituency. She declared that where-

as Lloyd George's Government had suffered from St. Vitus Dance,

Bonar Law’s appeared to be suffering from Sleeping Sickness.

It must be admitted that the Conservative election* manifesto,

which was issued by Bonar Law on November 4th, gave some slight

colour to this last accusation. Certainly it represented a reaction

against the constant flow of legislative activity which had character-

ized the late Government. “The crying need of the nation at this

moment”, wrote Bonar Law, “ - a need which in my judgment far

exceeds any other - is that we should have tranquillity and stability

both at home and abroad so that free scope should be given to the

initiative and enterprise of our citizens, for it is in that way far more
than by any action of the Government that we can hope to recover

from the economic and social results of the war.”

Tranquillity may not seem a very inspiring programme upon
which to fight an Election, but there can be little doubt that it

appealed to the unexpressed but no less deeply felt emotions of

millions of voters. It was not so much any specific measure passed by
the late Government as the general impression of “meddle and
muddle”, of uncertainty, of recklessness ~ especially in foreign policy

-which had inspired such profound dissatisfaction with Lloyd

George. There are occasions in the history of Britain when the public

becomes, quite suddenly, tired of continual excitement, constant

legislation, and perpetual crises. This was one of those occasions, and
the final paragraph of Bonar Law’s appeal shows how he gauged the

sentiments of his supporters.

“There are many measures of legislative and administrative importance
which in themselves would be desirable and which in other circumstances

I should have recommended to the immediate attention of the electorate.

But I do not feel that they can, at this moment, claim precedence over the

nation’s first need, which is, in every walk of life, to get on with its own
work, with the minimum of interference at home and of disturbance.,

abroad.”

For the rest Bonar Law's programme contained no startling items.

He undertook to reorganize the Cabinet Secretariat and return the

conduct of Foreign Affairs to the undisputed control of the Foreign

Office. This was a hit at Lloyd George’s swollen personal staff- the

celebrated Garden Suburb - whose intervention in the field of

foreign policy had aroused such furious - if ineffective - passions

in the breast of Curzon. He promised to impose drastic economies

in Government expenditure in order to reduce taxation - in those
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days the orthodox panacea for bringing about a revival in trade

and the reduction of unemployment. He promised to implement

the late Government's policy with regard to Ireland, and to carry

into law the Irish Free State Bill, before the time limit had expired.

On the fiscal question he made no specific promises, but stated that

he would call a conference of Empire Prime Ministers to consider

the best way of promoting trade and economic development in the

Empire. During the election campaign, however, he went rather

further, and in the course of a speech made the same promise that

Balfour had made in 1910, namely that he would make no change

in the fiscal system until he had made a second appeal to the nation.

It was perhaps an unwise pledge and it has been much criticized,

although it may well have helped from an electoral point of view.

Baldwin claimed that he was fulfilling this promise when he recom-

mended the premature - and, from the Conservative point of view,

disastrous ~ dissolution of 1923.

Few Elections in modern times have been fought in an atmosphere

of greater confusion and obscurity than the General Election of 1922.

Bonar Law was opposed by no less than four parties or groups all of

which had what purported to be divergent policies - though in fact

some of their programmes were virtually indistinguishable from one

another. First there were the Lloyd George Liberals with 138 candi-

dates, It is difficult to discern any clear policy here apart from

personal support for the late Premier. Then came the Asquithian

Liberals whose position has already been described. More formid-

able than either of these was the Labour Party which regarded all

the older parties with equal aversion and did at least produce a

definite programme. But its principal item, the capital levy, proved

such a liability that the Labour leaders decided half way through

the campaign to drop it. This vacillation did them no good. In any

case the Labour Party at this time gave an impression of doctrinaire

rigidity which, together with the taint ofBolshevist influence, seriously

damaged its electoral chances. Finally, there were the dissident

Unionists, few in number, but possessing much prestige. Their

attitude was one of lofty contempt for the new Government. They
awaited the result of the Election confident that Bonar Law would
be defeated. They would then have the gloomy satisfaction which

always comes to those who can say, ‘T told you so".

Bonar Law was anxious not to alienate permanently either the

dissident Tories or the Lloyd George Liberals. His opening speech at

Glasgow on October 26th was studiously moderate in tone and con-
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tained only the mildest references to the conduct of the Coalition

Government. At the same time the Conservative Central Office was

using its influence to prevent Conservatives standing against the

Liberals who had served in the late Administration. But it early

became clear that these kid glove methods would not pay. The
supporters of Lloyd George had no intention of responding in kind.

Bonar Law soon saw this himself. On October 30th Salisbury wrote

to him:^

“I have been thinking over what you said to me this morning that in

your next speech you will have to be more severe with L.G. I am sure that

is absolutely right. I find that it is expected and will be all the more effec-

tive in that your gentleness hitherto has not been responded to.”

Sir Robert Donald, the former editor of the Daily Chronicle wrote

on similar lines the same day:-*

‘‘You must attack at once and dispel the illusion which Lloyd George
has created that he was kicked out of office by a trick and that there is

practically no change of policy, except in minor things. ... Tell him he is

a liar and that he knows it. The harder you fight him the easier it will be
to deal with him when the fight is over. You offer him an olive branch and
he smites you with nettles.”

Bonar Law replied to this advice.^

“I had hoped that Ll.G. would have used his sword openly and not

attacked by innuendo. Still, he was the first to begin and on Thursday I

intend to start fighting - which once begun will not stop.”

To some extent Bonar Law^s tactics did become rather more
aggressive. He made an occasional sally at Lloyd George’s expense.

But in general he was reluctant to hit his old friend too hard. Writing

on November 6th to Sir Robert Borden he saidd

“As regards L.G. I feel as strongly as you do how great his service was -

greater than that of any other man anywhere - but the situation had be-

,come such that his Government could not continue with credit, and I met
him several times during the last six months and always urged him to resign

.

If he had done so, he could have come back in six months or a year a big-

ger man than ever. We must of course say strong things of each other in

the Election but I earnestly hope that our friendship will not be broken or
even permanently impaired.”

But if Bonar Law had scruples about attacking the members of the

late Government there was at least one ally who had no such

hesitancy. Beaverbrook plunged into the fray with all his accustomed
energy. It so happened that, on the evening of October 19th ~ the

day of the Carlton Club meeting - he had a dinner engagement with
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Birkenhead and Captain Guest. The conversation soon turned to

politics and in particular to the Newport by-election where Beaver-

brook had played a vigorous part in defeating the Coalition candi-

date. Before long “the discussion became extremely acrimonious’’.^

It ended in an open breach between Beaverbrook and Guest, but not

before Birkenhead had retailed a piece of gossip which he had learned

the night before from Sir Archibald Salvidge. This was to the effect

that some people attributed Beaverbrook’s hostility to the Coalition

to his alleged possession of oil interests in the Middle East which were

being endangered by the Coalition Government’s foreign policy.^

Neither Salvidge nor Birkenhead believed the story themselves, but

in the course ofa heated conversation Birkenhead may not have made
this point clear. At all events Beaverbrook was greatly annoyed. The
allegation was, in fact, quite untrue, and Beaverbrook possessed no

oil interests anywhere. But such an innuendo might well have had
serious consequences, especially in view of the influence over Bonar

Law, with which he was credited by many people.

A few days later he retaliated on Salvidge with a slashing leader in

the Daily Express in which he dwelt upon Salvidge’s past support of

the Coalition. Salvidge wrote a protest to Bonar Law, who replied

“Lord Beaverbrook is personally one of my most intimate friends but
he himself suggested to me at the very beginning, probably on account of

the jealousy of other newspapers, that it would be better for him to leave

me alone altogether during this crisis, I have not therefore attempted to

influence him in anything, but if, as is possible, I should happen to see

him on Sunday I will mention to him how strongly you feel the article in

the Express"'

He sent a copy of this reply to Beaverbrook first, who approved,

observing

“Salvidge made some remarks to F. E. Smith. He should keep a civil

tongue in his head. I am sorry you are troubled by these things.”
r

At the same time Beaverbrook resolved to ginger up the whole

election campaign. He saw no reason why the National Liberal ex-

Ministers should be immune from Conservative opposition. They
were hostile to Bonar Law. If enough of Lloyd George’s supporters

got back into Parliament they would join with the dissident Tories

and either overthrow or at least seriously hamper the new Govern-

ment. He resolved to disregard the arrangements made by the

Central Office, and used his influence in support ofindependent Tory
candidates against the Liberal ex-Ministers. The indignation of the

latter knew no bounds, especially as Beaverbrook’s tactics met with
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notable success. A striking case was that of Captain Guest himself.

He lost his traditionally Liberal seat in East Dorset by over 5,000

votes to Hall Caine, the Beaverbrook candidate, who was a son of the

famous novelist. Guest attributed this intervention to malice and

spite; it was a long while before friendly relations were restored

between him and Beaverbrook. Another case was that of Winston

Churchill who was defeated at Dundee in similar circumstances.

Bonar Law had, throughout his campaign, strong support from the

Press. The attitude of The Times under Wickham Steed was described

in an earlier chapter. H. A. Gwynne, editor of the Morning Post which

was the organ of Die-hard Toryism, pledged his help, incidentally

restoring friendly relations with Bonar Law which had lapsed

through a quarrel in the past. Sir Edward Hulton, the proprietor of

the Evening Standard and many provincial newspapers, after an inter-

view with Derby promised to come out on the side of the new
Government. The Daily Express was of course a vociferous ally, and

conducted an energetic campaign against the Coalition.

From one wholly unexpected quarter support came for Bonar Law.
He was astonished, shortly after his assumption of the Premiership,

to receive warm congratulations from Lord Riddell, the Noncon-
formist, teetotal, proprietor of the Mews of the World, Riddell was a

close friend of Lloyd George, and, although he had in general pre-

served political neutrality - possibly because the aspect of life, upon
which the Mews ofthe Wodd dwells, knows no political barriers - there

certainly seemed no reason why he should support Bonar Law. How-
ever, the Mews ofthe World defended the new Government throughout

the Election. Lord Riddell was, indeed, temporarily on bad terms

with his old friend. He had recently visited Ghurt, and, Lloyd George
being out, he was shown into an empty room to wait. No sooner had
he sat down than a large black chow which Lloyd George kept came
across to his chair growling in a menacing fashion. Whenever Lord
Riddell moved the chow growled even more ferociously, and the

unfortunate peer remained thus ‘‘pinned’’ for nearly an hour, until

Lloyd George and his family returned from their walk and released

him. Lloyd George was much amused at this episode, laughed

heartily, and was wont to tell it as an excellent story to his friends.^

Riddell was, however, most annoyed. Whether this or some grave

issue of policy caused him to abandon the traditional neutrality of

his paper must remain a matter ofsurmise, but, whatever the reason,

it was Bonar Law and not Lloyd George who received the blessing

of the Mews of the World in the Election of 1922.
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A more doubtful question was the attitude of Lord Rothermere.

Ever since the insanity and death of his brother, Northcliffe, in July

1922 he had been revolving in his mind a number of intricate

schemes in connexion with The Times which he expected shortly to

acquire. His political views were uncertain. At one time he appears

to have contemplated installing Lloyd George as editor, but he was

also at the same time, summer 1922, discussing the future of the paper

with Bonar Law. In the end nothing came of these schemes, for on

the very day of the Carlton Club meeting Rothermere’s bid for The

Times was beaten by that ofJohn Jacob Astor, but Rothermere still

controlled the Daily Mail which then possessed the greatest mass

circulation in the country, and he also owned the Daily Mirror, On
the morning of the Carlton Club meeting he wrote to Bonar Law:^

‘'Stick your toes in today. George and Chamberlain haven’t one chance
in a thousand ofwinning the election whilst the Conservative Party might
and I think would.”

This was encouraging but did not mean that Rothermere had
pledged support. In any case Bonar Law had suffered in the past

from Rothermere’s attacks. He replied after the meeting was over:^

“You are a queer creature. You abuse me like a pickpocket, forget all

about it and then write a most friendly letter for which, notwithstanding, I

am obliged. Well - for good or ill this fence has been taken.”

Rothermere’s son, Esmond, was an M.P. and Bonar Law intended

to offer him a minor post in the Government, But Rothermere had
higher ideas than this. He called on Bonar Law, shortly after the

latter’s accession, and demanded as the price of his newspapers’

support an earldom for himself and Cabinet office for his son. Bonar

Law was far too hardened a politician to be greatly surprised at such

a demand, but he was determined not to inaugurate his Premiership

with an action which would rival Lloyd George’s worst performances

in the Honours Scandal. He pretended not to have heard whar
Rothermere said and rang for his visitor’s car. As soon as Rothermere

was out of the room he sent for his son, Dick, and dictated an account

of the interview.^ He also informed his Parliamentary private

secretary, J. C. Davidson. If necessary he was prepared to reveal the

episode to the public, and when Rothermere started to evince

hostility in his papers he seriously considered doing so. In the end,

^ The memorandum was kept by Bonar Law but has not siurvived. The facts given above
are based on the personal recollections of Lord Coleraine (Richard Law) and Lord
Davidson. The account given in the History of the Times, Vol. IV, Pt II, p. 757 is not
correct.
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however, Rothermere deemed it prudent to come down on Bonar

Law’s side and support him during the Election.

Rumours of this episode soon began circulating in the clubs, often

in a garbled form, and on one occasion Bonar Law was told that

stories of his having given way to Rothermere’s demand were current

but generally disbelieved. In March 1923 the Duke of Somerset and
Lord Willoughby de Broke seem to have contemplated raising the

matter in the House of Lords, but they were dissuaded by Lord
Salisbury, although it is not clear what arguments were used.^

Both Beaverbrook and Rothermere conducted an embarrassing

campaign in favour ofan instant declaration by the new Government
that Britain should clear out of Mesopotamia. Beaverbrook wrote

“I think I ought to write and tell you that I really cannot follow you on
Mesopotamia and Palestine. I am for the clean cut, as I have always been
and I don’t read your remarks to me in that sense.

‘'You must not imagine for a moment that this means that I, as a rare
newspaper proprietor who does not want and won’t take anything from
you in the way of honours or office, mean to declare hostility to your
administration. On the contrary I am going to help you all I can in the
circumstances. But I feel so strongly on the Middle East question that I am
going to try to bring public pressure to bear on the Conservative candi-
dates in the constituencies to pledge themselves to the bag and baggage
policy of evacuation in Mesopotamia and Palestine. I did not want you to

read and perhaps misinterpret the question to candidates I am putting in
tomorrow’s Daily Express - so I send you this note in advance.”

Bonar Law was sympathetic towards this demand, but he had no
intention of making a declaration which would bind his Government
in advance. He did not consider it possible to make any statement

until he had had time to investigate the issues involved. Nor did he
wish to trespass upon Curzon’s province. He firmly refused despite

much pressure to give the guarantee for which Beaverbrook and
Rothermere asked.

As the election campaign proceeded, the volume of support for

Bonar Law, and the degree of division among his opponents became
more and more evident. Bonar Law was at first optimistic. In his

letter of November 6th to Borden he said:’''

“Though it is rash to prophesy I am inclined to think that we shall have
a majority,” characteristically adding, “but even so I know well that our
troubles are only beginning.”

But with the approach of polling day he became increasingly

gloomy and depressed. His health had been giving him trouble and -

ominous portent - his voice failed him on one or two occasions. His
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own seat in Central Glasgow seemed by no means safe. It would be

little short of a disaster if his Party won but had no Prime Minister

to lead them when Parliament opened. The dearth of experience on
the Front Bench would then be shown in a particularly glaring light.

And anyway would his Party win? Perhaps “Tranquillity"’ was not

after all a very inspiring slogan for an election campaign in a modern
democracy. Perhaps Lloyd George was right, and the nation dazzled

by his firework display would vote in such a way that the House of

Commons would contain no party with a clear majority, and every-

thing would be in confusion again.

Bonar Law spoke at Glasgow on the eve of the poll, and then

returned to London. Polling day was November 15th. The weather

was abominable and much of the country was shrouded in fog.

Despite a bad cold Bonar Law set out for the polling station at South

Kensington and, heavily muffled in scarves, duly recorded his own
vote. As the first news of the Election appeared it seemed as if his

gloomier predictions were to be justified. There was much delay in

announcing the result of his own contest and he thought that this

must mean a recount. Moreover, the results of the boroughs ~ which

always come in first - were inconclusive. It was not until the news

from the county seats became known that Bonar Law realized the

full extent of his triumph for the countryside had rallied to the Tory
Party, and the good news arrived that he had held Central Glasgow

by 3,000 votes. When the final result was declared Bonar Law found

that he had a majority of 77 over all other parties combined. The
Conservatives had 344 seats. Labour came next with 138 -almost

twice its previous strength. The Asquithian Liberals had 60 seats,

and the Lloyd George Liberals 57. But - such are the vagaries of the

British electoral system - this sweeping victory was gained on a

minority of the total votes cast. Bonar Law had been saved by the

divisions among his opponents.

As the congratulations poured in Bonar Law could reflect with

much satisfaction upon his victory. It was very largely a personal

triumph for him. It was a gratifying vindication of his decision at the

Carlton Club meeting. No longer could his enemies proclaim that the

Coalition only fell because of an intrigue between the Die-hards and

the disgruntled Under-Secretaries. Whatever the motives of the mal-

contents, there seemed little doubt that their action was endorsed by

the country at large. Not merely had Bonar Law won but he had

won by a sufficient margin to dispense with the need for any outside

allies. For the first time in over twenty years a Conservative Admini-
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stration was supported by a homogeneous Party with an overall

majority in the House of Commons.
Several of Bonar Law’s principal opponents lost their seats at the

Election. Of the leading National Liberals, Churchill, Guest,

Kellaway and Hamar Greenwood all succumbed. Of the Asquithian

Liberals, Walter Runciman and Sir Donald Maclean were beaten.

Maclean had been their leader during Asquith’s temporary exile

from the House after the Coupon Election.

‘‘My dear Maclean,” wrote Bonar Law,^ ‘‘I am leally very sorry the

fortune of war has gone against you at Peebles, and I earnestly hope that

it may not be long before you are back in the House.
“I^always thought and I fancy I said it to you more than once that your

time of leading your party very much resembled my own experience and
in each case the success came because the House of Commons rather liked

us.”

Most of Bonar Law’s leading supporters were victorious at the

polls, but one Cabinet Minister, Sir Arthur Griffith-Boscawen, and

two Junior Ministers, failed to get in. The problem of finding them
seats was destined to cause a good deal of trouble early in the follow-

ing year. Another casualty was the Chief Whip, Colonel Leslie

Wilson, despite the part he played in overthrowing the Coalition.

2

The most immediate and urgent matter confronting the new
Government was the Irish Free State Bill which set up the new
Constitution for Southern Ireland. Under the terms of the Irish

Treaty this had to be ratified by both sides within a year of the

signing of the Treaty. It had already been ratified in Ireland. Parlia-

ment therefore had to pass the Bill before December 6th; otherwise

the Constitution lapsed completely. Bonar Law had never regarded

^
the Treaty with enthusiasm, and the ranks of his supporters contained

some of its bitterest enemies. Nevertheless, even the Die-hards ad-

mitted that matters had now gone beyond recall, and that there was
really no option except to pass the Bill as soon as possible and hope

for the best. Accordingly Bonar Law decided to have a short Parlia-

mentary session before Christmas, beginning on November 20th.

This would be devoted almost exclusively to Ireland. All other

measures could wait until the next session which was fixed to open
in the middle of February,

On November 27th Bonar Law moved the second reading of the

Irish Bill. His speech was one ofmasterly neutrality for he was anxious
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to avoid giving offence to the Die-hards. With that abihty to limit the

issues of debate, which had always been one of his strongest assets in

argument, he carefully avoided any general discussion of the Treaty.

The Treaty had already been approved by the late Parliament. No
political party or individual Member at the recent Election, he said,

‘‘took any other view than that this Treaty must be given a chance,

and everyone desires that this should be done”. Having thus skated

over the thin ice, Bonar Law proceeded to deal with the legal

question as to whether the wording of the new Irish Constitution, set

up in the Bill, accorded with the wording of the Irish Treaty. In this

way he carefully lowered the whole temperature of the discussion

before it had time to arouse those heated passions which normally

swayed the House whenever the question of Ireland was debated.

The Bill was eventually passed without a division - though not with-

out many mournful groans and gloomy jeremiads from the Ulster

and Die-hard members.

Since the Irish Bill aroused so little controversy it might have been

expected that the session would pass by uneventfully, but, as Bonar
Law himself observed in his first speech to the House, “I have never

seen a session however short in which something does not turn up,

which was not expected to happen.” The session was in fact marked
by two episodes which deserve to be recorded. The first arose in-

directly out of Bonar Law’s decision, taken as soon as he became
Prime Minister, to restore the departmental Ministers to their proper

constitutional role. Of late Lloyd George had conducted business

almost as if he had been a popular dictator relying on the advice of

a small clique of intimate friends. The Cabinet was habitually by-

passed, Every delegation or deputation found its way sooner or later

to 10 Downing Street. Bonar Law promptly signalized the reversal of

this policy by refusing to receive a deputation of the unemployed who
insisted upon laying the grievances before the Prime Minister. This

decision was not prompted by callousness or indifference. Bonar Law
viewed the conditions of the unemployed with every sympathy, but

he considered that the Minister of Labour was the proper person to

deal with them, and he wanted to make it clear to the world that the

new Government was not to be a one man show. Moreover, he did

not believe, or wish the public to think that he believed, in the

existence of any simple panacea for unemployment. The problem

could only be solved by an improvement in the national prosperity -

an improvement which might be achieved gradually by reduction of

taxes but which certainly could not come overnight.
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The Labour Party, however, naturally resented this attitude. They
considered that the Prime Minister should have shown more sym-

pathy, but, since they could hardly deny that he was within his

rights in refusing, they chose another matter upon which to attack

him. Bonar Law had not only refused to see the leaders of the

Deputation, he had also examined their police records. He came to

the conclusion that, in view of their violent and subversive language,

there was some danger of a riot in London. He therefore caused two

of his secretaries to summon representatives of the London Press and

convey a warning about the danger. Unfortunately, his secretaries

omitted to include the Daily Herald among the papers thus informed
- no doubt on account of its political hostility. The Labour Party

was quick to move the adjournment of the House on the ground that

this was a case of ‘‘tampering with the Press’’ - a practice of which

the late Government was alleged to have been often guilty, and
which, Bonar Law had in an election speech declared, would cease

under his regime. In fact Bonar Law had not given orders to exclude

the Daily Herald^ and would have countermanded that exclusion,

had he known in time. He explained this to the House with his usual

candour, but firmly defended his right to communicate matters of

this sort to the Press. His defence was convincing and the attack

fizzled out.

Towards the end of the session a much more serious attack was

made upon the Government, and from a very different quarter. This

was the curious episode of the Gounaris letters. Gounaris had been

the Prime Minister of Greece while King Constantine was King. He
was held responsible by the new Greek Government for the debacle

in Asia Minor, and on November 28th to the horror of the civilized

world, together with five colleagues he was shot at dawn. Gounaris

had conducted a lengthy correspondence with Curzon from Febru-

ary 1922 onwards. This correspondence had - by means that have
never been disclosed - fallen into the hands of Beaverbrook. On
December 3rd he published in the Sunday Express extracts from a

letter of February 15th, 1922, addressed by Gounaris to Curzon. The
gist of it was a grave warning that, unless Britain could give support

in arms and money to the Greek Government, the Greek Army would
have to withdraw from Asia Minor before it was too late. The
political significance of such a publication was of course to pin the

blame for the Greek disaster and the judicial murder of Gounaris on
to the Coalition Government.
But on reading this letter in the Sunday Express the leading ex-
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Coalitionists thought that they had a golden opportunity ofdamaging
Curzon. Birkenhead was confident that he had never seen the

Gounaris letter. He consulted Lloyd George, Chamberlain, and
Worthington Evans, who all disclaimed any knowledge of it. If this

were really the case Curzon deserved severe censure for not having

circulated to the Cabinet a communication of such importance. The
Cabinet could not be held responsible for the Greek debacle when the

Foreign Secretary conducted policy on his own without giving them
the vital information that they needed in order to form an opinion.

On December 7th Birkenhead read the letter out in the House of

Lords. He declared in the most emphatic terms that it had never

been seen by him or by his ex-colleagues, and therefore that if any

member of the late Government was responsible for the Greek

tragedy it was Curzon who was one of the very few who retained his

post in the new Cabinet.

Birkenhead, however, in making this attack had displayed a reck-

lessness, remarkable in an ex-Lord Chancellor. His rashness was,

indeed, shared by his former colleagues, for none of them appears to

have taken the precaution of consulting the official records in order

to see what had really happened. In fact the document had been

printed and circulated to the Cabinet, and Birkenhead himself had
actually returned it initialled as having been read. Bonar Law’s own
account written to Curzon in Lausanne, the day after the attack

shows what had happened:^

‘‘Our friends, your late colleagues, have made almost as big a mess of it

as I have seen in the whole ofmy political experience. A paper published

extracts from a letter to you from Gounaris of 15th February last. L.G.,

F.E., Austen and Worthington Evans - I do not know whether there were
any others -- came to the conclusion that here was a weapon to be used

against you to prove that it was you and not L.G. who had led the Greeks

on and caused the disaster. They had risked this by trusting to their

memory. A question was put to me in the House whether this correspon- ^
dence had been circulated to the Cabinet. I was able to reply, ‘Yes’. They
questioned it by supplementaries but without any result. F.E. had arranged

to make an attack in force in the House of Lords, and apparently they had
forgotten to tell him of the answer given. ^ He therefore made a violent

attack which was quite successfully answered by Salisbury, and now a

question is going to be put in the House of Lords and probably in our
House too asking for confirmation of the statement made by me.
“We have the most absolute proof not only in the Foreign Office list,

but Horne and Austen have left their papers with their successors and in

^ Bonar Lawn’s answer was given about three quarters of an hour befoie the House of

Lords met.
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both cases the documentj which F.E. said none of them had ever seen, is

found among their papers. Probably you have been informed of a lot of

this, but, if you have had any idea that trouble might be caused to you,
you may put that out of your head.’’

In the face of this evidence Birkenhead and Lloyd George felt

obliged to withdraw their charges, and Birkenhead made a full and
handsome apology in the House of Lords. The ex-Ministers of the

Coalition now appeared in a most foolish light. For they had_not

been content with merely denying all knowledge of the Gounaris

letter. They had also dwelt, at length and with eloquence, upon the

complete change in policy which they would have demanded had
they seen so vital a document. But it seemed clear that they had all

in fact seen it and yet had done nothing whatever. It is not surprising

that the rest of the session passed without further attacks upon the

Government from that particular quarter. It is difficult to explain

what Lord Ronaldshay in his life of Curzon had justly described as

truly remarkable case of collective amnesia”. Evidently the ex-

Ministers genuinely believed that they had not seen the document.
Any suggestion to the contrary would argue not merely dishonesty

but a high degree of folly. It can only be supposed that the prospect

of damaging Curzon, for whom they all felt a deep animosity at this

time, was so exhilarating that they forgot to verify their references.

Curzon was understandably furious. Neither mild nor brief were
the denunciations of his former colleagues, with which he regaled

Bonar Law in letter after letter from Lausanne. On December gth

he wrote

. I am concerned at the malevolence exhibited bymy late colleagues.

Birkenhead daily fires off a number of poisoned shafts zn my absence in the

Lords. I will deal with him faithfully if he repeats it next session. But I am
surprised at Chamberlain and W. Evans - tho’ not at L.G. -joining in

the manhunt.
'‘Of course the real paradox lies in the fact that I am represented as the

author of Greece’s remaining in Asia Minor whereas I had been struggling

for a year to get her out (in the face of the machinations of L.G. and only
wanted her to hold on until I could get to Paris and arrange an honourable
evacuation)

Bonar Law replied:^

“The Gounaris business is over for the present but in case it comes up
again when you return there is a more deadly weapon left for you than has
yet been used and that is a letter from Gounaris - dated February 27 I

think - to the late Prime Minister calling attention to the letter to you and
recapitulating all the facts contained in his letter to you. This is in the
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Foreign Office because he sent a copy of it. I had arranged with Salisbury

to read it yesterday but after L.G.’s withdrawal I thought it better not to

use it and Salisbury agreed.”

Curzon did not dissent from this. He merely observed in menacing

tones

‘‘If I am ever called upon to tell in Parliament the whole tale of the 10

Downing Street cum-Greek intrigue it will be a bad day for L.G That was
why he cooed like a dove in the H. of C. when the question last came up.”

The need for these lurid revelations was, however, sudderdy

removed by the action of Beaverbrook. On December i6th, the day

after the session ended, he published in the Daily Express some of the

facts about Lloyd George’s personal part in encouraging the Greeks

to hold on in Asia Minor as late as ten days before the fall of Smyrna.

Curzon was delighted. He had been priming Bonar Law with infor-

mation to use against Lloyd George and now added: ‘‘But my in-

formation has been rendered unnecessary by the revelations in

yesterday’s Daily Express^\ Bonar Law, however, was displeased at

Beaverbrook’s action. He rang up his friend at 8 o’clock that morning

and said: “This is a bombshell you have thrown. If you had pub-

lished it yesterday the House would not have risen.” Beaverbrook

replied that he had postponed publication for that very reason.

“Well whether the House is up or not,” replied Bonar Law gloomily,

“you can depend upon it you will hear more of this.”^^ In fact, how-

ever, Bonar Law was wrong. Lloyd George deemed it prudent to

ignore the allegations in the Daily Express, For the time being the

whole matter was dropped, and the ex-Coalition Ministers bided

their time for further attacks on other issues.

Thus ended the first session of Parliament in Bonar Law’s

Premiership. It had been largely a personal triumph for him. He had

carried nearly all the burden of the work. Indeed it was somewhat

ironical that he who had from the first proclaimed the importance of ^

Cabinet responsibility and the abolition of one man rule should have

been forced to take so much upon himself. It was certainly not his

wish, but the lack of experienced colleagues made it almost inevitable

at first.

“I have been following your Parliamentary proceedings as closely as I

could,” wrote Curzon, ‘‘but I am afraid the strain upon you must be con-

siderable as your Front Bench seems to shine more in silence than in

speech.”

“Thank you very much for your personal letters which were extremely

interesting,” replied Bonar Law, “but they were not exactly the kind which
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I could read to the Cabinet in view of your compliment to the Front

Bench. .

”

It was still the duty at that time of the Prime Minister to send every

day a letter in his own hand to the King describing what had hap-

pened in Parliament. On the last day ofthe session Sir Patrick Gower,

one of Bonar Law’s private secretaries, took the liberty of writing a

personal letter to Lord Stamfordham, in order to supplement Bonar

Law’s account. He ended

‘^The Prime Minister’s success in the present House has been remark-

able, and the most striking feature of this Session has been the extra-

ordinary influence that he has exercised over the Labour Party. They are

obviously very impressed with his sincerity and his powers of logical argu-

ment, and even the extremists would seem to be hushed into comparative

silence when he is speaking. There may be exceptional occasions which I

suppose are inevitable with such explosive material, but the Prime
Minister undoubtedly exercises a growing sway over them.”
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T
he calm which had attended Bonar Law in his early weeks as

Prime Minister was of brief duration. Long before Parliament

next met- mid-February - the storm clouds began to gather.

It was in the field of foreign affairs - in particular relations with

France and America - that the greatest difficulties were to arise.

Bonar Law had never taken any very close interest in foreign policy.

In the Coalition Cabinet Lloyd George had monopolized that side of

the Government’s activity. Indeed his propensity to disregard his

Foreign Secretary had been a contributory cause of the Coalition’s

fall. Therefore, quite apart from personal inclination, Bonar Law
was almost bound to leave foreign policy to Curzon, But no Primer-

Minister can wholly dissociate himself from such an important

matter, and Curzon’s absence from the country at Lausanne made it

necessary for Bonar Law to deal with at least one major issue of

foreign policy - that of German reparations.

Accordingly, while his Foreign Secretary endeavoured to restore

British prestige and conclude a satisfactory peace treaty with the

Turks, Bonar Law essayed the almost hopeless task of achieving an

agreement with Poincare over the treatment of Germany. This was

an appropriate division of labour. Bonar Law had taken an interest

482
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in reparations ever since his days as Chancellor of the Exchequer.

He understood economic and financial problems, whereas, to quote

Sir Harold Nicolson, Curzon’s ‘^‘interest in finance was confined to

his own income’’, and he had never played an important role in the

interminable conferences on that contentious subject, which occupied

so much of the European statesmen’s time since the end of the

war.

The situation when Bonar Law returned to office can be briefly

summarized. In April 1921 the Reparations Commission ~ which

was dominated by France - fixed Germany’s total liability at

million, and at the same time gave official notification that Germany
was in default on the interim payments which had been imposed in

the Versailles Treaty. The Germans accepted this liability but pro-

tested that their economic condition made it impossible for them to

pay for the time being. The British Government sympathized with

the Germans, and informed British opinion, influenced partly by
Keynes’s famous book, inclined to the view that such sums were

wholly out of the realm of practical politics. The French Govern-

ment took a much more severe view. It was still believed in France

that huge sums could be obtained from Germany, ifonly the Germans
were bullied enough.

There was another consideration which influenced French policy.

The French had in 1919 given up their insistence upon the frontier

of the Rhine, in return for a joint Anglo-American guarantee against

German attack. Unfortunately the British guarantee only came into

effect if the American Senate ratified the Versailles Treaty. The
Senate, however, to the dismay of the Allies, refused to do so. The
British guarantee therefore automatically lapsed, and Lloyd George

was not prepared to risk the unpopularity which would have followed

any attempt to negotiate a military treaty with France, independently

of America. The French therefore felt, with good reason, that they

had been cheated out of their minimum requirements for security

against future German aggression, and, from an early stage, a

powerful section of French opinion favoured using the cat and mouse

powers conferred by the reparations clauses of the Versailles Treaty

as an excuse for seizing the Ruhr, establishing a puppet Rhineland

State, and securing the Rhine frontier which the extremists had

always demanded. Those who took this view did not really care about

reparations at all, and regarded German default as a welcome excuse

for their own ulterior purposes. In January 1922, the fall of Briand

and the accession of Poincare who represented this element of French



THE GOOSE THAT COULM’T-OR WOULDN’T-
Mb. Bonar Law. “THE WBETCHED BIBD CAN’T LAY GOLDEN EGGS WITHOUT A NICE

LONG MOBATOEIUM.”
M. Poincare. “AND I SAY SHE CAN. AND A GOOSE THAT CAN LAY AND WON’T LAY

MUST BE MADE TO LAY—EVEN IP I HAVE TO WEING HER NECK!”
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opinion made any hope of agreement between Britain and France

extremely remote. During 1922 the Reparations Commission, the

British member dissenting, had formally declared Germany to be in

default over deliveries of timber. Poincare therefore had the law on
his side, and he announced that France would if necessary act alone,

invade the Ruhr, and apply sanctions in order to extract reparations.

Various efforts were made during the remainder of the year to

prevent Poincare from fulfilling this threat, but by the beginning of

December his patience - not a quality conspicuous in his character -

had evidently become exhausted. It was finally agreed to hold a

Conference of Allied Prime Ministers in London on December gth

in order to consider what should be done. Three days earlier Bonar
Law gave an interview to C. P. Scott, the editor of the Manchester

Guardian who kept a note of what was said:^

. He spoke of the extreme difficulty facing him at the Conference of

Prime Ministers on Saturday - a far more difficult business than the Con-
ference at Lausanne (at which I had said I wished he could have taken
Gurzon’s place). . . . ‘For the first time I am going into a conference

without any policy in my own mind ~ I know I am suspected of being
pro French and it is quite possible you may quarrel with me on that score

(I admitted that I had my fears) - It is true that I attach the utmost
importance to maintaining a good understanding with France. I may have
to choose between two evils - between a breach with France which would
mean chaos in Europe or concessions to France which would also involve

great misfortunes’. . . .

“He mentioned that he had gone into the whole subject of Germany’s
capacity to pay with Keynes and I gathered that he intended to continue

to consult him. ...”

The Conference was wholly abortive. Indeed all Bonar Law could

do was to postpone a final settlement until a further meeting of the

Prime Ministers in Paris at the beginning ofJanuary.

The Italian Prime Minister at the London Conference was Benito

Mussolini who had just brought off the successful coup d'Stat which

was to put him in control of his country for over twenty years.

Gurzon, who had met him already, formed a most adverse opinion

of him, and hastened to pen a letter in his best style to Bonar Law:^

“I must utter the most solemn warning about treating with such a man
... I beg you, if the man attempts to discuss these Eastern questions or to

extract any assurances about them, to decline to say a word on the subject.

He is a thoroughly unscrupulous and dangerous demagogue - plausible in

manner but without scruple or truth in conduct.”

In fact, however, Mussolini appears to have behaved well in
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London, and he made no attempt to extract assurances from Bonar
Law. The Prime Minister found him, as many others have, a striking

personality, “Look at that man’s eyes,” he said to one of his secre-

taries. “You will hear more of him later.”^

At the end of December Bonar Law, armed with a compromise

plan, crossed to Paris. He was accompanied by Davidson, Eyre

Crowe, the Permanent Under-Secretary of the Foreign Office, and
Lloyd-Greame, President of the Board of Trade. He stayed at the

Crillon Hotel where he had discussions with Curzon summoned from

Lausanne, Curzon agreed with Bonar Law’s proposals for a com-
promise. The gist of this plan was that Germany’s total liability

should be fixed at ;^2,500 million - a not unreasonable sum - and

that she should be dispensed from any payment for the next four

years so that she might have a chance to restore her economic condi-

tion and her credit. The plan was put forward more as a means of

convincing British and world opinion that the Government had
made a real effort at producing a fair solution rather than in expecta-

tion that the French would agree. “I have no hope of the Conference

of January Qnd,” Bonar Law wrote to Curzon, “unless something

unexpected happens.”

Unfortunately nothing unexpected did happen. Indeed the Con-

ference went precisely as might have been predicted. At the first

meeting Poincare made it clear that he was determined to occupy

the Ruhr, and he refused to regard Bonar Law’s plan even as a basis

for discussion. Indifferent to diplomatic finesse, Bonar Law was
strongly in favour of breaking off negotiations at once and returning

to London. He was dissuaded from taking such a drastic step, and
consented to attend two more meetings. These were characterized

by complete courtesy and equally complete disagreement. In the

circumstances further negotiation was useless, and the discussions

ended on January qth, 1923.

The French now fulfilled their long delayed threat. On January
nth their troops occupied Essen. What came to be known as the

“Rupture Cordiale” had begun. It did not end in Bonar Law’s life-

time.

2

Bonar Law was profoufidly disturbed at the outcome of the Paris

Conference, but he seems to have given Curzon an even greater

impression of gloom than he in fact felt. “The feet of the Prime
Minister were glacial, positively glacial,” Curzon observed to Harold
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Nicolson on returning from Paris to Lausanne."^ Bonar Law’s ten-

dency to dwell on the darker aspect of affairs often made him seem

defeatist, and, in view of the breach with France, he was certainly

most anxious that Curzon should not commit the Government to an

armed conflict with Turkey, in which Britain might be completely

isolated.

Sir Harold Nicolson in his masterly account of Curzon’s foreign

policy is perhaps unduly severe on Bonar Law and the rest of the

Cabinet. He refers to the Prime Minister’s ‘‘pessimism”, his “defeatist

opinions”, his “faint but frequent bleatings”.® No doubt these

reminders ofpublic opinion in Britain were unwelcome and irritating

to the Foreign Secretary in Lausanne. Nevertheless, Bonar Law had
some reasons for his attitude. He was after all leader of the Conserva-

tive Party which had a tradition of being both pro-French and pro-

Turk. Already events had forced a rupture - however cordial - with

France. The last thing he wanted was a war with Turkey. It was

precisely the danger of such a war - at the time of the Chanak
Incident - which had been the immediate cause of Lloyd George’s

downfall and the replacement of the Coalition by the present

Government. A war with Turkey would be a bad start for a policy of

“tranquillity”.

There was a further point. Early in January it seemed - wrongly

as events turned out - that the only issue which prevented the signing

of a treaty was the question ofMosul. Was Mosul to belong to Turkey

or to the infant Kingdom ofIraq, which was under British protection?

Now the question of Mosul was one on which the Cabinet was highly

sensitive. For Mosul not only contained a hideously complicated

tangle of obscure and hostile races, it also contained a great deal of

oil, and in the company which owned the oil British interests had a

three-quarter share. If we took a firm line in favour of Iraq would

not the Liberals and the Left at once protest that this was an out-

rageous example of the financial imperialism which was popularly,

though incorrectly, believed to exercise a sinister influence over

British foreign policy? And was it not equally certain that the Daily

Mail and the Daily Express - or, more accurately, Lords Rothermere

and Beaverbrook - already engaged in a campaign to liquidate all

our Near Eastern commitments on grounds ofeconomy, would attack

the Government with greater persistence than ever?

Bonar Law was not unduly sensitive to newspaper attacks, but in

this particular case he had strong sympathy with the critics. He was

anxious to get out of Iraq and very anxious to avoid even the mere
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appearance of risking a war because of British oil interests. He there-

fore issued a categorical warning to Curzon on January 8thJ

am still as satisfied as we both were before you went to Lausanne that

we cannot go to war for Mosul. Indeed, although, I think, from conversa-

tions you know exactly what my views are, it is perhaps as well to prevent
the possibility of misunderstanding that I should again repeat that there

are two things which seem to me vital. The first is that we should not go
to war for Mosul, and second that, if the French - as we know to be the

case - will not join us, we shall not by ourselves fight to enforce what
remains of the Treaty of Sevres. I feel so strongly on both these points that,

unless something quite unforeseen should change my view, I would not
take responsibility for any other policy.”

This letter can hardly be described as a ‘Taint bleat”, and it made
the position quite clear. Curzon did not disagree. In the end, with a

skill and persistence which must excite the utmost admiration, he

demolished the entire Turkish case for occupying Mosul, and con-

trived to take this problem out of the Lausanne discussions altogether.

The Turks were obliged to agree to arbitration by the League of

Nations, and Curzon was rightly confident that an impartial verdict

would favour Iraq. Thus the question of Mosul did not finally prove

an obstacle at Lausanne.

It should not be imagined from the foregoing account that Curzon
was in any sense a passive recipient of admonitions from Bonar Law.
On the contrary, elated at the eclipse of his enemy, Lloyd George, he

had seldom been in better form. The effort of coping with French

and Italian intrigues, and negotiating with Ismet Pasha in no way
exhausted his activities, and, till a late hour, night after night, he

would write from Lausanne in his own hand long letters to Bonar

Law, complaining, exhorting, instructing, above all asserting the

rights of the Foreign Secretary against every encroachment.

For example, Bonar Law had had a courtesy visit from the French

Ambassador and Curzon detailed a long list of complications which,

he alleged, ensued:^
'

“All this has arisen out of the ‘courtesy visit’, and when the F.O, ask

me what has happened all I can reply is that I am entirely in the dark.

Had this happened under the old regime there would have been nothing

surprising, but you yourself put reparations back under the F.O and I

know you have not the slightest intention of doing or saying anything
except with our full knowledge.

“But it makes me very suspicious of ‘courtesy visits’. Can you tell me
exactly what happened, and if you see an Ambassador again will you
dictate, afterwards ~ as I always do - a briefiaccount of the interview.”

Bonar Law replied mildly:^ “As regards the courtesy visit nothing
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could have been more formal or more indefinite/' He assured Curzon

that he had made none of the statements alleged by Curzon’s in-

formants. But when Curzon began to criticize his conduct of affairs

at the Paris Conference, a certain note of acerbity is discernible in

the Prime Minister’s reply. Curzon wrote on January 6th/

“I was surprised and sorry at the early breakdown in Paris, and I

wonder whether it was altogether wise to publish our scheme in advance
and expose it to the ruthless fangs of the Paris Press

Two days later Bonar Law replied ^

‘T note what you say about our Paris Conference, but you have evi-

dently not had time to understand the situation, as you speak ofour having
published our scheme in advance when as a matter of fact it was only

handed to the Conference simultaneously with the French scheme, and
both were published together.”

Curzon’s complaints were not directed only at Bonar Law. He
found Derby’s activities very trying. The two men had never been

on cordial terms. “He is the meanest man I know,” Derby once said

of Curzon in a letter to Bonar Law. On December 6th Curzon wrote

to Bonar Law:^

“The quasi political activities of the W.O. are a perfect curse. You will

remember that before I went to Paris Derby, without ever telling the F.O.,

had sent over Burnett-Stuart to Paris, and he had shown a W.O. memo on
the whole question of peace with Turkey to Foch - many of the proposals

being in violent disagreement with my policy. . .

.

“Derby is particularly bad in this respect for he fancies that he is the

only man who has influence with the French and that his mission in life

is to vary attendance at Parisian race meetings with attempts to correct

the blunders of the British Ambassador and Foreign Secretary.”

It was not only on Foreign Affairs that Curzon meant to assert his

rights.

“Before you fill the Regius Professorship of Divinity at Oxford,” he

wrote, “I hope you will consult me as Chancellor of the University. LLG.
usually did so with these appointments.

Bonar Law had no objection on this score. He replied.

“I shall certainly not appoint a Regius Professor without your advice.

Indeed I would not myself have any idea as to the suitable person to

choose.””^

Towards the end of the Lausanne negotiations Curzon seems to

have become somewhat overwrought. Bonar Law had warned him

of the views of the Cabinet on certain matters.

“Have I not”, protested Curzon,^ “kept carefully in mind the views of

the Cabinet throughout and have I ever misled or landed you?
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“I have been fighting here a battle the magnitude and difficulty of
which you hardly realize at home.

“I am more than grateful for the free hand that you have given me.
But I have sometimes felt a little hurt that from start to finish I cannot
recall a word of encouragement of my labours, while I am continually

being told to beware of situations of which I am just as conscious as any-
one at home and perhaps am able to apprise more accurately ”

Bonar Law^s reaction to these letters is not known. But it is

perhaps reasonable to surmize that their general tone may have
implanted in his mind certain doubts - not about Curzon’s ability as

Foreign Secretary, for which he had great respect - but about

Curzon’s character. This doubt may at first have been a mere whis-

per, a faint feeling that, for all his great talents, there was something

not quite right about Gurzon. The evidence is lacking to give a

definite answer, but these letters should not be forgotten when we
came to consider the circumstances of Bonar Law’s retirement a few

months later, and his attitude to the problem of who should succeed

him.

On February 4th the Lausanne Conference came to an end. The
Turks refused to sign the Treaty, and Curzon returned to England.

But what seemed apparent failure was in reality success. Although

the Treaty had not been signed British prestige in the East had been

in a large measure re-established, war had been avoided, and in fact

the Treaty with a few unimportant modifications was to be signed

by the Turks five months later.

3

At the end of January 1923 a sudden wholly unexpected squall

blew up and very nearly overturned the Government completely.

This was the question of the settlement of the American debt, and,

since it brought Bonar Law to the verge of resigning, the matter must

be described in some detail. The British Government owed the^

Government of the United States a sum which amounted to nearly

£qoq million. This debt had been almost exclusively contracted in

respect of munitions supplied during the war, and a very large part

of these munitions had been used by France, Italy and other Euro-

pean Allies. Indeed the total indebtedness of the other Allies to

Britain was nearly four times as great as that of Britain to the United

States. It was clear therefore that, although we had an indisputable

legal obligation to repay our debt to America irrespective ofany sums

that we could recover from our debtors, common sense and justice

demanded an all round settlement. This had, indeed, been the theme
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ofthe celebrated '‘Balfour Note’’ in August 1922. Balfour, temporarily

in charge of the Foreign Office, informed our European debtors that

we would only expect them to pay enough to cover our own debt to

the United States. All the rest would be wiped out.

This declaration was ill received in America, and was followed by a

demand that the British debt should be funded as soon as possible.

Sir Robert Horne was on the point of leaving for America to discuss

the matter with the authorities at Washington, when the Coalition

fell. The problem was therefore temporarily postponed but it was

clear that Bonar Law’s Government would have to take some sort of

action at an early stage.

Bonar Law’s own attitude was the same as that of Balfour and

Lloyd George. He considered that the only fair settlement was one

which involved either cancellation all round or payment all round. He
regarded it as most unfair that Britain should be faced with a huge

one-sided burden. Yet this seemed all too likely, if the Americans

insisted on the letter of the law, and if the French insisted that they

could only pay Britain to the extent that they could successfully

extract reparations from Germany - a prospect which was becoming

ever blacker. Bonar Law made his own view clear in the House of

Commons on December 14th, 1922. Referring to our need for

American credit during the war he said:

‘Tt is an undoubted fact that we were in that position because we had
used all our securities and pledged them already to secure munitions for

carrying on the War; and we had pledged them without any regard

whatever to whether it was for the British Armies or the Armies of our

Allies. I am sure there is no one in the world who will doubt that, from the

point ofview ofjustice, it cannot be right that we alone should make pay-

ment as the result of this. ... I am convinced that to make that payment
without receiving anything from outside sources would reduce the stan-

dard of living in this country for a generation, and would be a burden
upon us, which no one who talks of it now has any conception of.”

This categorical statement leaves no doubt as to Bonar Law’s

attitude, and it makes what subsequently happened all the more

surprising. At the beginning ofJanuary Baldwin, the new Chancellor

of the Exchequer, sailed to America with Montagu Norman, the

Governor of the Bank of England. It does not appear that they had

any written instructions, but it is quite certain that, whatever else

they were empowered to do, they had no right to conclude an

independent Anglo-American settlement without reference to the

Cabinet. Yet this was in the end exactly what they did.

The situation when they opened discussions at Washington was
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that Britain had currently to pay about 5^^465000,000 annually as

interest ~ quite apart from sinking fund, since the original debt had
been contracted at 5 per cent. This was generally agreed to be

absurdly high. The best of the various offers which Baldwin could

obtain from the American Commissioners was 3 per cent for ten years

and 3J per cent thereafter. This with a sinking fund of i per cent

meant annual payments ofabout 5^34,000,000 for ten years and, after

that, 5(^40,000,000. According to Dr. Thomas Jones, who wrote the

notice of Bonar Law in the Dictionary of National Biography^ and who
was at this time a member of the Cabinet Secretariat, the maximum
that Bonar Law was prepared to concede was 2| per cent - giving an

annual payment of about 5(^25,000,000. Presumably - though Dr.

Jones does not say so - even this payment was conditional as far as

Bonar Law was concerned, upon the recovery of a comparable sum
from our European debtors. Alarmed at the way negotiations seemed

to be proceeding, Bonar Law telegraphed his views to Baldwin at

some length. The Chancellor was under strong pressure from the

British Embassy and the United States Government to conclude an

agreement as soon as possible, for Congress rose on March 4th, and

it was considered important to ratify any settlement of the debt

before that date. Nevertheless, when all allowances are made, his

final decision remains astonishing. He decided that the American

offer was the best he could hope for, and he closed with it on his own
authority without reference to the Cabinet. Then, as if determined

to block all possibility of retreat, he informed the newspaper repor-

ters, when he landed in England at the end ofJanuary, both of the

nature of the terms, and of his own conviction that they were the best

obtainable.

Bonar Law could scarcely have been placed in a more embarrassing

position. He was convinced that the settlement was disastrous, that

the burden of taxation thus imposed would make British economic

recovery impossible, that, even if the terms were acceptable to public^

opinion now, they would be greatly resented in a few years’ time. He
considered that it was wholly wrong to conclude any arrangement

about the American debt independently of the whole question of

inter-Alhed indebtedness. There was, he believed, no hope ofrecover-

ing from our European debtors anything like the sum that Baldwin

had contracted to pay to America. He frankly preferred to make no

settlement at all. This might legally amount to default, but it could

not be so described in equity. In the long run the Baldwin settlement

would greatly damage Anglo-American relations. It was better to
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have a temporary difference now. The delay might mean that the

American people would come to take a more generous view.^

Bonar Law was fortified in his opinions by expert advice from two

sources. During the negotiations he had consulted both Keynes and
McKenna who advised him against accepting the American terms.

Keynes is quoted by Mr. G. M. Young in his life of Baldwin as

writing

“I hope on the whole we refuse the American offer, in order to give

them time to discover that they are at our mercy as we are at France’s,

France at Germany’s. It is the debtor who has the last word in these cases.

We could reply quite politely that we have made the best offer we can in

the present circumstances ofuncertainty and, ifthey want more, they must
wait till the general situation clears up and we know what we are going to

get from France and Germany. ...”

But it was one thing to object to the American proposals while they

were still a matter for negotiation, quite another to reject the fait

accompli with which Baldwin’s blunder had presented the Cabinet.

Bonar Law was supported in his view by only two members of the

Cabinet, Lord Novar and Sir Philip Lloyd-Greame. The rest either

considered that the settlement was reasonable on its merits or else

thought that it was now too late to reject it. Outside the Cabinet

Bonar Law was supported by Beaverbrook who was very hostile to

the proposed settlement, but by no one else - apart from McKenna
and Keynes. Nevertheless, he declared at a Cabinet meeting held on

January 30th that he would rather resign than be a party to such

disastrous terms. This announcement made in gentle but firm tones

came as a bombshell to his colleagues.^ His resignation would infal-

libly break up the Government. There would be great difficulties

over a successor. At this time and in these circumstances Baldwin

would have been out of the question and Curzon, the only possible

alternative, was disliked in many quarters. If the Government fell

on an issue like this, barely three months after taking office, the

Conservative Party would have sustained a disaster of the first magni-

tude. The Cabinet promptly adjourned in a state ofno small conster-

nation.

The following morning the principal members of the Cabinet held

an informal meeting in the Lord Chancellor’s room, without Bonar

Law being present. They were all agreed, including Lloyd-Greame,

^ Fof Bonar Law’s views see Sunday Times, December i8th, 1932, for an article by Wick-
ham Steed who saw Bonar Law on the evening ofJanuary 29tii and made a summary of

his opinions.
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that however bad the terms of the settlement might be, to repudiate

it now would be even worse. Bonar Law’s only firm supporter was
Novar. Accordingly the Duke ofDevonshire, Baldwin and Cave were
deputed to wait upon the Prime Minister and implore him on behalf

of all his colleagues to withdraw his resignation.^

Bonar Law has left no account of this crisis, but it is reasonable to

surmise that he must have felt himself to be a very lonely man. He
was convinced that the proposed terms were disastrous. ‘‘I would
be”, he is said to have declared, ''the most cursed Prime Minister

that ever held office in England if I accepted those terms.” There-

fore, if all his colleagues were in favour of accepting, what could he

do but resign. He was tired. His health was not robust. He had never

meant to stay in office for long. Why not go now? Yet here were these

same colleagues who had forced him into this odious position implor-

ing him to stay. And not only his colleagues: McKenna, whose

judgment he respected and who personally disapproved of the terms,

urged the same course, asserting that the City favoured acceptance,

and his oldest and closest friend, Beaverbrook, who regarded the

settlement just as gloomily as he did, was using all his powers of

persuasion - and they were considerable - to induce him to remain

in office. Moreover, Bonar Law, modest though he was, could not

have failed to realize that his departure at this stage, from a Cabinet

containing so many untried and inexperienced ministers, and only a

fortnight before Parliament opened, was bound to cause a political

crisis which might well be ruinous to the Conservative Party. Per-

haps his friends were right. Perhaps after all it was his duty to swallow

his scruples and remain. That afternoon Bonar Law informed the

Cabinet at a meeting which only lasted five minutes that he would

not resign, but would bow to his colleagues’ opinion and accept the

American terms.^

Two questions arise from the foregoing account. Was Bonar Law
justified in his hostility to Baldwin’s settlement? If so had he any"^

right to withdraw his resignation? It is certain beyond all dispute that

Baldwin ought never to have concluded an agreement without

reference to the Cabinet, and that he should never have made such

candid remarks to the journalists who interviewed him. His action

placed the whole Cabinet in an intolerable position. It is fair to add

that he recognized that fact himself, and is reputed to have said that

he would rather have bitten his tongue off than have made such a

statement.

But were the actual terms of the agreement as bad as Bonar Law
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thought? Opinions will continue to conflict on this point. It is no

answer to say that in fact the standard of living in Britain was not

lowered for a generation, for within ten years the settlement was

repudiated by the British Government in circumstances which

caused the maximum of damage to Anglo-American relations. Nor
will anyone today seriously dispute Bonar Law’s contention that an

Anglo-American settlement should only have been concluded as part

of a general settlement of inter-Allied debts. On the question of the

actual figures it can be conceded that Baldwin was probably correct

in believing that he had got the best terms obtainable at that time.

Bonar Law had been led by the American Ambassador, Mr. Harvey,

into the belief that Congress would agree to a rate ofinterest of 2\ per

cent or even lower. This was a delusion. On the other hand, if no

settlement at all had been made in 1923, it may well be that in a year

or two’s time American opinion would have come round to the

necessity of conceding more generous terms.

The actual difference in figures between Bonar Law’s maximum
and the American Commission’s minimum may not seem so very

great -a difference of about ;^i 5,000,000. But it is necessary to

remember that Bonar Law was against any settlement unless it in-

cluded a settlement with our own debtors. What Baldwin had done

was to commit us to paying annually about ;^40,ooo,ooo with no

certain prospect of recovering anything from France, Italy, or Ger-

many. This was a time when the cry was for economy everywhere

and Bonar Law’s attitude must be judged in that context. Orthodox

opinion held that a reduction of taxation was absolutely essential if

trade was to recover and unemployment diminish. Hence the

demand for liquidating any foreign commitments that were not

immediately essential for British interests, for example, in Palestine

and Iraq. In these circumstances a settlement, which added about

4 per cent on to the budget for the next 60 years, at a moment when

•reduction seemed essential, was naturally most unwelcome.

Ought Bonar Law to have persisted in his original resolution to

resign? No one can finally answer so difficult and rare a problem in

political ethics. A Prime Minister seldom differs so completely from

his colleagues that he is in a minority of one. Resignation would

probably have involved the break-up of the Conservative Party, and

a major political crisis. To preserve the unity of the Party had been

one of Bonar Law’s principal reasons for returning to politics. The

pressure brought upon him to remain in office must have been over-

whelming. On the other hand - whatever the consequences of resig-
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nation ~ had he any right to stay, if it meant giving his approval to a

settlement which he regarded as calamitous? It was a question, as so

often in politics, of a choice between evils, and, in view of all the

arguments on each side, can we blame him for the choice he made?

4

January was, indeed, a trying month for Bonar Law. In addition

to his other troubles an awkward and embarrassing problem arose

over the Conservative Party funds. The Treasurer of the Party was

Lord Farquhar. He was well known as an intimate friend ofthe Royal

Family, in particular of King Edward VII who had on accession

made him Master of the Household. From 1915 to 1922 he was Lord

Steward of the Household. Farquhar had been originally a Unionist

M.P., and had been promoted first to a baronetcy, then through

successive stages in the peerage, until in autumn 1922 he received

an earldom from Lloyd George in the Resignation Honours list. He
was generally reputed to be a man of considerable wealth and much
financial acumen.

But early in January 1923, to the dismay of Younger and the

managers of the Conservative Party, he suddenly refused to sign a

cheque for £20 ,
000

^
drawn on the Central Office account, for the

payment of salaries and bonuses connected with the recent Election.

Apparently he argued that the money in question had been collected

for the Coalition and did not belong to the Party as such. OnJanuary

15th Younger wrote to Bonar Law:®

‘T am not in a position to state definitely that he did collect money for

the Election expenses and handed that 'money to the Lloyd George
Executive, but I have every reason to believe that he did so, and hope to be

able to prove this one of these days.

‘'The salient points of the position are:

(1) That he was Treasurer of our Party and had no I'ight to collect

funds for any other than our own Central Fund so long as he retained^

that position.

(2) That there has never been any fusion offunds during the existence

of the Coalition, and that collections made by Farquhar either for

elections or ordinary expenditure were paid into our own Central

Fund, just as Lloyd George’s Fund was used by his Treasurer and
Executive.

(3) When any joint financial responsibilities were undertaken the

costs were halved and each Party paid by* cheque on its own Fund.

(4) In any case the Coalition had come to an end before the General
Election and Farquhar’s reported statement that he had collected

money for the Coalition does not hold water.”
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A garbled version of Farquhar’s behaviour had already appeared

in the Press. In the circumstances it was necessary for Sonar Law to

summon him and find out what had really happened. Apparently

Farquhar was somewhat incoherent. On January 24th Sonar Law
MTote to Lord Edmund Talbot^ his former Chief Whip

“You have noticed the trouble there was with poor old Farquhar. I have
seen him twice and there is now no question of his hesitating to sign

cheques for the actual Party funds, but I have still a strong suspicion that

he has handed sums - perhaps large sums - to L.G. for his party, while

acting as our Treasurer. He is so ‘gaga’ that one does not know what to

make of him, but among the many statements he made to me was one
^vhich he repeated several times - that he had given no money to L.G.’s

funds that was not earmarked for that purpose. Hicks, the accountant,

has been seeing him and he has now become sane enough to realize that

this was not a wise thing to say; so that he has now said to Hicks that he
has given no money to L.G. except ^{^80,000 from Astor, He spoke to me
also about this and said that at the same time he handed over £So,ooo tq>

you. This he did, so he tells me, on the ground that Astor had left him a

perfectly free hand to deal with it as he liked. I said that in that case,

provided you as representing our Party knew what had been done, I had
not a word to say against it, but the poor old boy is so helpless that I

would like to know whether even this story is literally accurate
”

Talbot replied that Farquhar had indeed told him, about a year

before Lord Astor’s^ death, that Astor had given him ;^200,000 to do

exactly what he liked with, that he (Farquhar) had given £^0,000 to

a charity in which the King was interested and had divided the rest

between the Conservative Party funds and Lloyd Geoi'ge. Talbot

ended

“But no money was 'handed’ to me as stated in your letter. I was not

consulted as to what should be done with the money. The thing was a

fait accompli when I heard of it. He simply happened to tell me what had
been given and what had been done with it. . . .

“At the time of the election I heard Horace [Farquhar] talking in the

• wild way he was doing. I tried to speak to him seriously, but he would not

listen and was quite hopeless and I don’t think he is responsible. He
certainly cannot be relied on ”

Bonar Law was of the same opinion, and a further complication

about Sir John Ellerman’s contribution to the Party confirmed his

view.^ On March 15th he dismissed Farquhar from the Treasurer-

ship, and replaced him by Younger. Bonar Law’s papers do not

^William Waldorf Astor, created a Baron m 1916, and a Viscount m 1917, died

October 1919.
® It was ;£“5,ooo p.a. - not an excessive sum for a man who left over twenty million

pounds.

R
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reveal what had really happened to Lord Astor’s p^^SOjOOO^ nor do

they tell us how the problems arising from Farquhar’s strange

attitude were finally settled.

There is one curious footnote to this incident. On August 30th

Farquhar died. His will was found to contain a number of lavish

bequests to various members ofthe Royal Family, worded in suitably

courtier like language. But admiration for this manifestation of

loyalty waned somewhat when his executors came to distribute the

estate. There was, alas, no money left to fulfil these generous provi-

sions. Farquhar’s great wealth, ifit ever existed, had entirely vanished.

5

On February 14th Parliament reopened. Bonar Law had now been

Prime Minister for four months. Despite I’epeated rumours to the

contrary in the Press, his health, though not very good, was certainly

not bad. His efforts in the forthcoming session were to be evidence of

this. It would be absurd to claim that he enjoyed being Prime

Minister, but it would be equally absurd to suggest that he found the

task in any respect beyond his powers. He had always been a first-

class Parliamentarian and an admirable Leader of the House. That
side of his work came easily to him. A Churchill or a Lloyd George

might be more eloquent and more impressive, but perhaps the very

extraordinariness of their minds made them less able to gauge the

prejudices and sentiments of the ordinary Member of Parliament. At
all events despite the poverty of his Front Bench support Bonar Law
conducted business in the House with an ease and smoothness which

gained him universal praise. He remained till his final illness master

of the House of Commons to an extent seldom rivalled in modern
times.

In the Cabinet room too Bonar Law, despite his seeming mildness,

dominated proceedings. He was a cool and efficient chairman,

“Bonar Law under his diffident manner’’, writes Mr. Amery,v “was
^

much more of an autocrat than Lloyd George and much more set in his

ways. He was a business man for whom an agenda was something on
which decisions were to be got as soon as possible, not a series of starting

points for a general discussion. Sooner than let discussion roam afield or

controversy be raised, he would cut things short by suggesting a com-
mittee.”

If it is a weakness to take little interest in the broad universal

themes which underlie all political activity then Bonar Law must

plead guilty. He had long ago arrived at certain conclusions about
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the scope and limitations ofwhat a Government can do to ameliorate

human woes and miseries. These conclusions coincided roughly with

the doctrine held by the Conservative Party, but they had been

reached by a very different route from that followed by most Con-

servatives. The process of thought which had made Bonar Law an

adherent of the Conservative Party resembled in no way the corre-

sponding processes in the mind of, say, Curzon on the one hand, or

Neville Chamberlain on the other. But since they were all agreed on
the final conclusion, why delve into the underlying reasons? It was
a waste oftime and might create difficulties. Much better concentrate

on solving the practical problems as they appeared. The art of politics

lay, not in applying some body of philosophical doctrine, but in

deahng with the actual issues that came up. It lay above all in decid-

ing which of those were capable of being dealt with at all by Govern-

mental action. Bonar Law held the belief, unfashionable today, that

there exists a wide field of human activity in which Government
intervention does no good and may only make matters worse.

This view, and the candour with which he was wont to express it,

sometimes made his policy seem negative and his attitude unsym-
pathetic. This latter adjective is certainly unjustified. Bonar Law
never lacked sympathy for social evils, and, for example, in the case

of unemployment he was well aware of the suffering involved. To
the T.U.C. deputation which saw him on January i6th, 1923, he

said of these evils

“We all feel it, I said once before that obviously people who do not

themselves feel hungry cannot feel it as acutely as those who have suffered

that calamity. But it does not need much imagination to realize the serious-

ness of the present situation . . . and the evil is added to, I think, by the

long continuance of the unemployment, to an extent which people hardly

realize.”

On the other hand Bonar Law considered that there were very

,

serious limitations upon what any government could do to help, and

that there might be even greater evils than unemployment.

“The difference which arises always ... is as to the method by which
the Government can effectually help the situation. I am convinced as of

course you know, that the scheme which is recommended by so many
members of the House of Commons, involving a complete upsetting of our

present social conditions would not make things better but worse.”

He then discussed the various remedies possible within the existing

social and economic system.

“I do not hesitate to say that our situation as regards unemployment
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has been made a great deal worse because, rightly or wrongly, not this

Government only but all Governments since the war came to the con-

clusion that in the long run the first essential to real prosperity was to pay
our way and balance the budget. We did that, and ifwe had not done it,

but had continued to borrow large sums in order to balance the Budget,

there would have been much less unemployment. But the view of the

Government was that such a course would have had to be paid for by
greater suffering afterwards. Other countries have adopted a different

system. You know what happened in Germany . , I am certain that if,

in order to meet your views, we were now to borrow money, and employ it

in any way you like so as to set the stream of wages going, we should be
permanently destroying the chance of getting back to normal conditions.’’

In other words it was, as so often, a choice of ills. Unemployment
might be a grave evil, but a policy of reckless borrowing which

produced inflation and a total breakdown of ordinary economic life

would be even more disastrous.

The interview with the T.U.C. delegation illustrates another im-

portant aspect of Bonar Law’s policy. As we have seen, he was

determined to return to normality, and to remove the impression

created by Lloyd George that the cure to all the nation’s ills lay in

Westminster or Downing Street. The actual purpose of the T.U.C.

delegation was to ask for an early reassembly of Parliament in order

to deal with the unemployment problem - a request already made
by Ramsay MacDonald, the leader of the Labour Party. Bonar Law
regarded this as a wholly useless proposal. It was the kind of thing

which might make a fine impression on the public but it did no good.

In fact Ministers were more likely to be able to get on with their job

while Parliament was in recess than when it was sitting. He therefore

refused to make a pointless gesture of this sort.

He was equally determined to reject another request of the T.U.C.
- namely that he should reconsider his earlier refusal to see a deputa-

tion of the unemployed hunger marchers. Demonstrations of this

sort, were, in his opinion ridiculous. ‘T can”, he said, ‘‘imagine

nothing more foolish than that they should waste whatever money
they had, and their shoe leather, in coming to London to make a

demonstration.” He had been frankly told that the purpose was

propaganda against the Conservative Government. “Well, in that

case you cannot expect me to assist it,” he remarked. The demon-
strators could see the heads of the Departments concerned - the

Minister of Labour, etc., but they could not see the Prime Minister.

It was all part of a return to the ordinary machinery of Govern-

ment. The period of the Coalition had been extraordinary and while



[1923] ABOLITION OF ''tHE GARDEN SUBURB^' 5OI

it lasted there had been neither Cabinet government, nor party

politics in the normal sense. Bonar Law did not criticize what had
happened in the past, but he considered that the time had come for a

reversion to the traditional mode of British Government, with

Cabinet responsibility, and each Minister dealing with the affairs of

his own department. Another corollary of this was the dismantling of

Lloyd George’s immense secretariat. Bonar Law had no intention of

abolishing this entirely. The great services of Sir Maurice Hankey
and his subordinates he fully recognized, and he strongly favoured

the innovations which Lloyd George had made on first becoming

Prime Minister, but he saw no reason for perpetuating the ^'garden

suburb”, or for retaining the somewhat dubious and swollen train of

personal secretaries, satellites, and hangers-on, whom the late Prime

Minister encouraged or at least tolerated.

There is no reason, at this distance of time, to gloss over the un-

doubted fact that, although Lloyd George enlisted many men of

intep-rity and ability, some members of his entourage had a very

doubtful reputation. A great deal of the resentment against his

regime was caused by a feeling among people ^‘in the know” that,

even if no actual corruption had occurred, there had been a careless-

ness and want of discretion which were incompatible with the high

traditions of Number 10 Downing Street. How far these suspicions

were justified is a matter for the biographers of Lloyd George, but

their existence is beyond dispute, and they certainly contributed to

the fall of the Coalition Government. In no field was this suspicion

more strongly felt - and with greater foundation - than in that of

honours. Bonar Law was determined to break with the practices of

the immediate past. He therefore issued no New Year’s Honours List

until the Royal Commission, forced on Lloyd George in July 1922,

had issued its report, at the beginning of February, His list when it

did appear was much shorter than those of his predecessor and

contained only names of unimpeachable respectability. The most

notable was that of Sir George Younger whose elevation to a

Viscountcy cannot have pleased the dissident Conservatives.

In the field of appointments and patronage Bonar Law was equally

determined to break with the practices of the immediate past. He
considered that the time had come to revert to the more cautious

traditions of earlier times and to rely upon orthodox advice through

the correct official channels, rather than upon intuition. This did not

mean that he made dull or unimaginative appointments. For exam-

ple, when it fell to him to recommend to the King the name of the
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first Governor-General of the Irish Free State he selected, instead of

the usual elder statesman or retired Field-Marshal, T. M. Healy

who had been for many years a fervent though somewhat unorthodox

Irish Nationalist M,P. The other important non-political appoint-

ment made by Bonar Law was that of Lord Crewe, the former

Liberal leader in the House of Lords, to be Ambassador in Paids.

Both these appointments were highly successful.

It is unnecessary to discuss in any great detail the Parliamentary

session which opened on February 14th and ended on March 28th.

It was dominated by three principal questions, foreign policy, un-

employment, and housing. The numerous debates on foreign policy

resulted from the perturbation felt by M.P.s on two issues. First and

foremost was the question of our attitude to the French occupation of

the Ruhr. Secondly, there was the problem of the Near East. Since

the Foreign Secretary was in the Upper House, Bonar Law had to

deal with foreign affairs in the House of Commons. Some people

thought that they detected a certain difference of emphasis m the

attitude of the two ministers, Bonar Law dwelling rather more fully

than Curzon upon the desirability of British withdrawal from Iraq

and Palestine. These differences can easily be exaggerated, Bonar

Law had no intention of being stampeded into a premature liquida-

tion of British commitments in the Near East, but it is probably true

that, in his concern for economy, he was more worried at our heavy

expenditure in that area than Curzon who cared little about finance

and whose Indian experience made him take a special interest in the

affairs of the Muslim world. But, whatever the difference of em-

phasis, there was no real difference of principle involved, nor was

any final decision taken while Bonar Law was Prime Minister.

Bonar Law’s attitude to the question ofunemployment has already

been discussed. He was ready to encourage the heads of great

employing corporations to undertake works which might set the

wheels of industry turning, and did indeed interview the chairmen

'

of the big Railway Companies for that purpose early in December

1922. But he would not press them to undertake projects unless those

projects were in themselves sound business propositions. In general

he continued to regard an improvement in world trade as the only

real remedy, and he was encouraged in this belief, because during

the winter of 1922-3 trade did in fact improve and unemployment
fell by nearly half a million.

On housing, the third of the questions mentioned above, the

Government ran into serious trouble. One of the ways in which the
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new Administration hoped to return to normality was by gradually

repealing the Rent Restriction Acts. As we know today such a proposal

is liable to be exceedingly unpopular, and this proved to be the case

in 1923. The matter was further complicated by the absence from the

House of Commons of the Minister of Health, Sir Arthur Boscawen,

under whose department housing came. He had been defeated at the

General Election, and had had the greatest difficulty in finding a

seat. Even Lord Derby’s normal skill at wire pulling seemed to have
vanished, and he was unable to provide the displaced Minister with

a Lancashire constituency. In despair Boscawen suggested that he

might go to the Upper House, but Bonar Law was already under fire

for the excessive number of peers in his Cabinet and refused.

Eventually what seemed to be a safe seat - Mitcham in Surrey -

adopted Boscawen. At the same time two other by-elections pended,

in both of which Junior Ministers, beaten at the General Election,

were endeavouring to return to Parliament. Thus at the beginning of

March the Government faced a trial of its popularity in three consti-

tuencies. The result was disastrous. All three Ministers were beaten -

and in two of the seats beaten because independent Conservative

candidates, put up by the ex-Coalition Ministers, had contrived to

split the Conservative vote. Boscawen was himself a victim of this

manoeuvre. The affair was temporarily a blow to the Government’s

prestige, but in the long run strengthened Bonar Law in a way which

could hardly have been predicted. For the defeated Ministers all

resigned, and in place of Boscawen Bonar Law promoted Neville

Chamberlain whose administrative and debating powers valuably

reinforced the Cabinet and the Front Bench. He was a far abler man,

and tackled the housing problem with much greater efficiency than

his predecessor.

The attitude of the dissident Conservatives clearly showed that

they had no intention of joining Bonar Law. Austen Chamberlain

was opposed to his brother entering the Cabinet, for he regarded it

as on the verge of collapse. Nor would he have regretted such an

event, for his feelings towards Bonar Law were most unfriendly, as

was perhaps inevitable in the circumstances. He wrote in his diary at

the beginning of March

‘Nor can I conceive that anything will make me join this Govt, under
Bonar’s leadership or take over his Govt, if he breaks down. I cannot join
him for I think him unfitted to be Prime Minister, and I feel too deeply

his conduct towards me to make it possible for me again to act under
him.”
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On March 23rd the dissident Conservatives demonstrated their

solidarity by that characteristic British method - a dinner. It was

given by Birkenhead ostensibly in honour of Balfour, and included

seven peers and twenty-four Bonar Law received a report of

the proceedings.^ The general sentiment appears to have favoured

continuing on a more or less independent line, although Sir Leslie

Scott2 made a strong speech against forming a ‘‘cave’’, and Bonar

Law's anonymous informant considered that this view would have

most effect in the long run. But Birkenhead summed up the discus-

sion by saying that he proposed to remain a free agent and say what
he liked. Undoubtedly the dissidents were intellectually a formidable

body, and even in numbers not to be despised. The historical parallel

which they and everyone else had in mind was that of the Peelites in

the 1850's who, though only thirty or so strong, were able to form a

Coalition Government in which they had the Premiership and half

the places. As long as Birkenhead and his friends entertained hopes

of this sort the prospect of unity under Bonar Law's leadership was

remote.

However, this did not greatly matter for the time being. Even if

one group of his opponents remained solid, there was another group

which continued in the greatest confusion. The Liberal Party was

still deeply divided. Lloyd George and Asquith seemed further apart

than ever, and a tentative overture from the former was at once met
with a freezing rebuff. Asquith had neither forgotten nor forgiven the

past. These dissensions strengthened the Government, and on many
occasions the National Liberals voted with the Administration while

the Asquithian Liberals abstained or opposed.

And so the session, though turbulent and at times stormy, drew
to an end without any serious danger to the Government. Bonar Law
had carried a heavy burden, but there were now signs that some of

his colleagues were beginning to find their feet. Baldwin, despite his

lamentable conduct of the American Debt negotiations, details of

Those present at the dinner were: The Duke ofMarlborough, Lords Balfour, Farquhar,
Crawford, Lee, Astor and Wargrave. M.P s: Austen Chamberlain, Sir L. Worthington-
Evans, Sir Ernest Pollock, Sir Leslie Scott, Sir Philip Sassoon, Sir William Bull, Sir

Francis Lowe, General Hunter Weston, Sir Robert Chadwick, SirJoseph Hood, G. W. H.
Jones, Sir Walter Preston, Sir Howard Kmgsley Wood, Sir Harold Smith, Sir Robert
Newman, Sir Walter de Frece, Sir James Agg-Gardner, Sir Warden Chilcott, Colonel
Grant Morden, Colonel Moore Brabazon, T. R Remer, Patrick Ford, Commander
O. Locker Lampson and Sir Robert Horne. The Press was represented by J. L. Garvm,
editor of the Observer. Lord Farquhar’s presence was not without significance. An attempt
was being made at this time to induce him to hand over part of the Conservative funds
to the Coalitionist Conservatives. It had no success

* The Solicitor-General in the late Government.
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which were of course unknown to the general public, began to show
something of the Parliamentary ability in which he was later to excel.

Neville Chamberlain’s success has already been mentioned. Another
most able Minister was the Attorney-General, Sir Douglas Hogg
(later Lord Hailsham).

‘‘Hogg, as you know,” Bonar Law wrote to Gurzon, on January 24th,

^

“is turning out to be a real discovery. He has an exceptionally good brain
and I hope to be able to use him a great deal,”

Altogether there were signs of improvement in the calibre of the

principal Ministers. The Prime Minister could look forward to rather

less exacting duties as time went on.

And meanwhile what of Bonar Law himself? His mode of life

continued very much as it had been before his eighteen months of

absence from politics - except that he was now in Number 10 instead

ofNumber 1 1 Downing Street. He worked hard, his hours were long,

Iris meals brief and hasty as ifhe resented the time snatched from the

working day. Though he lived at his official residence he still kept on

24 Onslow Gardens, perhaps as a mental pledge to himself that his

period in office was not to be of long duration. As might be expected

- given his detestation of the country - he never resided at Chequers,

the beautiful country house presented by Lord Lee of Fareham for

the use of the Prime Minister of the day. He gladly relinquished it to

Baldwin who as Chancellor of the Exchequer had the next refusal.

Bonar Law remains the only Prime Minister so far to have declined

this offer.

There was only one cloud on the horizon. He continued to have

trouble with his throat. Off and on, this complaint had bothered him
ever since the Election. It grew no better, and on the last day of the

session his voice was temporarily so weak that he had to delegate

Baldwin to answer for the Government on foreign policy. However
the Easter recess was now at hand. It was hoped that Bonar Law
would be fit again when Parliament met in the middle of April.
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A
t the beginning of April 1923 the prospect for Bonar Law’s

Government appeared considerably brighter than at any time

L before. The clouds that had lowered over his early weeks as

Prime Minister were beginning to disperse. It was as if the warmer
air ofspring brought with it a similar change in the climate ofpolitics.

At home the formidable Tory Coalitionists were reduced to silence,

apart from an occasional newspaper squib by Birkenhead. The
Liberals remained hopelessly disunited. The Labour Party as yet

showed few signs of becoming an effective opposition. Assured of a

safe majority in the House of Commons, guided by the sagacity and

experience of Bonar Law, this ‘‘Government of the second eleven”,

might well have enjoyed several years of tranquil power.

The immediate future was encouraging. In August Bonar Law was

due to preside over an Empire Economic Conference. It would have

been a symbolic occasion. The first Prime Minister in English history

to be born in the overseas Empire would have directed the delibera-

tions of the Dominion Prime Ministers. The statesman who had
always put the greatness of the British Empire foremost among his

aims might have had a chance of realizing some of the ideals for

which he had entered political life twenty years before. The strange

vicissitudes ofBonar Law’s career might have been crowned by some
decisive step in the direction of that imperial unity which had ever

been his goal.

But it is, perhaps, idle to speculate upon what might have been.

506
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No such golden future lay ahead for Bonar Law. Even at this moment
he was under sentence of dealh. Not for him the knowledge of tasks

accomplished, ambition achieved. Not for him an old age calm and

bright. Fate which had already dealt him cruel blows, was to deal

him a blow more cruel than all - an abrupt and hurried departure

from the political scene, lingering months of torment, and a painful

death.

The first symptoms of Bonar Law’s fatal malady had appeared, as

we now realize, immediately after the General Election when owing

to a pain in his throat he was temporarily unable to speak in public.

But during the next three months he seemed to get better. Now,
however, his throat was giving him trouble once more, and he also

began to suffer from severe, sometimes agonizing, pain in the side of

his face. The true nature of his illness had not yet been diagnosed. It

was believed that he merely suffered from the sort of sore throat

which is common enough in elderly men after a London winter. He
went to Torquay for the Easter holiday, accompanied by his sons,

Richard and Tony, and by Lady Sykes and her husband. There he

relaxed as usual, playing golf and tennis with his accustomed energy,

and his family hoped that the mild air and rest from work would

improve his health. Meanwhile rumours began to spread in the

political clubs and in the Press that the Prime Minister would soon

be obliged to retire. There was general perturbation at the prospect.

It was widely felt that Bonar Law, through his popularity in the

House and his experience of office, was the lynch pin of the Govern-

ment. What would happen if he were to resign?

Public uneasiness was not diminished when Parliament re-

assembled on April loth. Although Bonar Law looked considerably

better, his voice was still extremely weak. He was almost inaudible

when he attempted to answer questions in the House and after a few

attempts he handed over the task to Stanley Baldwin. Rumours of

resignation now became stronger than ever, but on April i6th Bonar

Law allowed an official denial to be issued. At the same time it was

announced that the Prime Minister would not take part in debate

for at least a fortnight. He did not, however, absent himselffrom the

House of Commons. He would sit on the front bench during debates

and sometimes whisper a reply to Baldwin or whoever was acting

as his mouthpiece. He did not seem especially ill - apart from the

trouble with his voice. On April 26th, wearing the gold lace and

feather hat of a Privy Councillor, he attended the wedding of the

Duke of York to Lady Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon in Westminster Abbey.
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The Daily Express commenting on his entry observed ‘‘He walked

like an athlete’’.

Meanwhile, there had been a further consultation with Sir

Thomas Horder, his physician. He advised Bonar Law to try the

benefits of a sea voyage; the warmer climate, the sea air, and a

month’s rest from duties might bring about a cure. On April 27th

Bonar Law had an audience with the King and told him of his plan.^

In his absence Gurzon would preside over Cabinet meetings, Baldwin

would lead the House ofCommons. The King agreed to this arrange-

ment which was announced officially the following day. It was

announced at the same time that the Prime Minister intended to be

back before the meeting of Parliament following the Whitsun recess.

It was further stated that Bonar Law’s medical advisers “assure him
that there is every reason to suppose that his voice will be completely

restored”.

Although neither he nor anyone else realized the gravity of his

illness Bonar Law was very far from sharing the optimism expressed

in this bulletin. He was feeling extremely unwell, and suffering much
pain. He was, as he well knew, in no real condition to carry the heavy

responsibilities of his great office. Moreover, he clearly could not

remain Prime Minister unless he recovered his voice in the near

future. Only the urgent entreaties of his colleagues and friends

prevented him from resigning at once, and it was with reluctance

that he agreed to postpone his retirement until he had tried the

effects gf his cruise. But on one point he was quite clear: he was more
determined than ever to keep to his original resolution of not remain-

ing in office for more than a year, and of retiring at the latest by the

following October. This decision meant that Bonar Law had for the

first time to give serious thought to a most delicate and awkward
problem. Who was to be his successor as Prime Minister and leader

of the Conservative Party? During the last fortnight of April there

occurred two episodes, unknown to the general public but fraught

with highly important consequences for the succession. These must

be recorded.

Bonar Law had always hoped that he might eventually be able to

reunite the dissident Conservatives under his leadership. If he could

do this the choice of a successor presented no difficulty: Austen

Chamberlain had every claim on grounds ofprestige, experience, and
seniority to succeed Bonar Law in command of a reunited Conserva-

tive Party. But the difficulty was that Austen Chamberlain along

with Birkenhead and the other ex-Coalitionists showed no signs of
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wishing to return to the Party fold. Nevertheless^ about the middle of

April, Bonar Law resolved to make an overture to Chamberlain. He
authorized Beaverbrook to offer on his behalf the post of Lord Privy

Seal to Chamberlain the definite understanding that Bonar Law
would resign in the autumn, and recommend Chamberlain as his

successor with a free hand to reconstruct the Government.^

Perhaps in all the circumstances Beaverbrook was not the ideal

intermediary to choose. He was regarded with much hostility at this

time by Austen Chamberlain and all the ex-Coalitionists, who
believed that his public propaganda and private intrigues had been

in no small measure responsible for their downfall. Doubtless aware

of this hostility, Beaverbrook decided to approach Chamberlain

through Rothermere. He too, however, was scarcely more likely to

gain Chamberlain’s confidence, for the latter regarded all Press

magnates with considerable distaste and had indeed led a much
applauded attack upon their activities during the war. Whether for

this reason, or because he still felt acute resentment at Bonar Law’s

part in the Carlton Club meeting, Chamberlain firmly declined the

offer.

Chamberlain’s uncompromising attitude at once raised a question

which must have been at the back of Bonar Law’s mind for some

time - at least since the Cabinet crisis over the American loan three

months earlier. What would happen if he had to resign before he

could bridge the gulf between himself and the dissident Conserva-

tives? Who among the members of the existing Cabinet could suc-

ceed hfen as Prime Minister? At first sight the answer seemed obvious.

In terms of long service, vast experience, distinguished record, intel-

lectual calibre, Curzon stood far above all his colleagues. He was, it

is true, a peer, but this fact did not at that time constitute so grave a

defect as it would today. Other things being equal, no doubt it was

better for the Prime Minister to be in the House of Commons, but

in this case other things were not equal - indeed they seldom are in

real life - and Curzon’ s nearest rival, Stanley Baldwin, who had only

been Chancellor of the Exchequer for a few months, and not a very

distinguished one at that, was a mere tyro in politics compared with

the great nobleman who had been Viceroy of India and was now
Foreign Secretary and Leader of the House of Lords.

No record has survived of Bonar Law’s opinion of Curzon. It is

indeed highly improbable that he ever committed any such opinion

to paper. Those who were intimate with Bonar Law say that he had

deep respect for the formidable powers which Curzon possessed both
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in council and in debate. He never underestimated Curzon’s great

talents, but on the other hand he found it difficult to take Curzon
entirely seriously. He never said anything of Curzon which could be

regarded as at all derogatory. Yet when the name of Curzon came up
in conversation there would be a twinkle in his eye, just a hint that

there was something slightly, very slightly, comical about the whole

character of Curzon.'^ The Foreign Secretary was a statesman of the

first magnitude, and yet .

.

. was it really possible to imagine him
reconciling all the divergent opinions and conflicting personalities

which every Cabinet must contain? Would Curzon’s presence at the

head of affairs conduce to the unity of the Conservative Party and

the smooth running of the governmental machine? Bonar Law had
doubts, and some of Curzon's letters, quoted in an earlier chapter,

cannot have allayed those doubts. Nevertheless, he continued to

regard Curzon as his only possible successor, failing Austen Chamber-
lain until at the end of April an episode occurred which brought all

his misgivings to the surface. The exact details have never before

been published although Sir Winston Churchill, in his account of

Curzon in Great Contemporaries (p. 284), gives an outline of what
happened. The clue to Bonar Law’s decision lies in an exchange of

letters with Curzon on April 25th.

The letters must be quoted in full.

10 Downing Street,

25th April, 1923.

‘‘My dear Curzon,

“Lord called to say that he had been invited to form a syndi-

cate to develop Turkey in various ways including a loan, and wished
to know if there was any objection on the part of the Government to his

doing this before peace was declared. I see none, but would be glad to

have your confirmation before writing him definitely.

“Yours sincerely,

A.B.L.”^

Foreign Office,

25th April, 1923.

“My dear Bonar,

“If I may say so I think the right thing would be for your private

secretary to say that Lord should address himself to the F.O. and
not to No. 10.

“As a matter of fact I know all about Lord who was Lord Lieut,

of my present county, Hants, and whom I have known for 30 years.

He ran away from his wife - a most charming lady - with another woman:
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he had to resign the Lord Lieutenancy: he became involved in some very

shady financial transactions: he had to sell his place, and is wholly
discredited.

‘‘That anyone should ofier a loan to Turkey before peace is concluded
would be very doubtful policy. But that that person should be Lord
renders it quite out of the question. I am sure you did not know all this.

“When these persons go to No. 10 instead of here they are really

reproducing one of the least admirable features of the L.G. regime.

“Yours sincerely,

Curzon.’’®

According to those closest in Bonar Law’s confidence this letter

was the final cause which determined him not to take the responsi-

bility of recommending Curzon as his successor. He was deeply hurt

at the tone in which Curzon wrote. He considered that Curzon had

no right to address his leader in language of this sort. On the actual

merits of the case, and on the rights of the Foreign Office Curzon

was probably correct. He usually was in such matters. But the

haughty tone, the lack ofproportion shown over so relatively trivial a

matter, above all the sting in the last sentence with its innuendo that

affairs at No. 10 Downing Street were no better than they had been

under the late Prime Minister, all these considerations decided Bonar

Law that, whatever else he did, he would not put forward Curzon’s

name for the succession. Had Bonar Law been well, probably he

would not have taken the matter so much to heart. He would have

written a sharp rebuke to Curzon and then forgotten about the whole

affair. But Bonar Law was far from well, as Curzon knew. That fact

was indeed an additional reason why Curzon should never have

written such a letter. It was inexcusable to adopt this tone to his

tired and ailing leader.

2

Bonar Law felt too ill to make any personal protest to Curzon, nor

was he prepared to cancel the arrangement already made for Curzon

to act as his deputy. After all it was still possible that no immediate

crisis would arise, and in any case past precedent gave the Leader of

the House of Lords a claim to preside at Cabinet meetings in the

Prime Minister’s absence. It did not necessarily mean that he would

be the next Prime Minister. Moreover, Bonar Law’s reaction to

Curzon’s letter should not be exaggerated. It was not so much that

Bonar Law saw any real alternative to the choice of Curzon, but

rather that he was determined to avoid the personal responsibility of

recommending Curzon as his successor. No doubt this was an un-
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satisfactory attitude and no doubt Bonar Law would have taken a

more decisive line, had he been less desperately ill.

On May ist Bonar Law left Southampton in a Dutch liner, the

Princess Juliana. His orginal plan had been to sail to Canada and
Beaverbrook had actually made arrangements for the visit, but Bonar

Law decided that there would be too much fuss and publicity. He
resolved instead to go on a leisurely Mediterranean cruise touching

at Algiers and Genoa. His only companion was his son Dick. Un-
Jiappily the sea air brought no relief. On the contrary, the pain in

the side of his face became more acute than ever and his voice

remained very weak. On May 8th the ship arrived at Genoa, and

Bonar Law decided to leave her and go up to Aix les Bains. He was

joined at Genoa by his Parliamentary secretary, J. C. Davidson. At
Aix he was pleased to find his old friends the Rudyard Kiplings.

Kipling, however, was horrified to see how ill he looked. He had not

met him for sometime and was therefore more struck by his altered

appearance than were those who saw Bonar Law every day. He at

once telephoned to Beaverbrook in England urging him to come to

Aix without delay.

On arrival Beaverbrook too was shocked at the condition ofBonar

Law, and he noticed with alarm that he was taking ten-grain tablets

of aspirin sometimes as often as ten times a day in order to ease the

pain in his face.^ Such a heavy dose was producing a most depressing

psychological effect. Beaverbrook did not realize the full gravity of

the situation, but he saw that something must be done at once and

he got in touch with Horder urging the latter to come out to Paris

and meet Bonar Law there. On May i6th the party travelled to

Paris, Bonar Law and his son staying at the Crillon, Beaverbrook at

the Ritz.

On Thursday, May 17th, Horder arrived in Paris. He went at

once to the Crillon, saw Bonar Law in the latter’s sitting room, and

proceeded to examine his throat. At the end of the examination he

made some non-committal observations, and then went out to see

Beaverbrook who was waiting to hear the verdict, Horder remained

silent as the two men walked through the hotel and out into the street.

It was brilliant sunshine. The Champs Elysees had all the magic and
warmth and gaiety that lends such enchantment to the early summer
in Paris. Horder then broke the news: Bonar Law was suffering from

an incurable cancer of the throat; there was no possibility of operat-

ing; the Prime Minister could not live for more than six months.

To Beaverbrook the news came like the shock of a thunderbolt.
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Worried though he was about his friend’s health, he had never

dreamed that death was imminent. For the last thirteen years, ever

since he had lived in England, his whole life had been bound up with

that of Bonar Law. They had discussed together every great political

problem of the time. To Bonar Law and his family Beaverbrook’s

house at Leatherhead had been almost a second home. And now it

was all over. The man whom he loved and revered was doomed to a

lingering painful death, his aims unrealized, his ambitions unful-

filled. But there was no time to reflect upon the full implication of

what had happened. It was clear that Bonar Law must resign at

once, if only because of the relief which resignation would bring to

his weary and depressed spirit. At the same time it was essential to

keep the truth about his illness from him. Beaverbrook had hitherto

been one of the principal obstacles in the way of the Prime Minister’s

resignation. Again and again he had urged upon him - and with

good reason - the importance of his remaining in office, and had

pointed to the dangers which loomed before the Government and the

Party if he were to depart. Now this attitude had to be abruptly

reversed; yet at the same time all suspicion of the terrible truth must

be avoided.

Beaverbrook was intensely distressed by the news that he had just

heard. It was vital, however, to put on as cheerful a face as he could.

He returned to the Crillon and went up to Bonar Law’s sitting room.

As soon as he entered, the Prime Minister once again reiterated his

anxiety to resign. This time Lord Beaverbrook made no opposition.

He said that at last even he had come to the conclusion that Bonar

Law would never get well while he remained in office, and that only

resignation would reheve the strain from which he was suffering. At

once a great load seemed to have been lifted from the tired mind of

Prime Minister. Any surprise that he felt at Beaverbrook’s apparent

volte face was submerged in an overwhelming sense of relief at the

prospect of laying down a burden which had become all but insup-

portable. For a short time he was almost cheerful.

But this mood did not last for long. Bonar Law now had once

again to face the problem which had been worrying him when he

left England and which he had so far left unsolved. Whom was he to

recommend as his successor? There was now only a short time in

which to make up his mind, and all the doubts which had beset him

earlier returned in a more formidable shape than ever. There was

no chance of securing the allegiance of any of the ex-Coalitionist

Tories. The Party would never tolerate Austen Chamberlain or
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Birkenhead until they had formally made their peace with the

official Conservatives. This meant that the choice must lie between

Curzon and Baldwin. A month earlier Bonar Law would have had
no hesitation, but now the memory of Curzon’ s letter was fresh in his

mind.

How could he recommend as trustee for the interests and unity of

the Conservative Party a man who could display such hectoring bad
temper over so trivial a matter? How could a man of such tempera-

ment - however great his talents -- preside over the Cabinet and cope

with the hundred and one personal and political problems which

must vex a Prime Minister? On the other hand to ignore his claims

was almost as difficult as to gratify them. The only alternative was

Baldwin and, though Bonar Law liked Baldwin, he had no delusions

about his abilities; if he ever had such delusions they vanished with

the crisis over the American debt. The time might come when
Baldwin would make a suitable Prime Minister, but that time had
not come yet. Bonar Law remained for the rest of the morning in the

Crillon hotel brooding gloomily over this grave problem.

Seeing that he did not wish to be disturbed Beaverbrook left the

hotel and hastened to the Embassy to see Lord Crewe, formerly

leader of the Liberals in the House of Lords, and now Ambassador

in Paris, to which post he had indeed been appointed by Bonar Law
a few months earlier. Beaverbrook hoped to persuade Crewe to

arrange some bridge that afternoon in order to take Bonar Law’s

mind off his troubles. Crewe gladly agreed, and in the course of their

conversation Beaverbrook revealed the dilemma which was worrying

Bonar Law. Crewe was able to give encouraging counsel. There was

no need, he declared, for the Prime Minister to worry about the

succession. The choice lay constitutionally with the sovereign, and

the Prime Minister was not obliged to give any advice at all about the

matter. Indeed his advice was not normally asked, and Crewe cited

an example in his own family. He was the son-in-law of Lord Rose- ,

bery. When in 1894 Gladstone resigned from the Premiership Queen
Victoria appointed Rosebery without asking for any advice from

Gladstone who would in fact have recommended someone else.

Similarly, Crewe said. King Edward VII had appointed Asquith in

1908 without asking for the advice of the retiring Prime Minister,

Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman.

Beaverbrook was delighted at this information. He begged Crewe
to guide the conversation round to the question of the succession,

when Bonar Law arrived in the afternoon. He felt sure that Crewe’s
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B
onar law remained one more day in Paris. On Saturday, May
19th, accompanied by his son, Richard, and Beaverbrook,

he travelled to London. There was a crowd on the platform at

Victoria Station to greet the returning Prime Minister as he stepped

off the 5 o’clock boat train. But the cheering died away when it was

seen how worn and haggard he looked, and, as he walked past the

barrier to his waiting motor car, men removed their hats in a silent

and spontaneous gesture of respect - and, perhaps, farewell. Bonar

Law could scarcely speak above a whisper to his family and his

secretaries who had come to meet him. He was driven immediately

to his house in Onslow Gardens.

That evening he completed the arrangements for his resignation.

His voice was so weak and he felt so ill that he could not take leave .

of the King personally. Instead he wrote out a letter of resignation

which was to be conveyed the following day to the King at the Royal

Pavilion at Aldershot. Bonar Law also arranged for a verbal message

to be given to the King if he should ask for advice about the succes-

sion. The King was to be told that, owing to iU-health, the Prime

Minister would prefer not to be consulted and was unwilling to take

the responsibility for any recommendation.^
^ Some 'writers have referred to Bonar Law’s “refusal” to give advice. This is incorrect,

Bonar Law would not, indeed could not, have “refused” advice, had the King insisted.

What he did was to let the King know that he would prefer not to be consulted. The King,
properly and naturally, respected the wishes of a very sick man.

516
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Beaverbrook, aware that this negative attitude on Bonar Law's

part might be criticized, was anxious to prepare the public, and was,

accordingly, busy with the newspapers. A letter from Mary Law
(merely dated “Sunday" from the Hotel York, but evidently written

on Sunday, May 20th) gives a vivid picture of what was happening.^

“My dear Max,
“
‘Mr. Bonar Law’s Health’ - ‘The Prime Minister by Lord Beaver-

brook’ and ‘Politics Unmasked’, are all perfect and to me delightful. In
your signed article you have gone over the past ground and brought things

up to date so beautifully, and I think it masterly the way the no need of the

retiring Prime Minister to name a successor to the King is dealt with. The
comments appear to me as appearing quite unforced.

“But it was not to say this that I am writing to you. It is from the bottom
ofmy heart to thank you for having gone to Bonar, to have yielded (as I

am sure it must have been against your will) to his overwhelming desire

to escape, and doing all you have done to help him through. I know you
have a real love for Bonar and that love brings you to his rescue when he
is in despair. Y’day morning I was filled with a great sorrow that we had
arrived at the end of all things political for him but when he arrived home
in the afternoon all other feelings gave way to the thankfulness that he
could escape. There was a look in his dear eyes that was warning enough
for me.

“Thanks once more dear,

“Yours affectionately,

Mary E. Law.
“PS. I hope Bonar’ s tragedy won’t makejvow ill

’’

There was some discussion at Onslow Gardens as to who should

bear Bonar Law's letter of resignation to the King. Colonel Ronald

Waterhouse, as Principal Private Secretary, offered to do so. Bonar

Law had no objection, but there were members of his family who
did not feel entirely happy at the prospect of entrusting this delicate

negotiation to Waterhouse alone.^ They felt that he might possibly

have an axe to grind, and, since it was most important that the Prime

Minister should not be in any way misrepresented, Bonar Law was

persuaded to send another emissary as a companion to Waterhouse

- his son-in-law, Sir Frederick Sykes, of whose reliability there could

be no question.

It should be emphasized once again that, although Bonar Law
was determined not to take the responsibility of recommending, and

although he had been convinced by Lord Crewe that there was no

need for him to do so, he had little doubt as to what would in fact

happen; Curzon would be chosen, but chosen by the King and not

by Bonar Law. This attitude is implicit in a letter which he wrote

to Curzon the following day:
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“I am sorry that I find it necessary to resign. ... I understand that it is

not customary for the King to ask the Prime Minister to recommend his

successor in circumstances like the present and I presume that he will not

do so; but if, as I hope, he accepts my resignation at once, he will have to

take immediate steps about my successor.’’^

The letter recognized the priority of Curzon’s claim; for otherwise

why write to him at all? But at the same time Bonar Law made it

clear that he did not himself expect to take any part in the selection.

On the following morning, Sunday, May 20th, one ofBonar Law’s

earliest visitors at Onslow Gardens was Stanley Baldwin who had
hurriedly returned the night before from Worcestershire. Bonar Law
told Baldwin that he did not intend to recommend, but that in his

own mind he had no doubt that Curzon would be chosen, that

Baldwin’s time would come in due course, but that meanwhile he

must try to serve loyally under Curzon. Baldwin replied that he

would gladly serve under anyone who could hold the Party together.

Bonar Law was exceedingly pleased at this answer. He then warned
Baldwin that he should, from the outset, come to a clear understand-

ing with Curzon about the division of power between them. In

particular Baldwin should keep in his own hands all patronage,

appointments, promotions within the House of Commons. Otherwise

his position as Leader of the House would be intolerable. Baldwin

agreed to all this, and then departed for Chequers.^

On Sunday afternoon Colonel Waterhouse and Sir Frederick Sykes

went down by motor car to Aldershot. They handed over Bonar

Law’s letter and in conversation indicated that he did not wish to

give advice about his successor. The King then asked whether Bonar

Law could recommend anyone else to whom he, the King, could

turn for advice. The two messengers returned to Onslow Gardens to

consult Bonar Law. His first reaction was to suggest that the King
should seek advice from Neville Chamberlain for whom he had come
to hold a high opinion. But Neville Chamberlain was a newcomer

'

to the Cabinet, and did not yet have the necessary standing for such

a role. Instead, therefore, he suggested that the King should consult

Lord Salisbury who was Lord President ofthe Council and a revered,

if Die-hard, figure in the Conservative Party.® In order to save time

Bonar Law took it upon himself to summon Salisbury from the

country immediately.

The following morning at 8 o’clock Salisbury came round to

Onslow Gardens. Clad in frock coat and top hat he had travelled

up to London in the small hours of the morning on a milk train ~ an
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exploit new to him and one upon which he dilated with pride. When
Bonar Law told him what the problem was, he declared that if con-

sulted he would have no choice but to recommend Curzon. He also

had misgivings about Curzon, but, he too did not see how Curzon
could be passed over in favour of Baldwin. Bonar Law agreed and
repeated the gist of this conversation to Beaverbrook who came into

the room immediately after. The ;5tory is indirectly corroborated by
Lord Stamfordham’s account of his own discussion with Salisbury

later in the day.

“Lord Salisbury then told me that he had seen Bonar Law this morning
and in discussing the question of his successor he gave Salisbury the

impression that in this very grave and complex situation he would on the

whole be disinclined to pass over Curzon: but he added that he would
rather not take the responsibility of any decision. Lord Salisbury parti-

cularly begged that this should not be quoted, as it must be remembered they

were the expressions ofa very sick mand'^

As is well known Salisbury’s own advice to Stamfordham was in

favour of Curzon.®

Thus, then, the stage is set by Monday afternoon. The news of

the Prime Minister’s resignation is in every paper. Distressed and

alarmed, ministers, M.P.s and journalists cut short their Whitsun

holiday and come flocldng into London. Clubland, normally deserted

on a bank holiday, resounds with the hum of gossip, rumour and

intrigue.

And what of the chief actors? As for Bonar Law his duties are over.

He has done all that he feels entitled to do. His doubts about Curzon

remain unchanged. But there can in the end be no other successor.

Perhaps it will work out satisfactorily. Anyway, the responsibility

now lies with others, with Salisbury, with Stamfordham, with the

King. . . . Bonar Law can rest in peace. As for the rivals, Baldwin has

gone to Chequers. After his talk with Bonar Law he can have little

hope of the succession. Curzon too is out of London. Down in Somer-

set at Montacute House, one of his numerous country seats, he has

by now received Bonar Law’s letter. Only the absence of a telephone

in that venerable mansion prevents him from pursuing his feverish

enquiries personally. He sits all day impatiently awaiting the sum-

mons to Buckingham Palace, the summons that will fulfil the

ambition of his life, the summons that must come.

It is a matter of history that Curzon was passed over; that, instead,

Baldwin, “a man of the utmost insignificance”, as Curzon was to

describe him,^ received the King’s commission to become Prime
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Minister of England. What happened to ruin Curzon’s chances? The
full truth has never been revealed. It is a remarkable tale and, since

it indirectly involves Bonar Law, it may appropriately be told in the

story of his life.

When Bonar Law’s family insisted that General Sykes should

accompany Colonel Waterhouse in order to make sure that he did

not misrepresent Bonar Law’s views, their suspicions were justified.

What happened emerges from a significant but hitherto unnoticed

document among the Royal Archives. It is unsigned, sand to it is

appended the following note by Lord Stamfordham.

“This is the Memorandum handed to the King on Sunday, May 20th,

and which^ Colonel Waterhouse stated^ practically expressed the views of Mr, Bonar

Law.^^^

The memorandum must be quoted in full:^

“The resignation ofthe Prime Minister makes it necessary for the Crown
to exercise its prerogative in the choice of Mr. Bonar Law’s successor.

There appears to be only two possible alternatives - Mr. Stanley Baldwin
and Lord Gurzon.

“The case for each is very strong.

“Lord Curzon has, during a long life, held high office almost continu-

ously and is therefore possessed of wide experience of government. His

industry and mental equipment are of the highest order. His grasp of the

international situation is great.

“Mr. Stanley Baldwin has had a very rapid promotion and has, by his

gathering strength, exceeded the expectation of his most fervent friends.

He is very much liked by all shades of political opinion in the House of

Commons and has the complete confidence ofthe City and the commercial
world generally He, in fact, typifies both the spirit of the Government
which the people of this country elected last autumn and also the same
characteristics which won the people’s confidence for Mr. Bonar Law, i.e.

honesty, simplicity and balance. There is, however, the disadvantage that

compared to many of his colleagues, his official life is short. On the other

hand, there can be no doubt that Lord Curzon, temperamentally, does

not inspire complete confidence in his colleagues, either as to his judgment
or as to his ultimate strength of purpose in a crisis. His methods, too, are

inappropriate to harmony. The prospect of his receiving deputations as

Prime Minister from the Miners’ Federation or the Triple Alliance, for

example, is capable of causing alarm for the future relations between the

Government and Labour - between moderate and less moderate opinion.

“The choice, in fact, seems to be recognizing in an individual those

services which, in Lord Curzon’s case, enabled him to act as Deputy
Minister but which, as is so often the case when larger issues are involved,

might not qualify him in the permanent post. The time, in the opinion
ofmany members ofthe House ofCommons, has passed when the direction

^ Author’s italics.



[1923] A PRO-BALDWIN MEMORANDUM 521

of domestic policy can be placed outside the House of CommonSj and it is

submitted that altho’ foreign and imperial affairs are of vital importance
stability at home must be the basic consideration. There is also the fact

that Lord Curzon is regarded in the public eye as representing that section

of privileged Conservatism which has its value but which in this demo-
cratic age cannot be too assiduously exploited.

‘‘The number of Peers holding the highest offices m the Government,
that is, four out of the five Secretaries of State, has already produced
comment even among Conservatives. The situation in this respect would
be accentuated by placing the direction of Government policy in the

Upper House, for any further subordination of the House of Commons
would be most strongly resented, not only by the Conservative Party as a
whole but by every shade of democratic opinion in the country. It is

thought that the truth of this view finds support in the fact that, whereas it

would be most unlikely that Lord Curzon could form a Government
without the inclusion of the present Chancellor of the Exchequer, on the

other hand, it would clearly be possible for Mr. Baldwin to form a Govern-
ment even tho’ Lord Curzon should find himself unable to join it.

“It is believed that Lord Derby v/ould be willing, if necessary, to serve

under Mr. Baldwin, but not under Lord Curzon.^
“Ifthe Kdng should decide to call upon the Chancellor of the Exchequer

he would, no doubt, urge upon Lord Curzon the reasons for his choice and
appeal to him to continue his service.”

The document is a cogent, vigorous, well argued, plea for Baldwin.

On the merits of the case it has much to commend it. Presented by
Waterhouse as the expression of the retiring Premier’s opinion it

could scarcely fail to influence Lord Stamfordham and the King.

There was only one thing wrong with it. As the whole of the evidence

in the foregoing narrative shows, it was in no sense a true account

of Bonar Law’s views.

It is not necessary to recapitulate all the reasons for this assertion.

There are three pieces of written evidence which prove beyond

reasonable doubt that Bonar Law’s opinions were not correctly

represented in this memorandum. In the first place the letter which

Bonar Law wrote to Curzon could never have been written by some-

one who was ready to damn Curzon behind his back in this devas-

tating fashion. Certainly Bonar Law of all people would never have

acted in this way. Secondly there is Stamfordham’s account of what

Salisbury told him about his discussions with Bonar Law; and here

again there is a sharp conflict with the Waterhouse memorandum.

Finally there is the evidence of Lord Crewe who wrote to Curzon

1 This was quite true. Derby hated Curzon, and would not have served under him at all

readily. Some people believed that a solution to the problem might be for Derby himself

to become Prime Minister, but he wisely refused to encourage any such move.
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on May 23rd after the crisis was all over. He described his talk with

Bonar Law in Paris and ended

‘‘Of course I had anticipated that you would be asked to succeed him
and except for what one sees in the papers I am still quite in the dark about
the cause of the actual selection

”

But Crewe could scarcely have regarded the selection of Gurzon

as inevitable or even probable if Bonar Law had shown any sign of

sharing the clear pro-Baldwin views which are expressed in the

memorandum given by Waterhouse to Stamfordham. If Bonar Law
had really felt, as Waterhouse said that he felt, then surely he would

have given definite advice in favour of Baldwin Even Mr. Amery,

who was personally strongly against Curzon, does not suggest that

Bonar Law was prepared to override Curzon’s claims. He dined with

Bonar Law in Paris on May iSth, the day after the latter’s discussion

with Crew^e, and writes in his memoirs:^"

“As regards the succession, Bonar on the whole inclined towards Bald-

win whose reputation had been greatly enhanced by a very successful

‘sound’ Budget, but doubted if Gurzon’s claims on ground of seniority and
experience could really be set aside.”

It is very difficult to avoid the conclusion that Colonel Waterhouse

knew that this document was not an accurate expression of Bonar

Law’s views. General Sykes who accompanied him to Aldershot

remembered nothing about the memorandum. None of the surviving

members of Bonar Law’s family has any recollection of it, neither

has Sir Geoffrey Fry nor Sir Patrick Gower who were Bonar Law’s

other private secretaries. Lord Beaverbrook was equally ignorant of

the document and only saw it for the first time when it was recently

copied out from the Windsor Archives. The only explanation would

seem to be that Colonel Waterhouse handed the memorandum
privately - and behind Sir Frederick Sykes’ back - either to Stam-

fbrdham or the King.

The document is anonymous, but was in fact composed by Lord

Davidson^^ after discussions with Baldwin on Friday night. Of course

it does not in the least follow that Lord Davidson authorized Colonel

Waterhouse to father his own sincere and perfectly justifiable

opinions on to Bonar Law.^

^ Although he did not authorize this use of his memorandum, Lord Davidson con-

siders that it did not, in fact, misrepresent Bonar Law, It seems, however, to the author
that the memorandum does misrepresent Bonar Law, if only by suggesting decision and
clarity where there existed mdecision and doubt. The reader must judge which way the

balance of evidence inclines
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Indeed it is clear that the document was intended merely as an aide-

mimoire for Waterhouse^ in case the King should ask him for his own
opinion - a perfectly possible contingency in view of Waterhouse’s

past connexion with the Court as equerry to the Duke of York and

not as a considered expression of Bonar Law’s opinion.

Lord Stamfordham, having read the memorandum on Sunday in

the light of Waterhouse’s claim that it "^practically expressed the

views of Mr. Bonar Law”, must have been puzzled at receiving on

Monday such a very different account of Bonar Law’s opinions from

Salisbury. He may well have felt that Salisbury had somehow mis-

understood the Prime Minister, and, when on Tuesday he received

a letter from Salisbury regretting that ""the King cannot have the

advantage of Bonar’s own advice” and offering to enquire whether

Bonar Law would see Stamfordham personally, he resolved to send

for Waterhouse again. His account of their conversation survives in

the Royal Archives:^

BUCKINGHAM PALACE

"‘Memorandum by Lord Stamfordham, Tuesday, May 22nd, 1923.

“Received a letter from Lord Salisbury, on receipt of which I asked

Colonel Waterhouse to come and see me. I asked him whether I was at

liberty to say that Mr. Bonar Law’s family considered that, had he been

asked, Bonar Law would have advised the King to appoint Mr. Baldwin,

Colonel Waterhouse told me that before leaving London for Aldershot on

Sunday, he spoke to Mr. Bonar Law on this point, but he, Bonar Law, said

that the King had not asked his advice. Colonel Waterhouse then said, if

the King were to ask me, or to sound me, on this point what should I say,

and Bonar Law answered - ‘On the whole I think I should advise him to

send for Baldwin.’

“The memorandum which Colonel Waterhouse brought to Aldershot

on Sunday was read by Sir Frederick Sykes,^ who considers that it em-

bodied the Prime Minister’s opinions. Furthermore, Colonel Waterhouse,

in order to make sure of what he was coming to tell me, had seen Miss

Law, who was in the very closest confidence of her brother, and she

endorsed the opinion that Mr. Bonar Law would have favoured the

selection of Mr. Baldwin On this information I wrote my reply to Lord

Salisbury. . .

Once again Colonel Waterhouse appears to have misled Stamford-

ham. It is very improbable that Bonar Law used the words attributed

to him and it is certain that Sir Frederick Sykes never saw the memo-

randum. As for Miss Mary Law she was only concerned with her

^ Stamfordham is presumably simply reportmg what Waterhouse said. Sir Frederick

Sykes told the author that he had never m fact read the memorandum.
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brother's healthy, and was desperately worried. She had no interest

in the succession^ nor had any other members ofBonar Law’s family.

Any remark that she made is most unlikely to have gone beyond the

undoubted fact that her brother preferred Baldwin personally to

Curzon.

Naturally Stamfordham did not question Colonel Waterhouse’s

bona fides. He presumably decided that Salisbury must have been

misinformed, and he wrote as follows to Salisbury after the second

interview with Colonel Waterhouse, on May 22nd:°

, . all I have learnt directly or indirectly from Bonar’s family is that,

eliminating the personal factor and having regard to the larger issues in-

volved, he would, if asked to advise the King, have been in favour of the

Prenoiership remaining in the House of Commons.
‘‘With this knowledge, and considering that even before the operation

the King was asked not to seek for Bonar’s advice, I do not see that any
advantage would be gained by now approaching the family in order to

obtain from Bonar an opinion which they consider has been already

expressed and which I have quoted above. ...”

It has been necessary to quote the original documents in some
detail because the whole story would seem scarcely credible but for

the written evidence. The papers show beyond reasonable doubt that

the King and Stamfordham were misled about the real opinions of

Bonar Law. It is impossible to say with certainty what were Water-

house’s motives and how far the deception was deliberate. Water-

house undoubtedly knew that he was to some extent exceeding his

orders. This fact emerges from a little known and obscurely worded
book of reminiscences. Private and Official^ by Lady Waterhouse.

According to her, Waterhouse pressed Bonar Law on Sunday morn-
ing at breakfast for an answer to the question of the succession, and

she reports the conversation

‘'Ronald: ... You must tell me what your answer would be if you had
to give it.

“B.L.: But I would not and I will not.

“Ronald: If I give you my word ofhonour to pi^eserve your confidence?

“B.L.: In that case ... I am afraid ... I should have to say-
Baldwin.”

Lady Waterhouse describes her husband’s reflections on the jour-

ney to Aldershot which followed this conversation, and says:

“He found himself being driven fatefully to an immediate choice

between unqualified service to the State and the silence imposed by his

word of honour given that morning to Bonar. The two were diametrically

opposed but the former prevailed. ...”
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Lady Waterhouse presumably bases her account on her husband’s

papers or on his personal reminiscences, and it is quite clear that,

even ifwe accept her story ofBonar Law’s preference for Baldwin - a

story for which there is little evidence and against which there is a

good deal - Waterhouse had no right to break his word or to claim

that Davidson’s powerful memorandum expressed Bonar Law’s
views on the succession. Enough has been said for the reader to judge
the ethics of Sir Ronald Waterhouse’s conduct. It is perhaps of

interest to note that he remained Principal Private Secretary to

Baldwin, Ramsay MacDonald, and Baldwin again, until in 1928, as

Lady Waterhouse somewhat enigmatically observes:^

‘ht was borne in upon him with abundant clearness that forces beyond his

personal control were combining to bring about yet another change in his

career.”

How much difference did Waterhouse’s action make to the final

decision? It is impossible to say, but it is hard to believe that such a

categorical statement of Bonar Law’s views had no effect. The very

persistence with which Stamfordham endeavoured to elicit those

views suggests that he attached considerable importance to them.

Nevertheless the historian who believes that he has discovered new
evidence must be very careful not to exaggerate its significance.

Waterhouse’s use of this memorandum was certainly not the only

reason which decided the King to send for Baldwin rather than

Curzon. There was, after all, on general grounds - personalities

apart - a strong case for keeping the Premiership in the House of

Commons when the official Labour Opposition was wholly without

representatives in the Lords. There were Curzon’ s well-known

defects of temperament. Above all there was the independent advice

given to the King from an altogether separate source - advice which

was bound to carry great weight.

Lord Balfour was staying in Norfolk at Sheringham when the

* crisis broke. He was on a golfing holiday, but had suddenly been

struck down by phlebitis. The King decided on Sunday that he must

have the advice of so distinguished an elder statesman, an ex-Prime

Minister and ex-leader of the Conservative Party, with a long life-

time of political experience behind him. From Curzon’s viewpoint

no more disastrous choice could have been made. For Balfour bore

him little love. Behind a front of urbane and unfailing courtesy he

regarded the Foreign Secretary with a certain measure of contempt.

He considered that Curzon would be an unsuitable Prime Minister.

Although his doctors urged him not to travel, Balfour on receiving
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Lord Stamfordham’s telegram was determined to go at once to Lon-

don. On Monday morning he went up from Norfolk to his London
house at Carlton Gardens. Lord Stamfordham came to see him
during the afternoon. Balfour confined his argument entirely to the

question of the House of Lords. He did not discuss the personalities

concerned. He merely urged that in a democratic age a peer as Prime

Minister would be an anachronism^, that it was impossible to have

the Prime Minister in the Upper House when the Official Opposition

was not represented there at all.^ These arguments strongly rein-

forced the Jong’s own views. According to Lord Stamfordham, who
discussed the matter with Geoffrey Dawson, the editor of The Times^

at 8 o’clock on Monday evening, the King was strongly in favour of

Baldwin.

‘'I told him [Dawson] frankly”, writes Stamfordham,« ‘‘that the King
was so far convinced that his responsibility to the country made it almost

imperative that he should appoint a Prime Minister from the House of

Commons. For were he not to do so, and the experiment failed, the

country would blame the King for an act which was entirely his own and
which proved that the King was ignorant of, and out of touch with the

public.”

Balfour returned to Sheringham the next day. He was met by

some of his party there, which included Lady Desborough and Mr.

and Mrs. Edwin Montagu. ‘'And will dear George be chosen?”

asked one of them. "No,” replied Balfour, "dear George will not.”^

The rest of the story is well known: how the King, anxious to break

the news to Curzon, caused Stamfordham to summon him by tele-

gram on Monday night; how Curzon naturally interpreted this as a

summons to the Premiership; how he travelled up from Montacute

on Tuesday morning discoursing upon his plans for the Administra-

tion; the terrible shock, and the painful scene which followed, when
Stamfordham told him at 2.30 that afternoon that within an hour

Baldwin would be at Buckingham Palace to receive the King’s com-

mission. Nor should we forget the magnanimity, which Curzon dis-

played after the first shock, in consenting to serve under Baldwin, and

even to propose him for the leadership of the Party.

Later that afternoon. May 22nd, Lord Davidson came to see

Bonar Law at Onslow Gardens. Lord Beaverbrook was in the room
and recalls vividly the surprise with which Bonar Law greeted

Davidson’s news that the King had sent for Baldwin. Bonar Law had
not expected this outcome. He was, indeed, far from displeased, but

he had felt all along that Curzon was bound to be his successor, that
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Curzon was the man whom the Party and the Cabinet wanted. It

had never crossed his mind that any other choice was, in the circum-

stances, possible. Now that the choice was made he certainly did not

condemn it, but he remained astonished nevertheless that Baldwin

was to succeed him.

We have seen some of the reasons which led to this surprising

result. It will never be possible to state with precision exactly how
far the King was swayed by his own personal belief, by Balfour’s

advice, or by the version of Bonar Law’s opinion, which was con-

veyed to him through Colonel Waterhouse - or by other sources

which he may have consulted.

At all events, even ifwe cannot say exactly what did influence the

King, we can say with exactitude what did not. After the event there

was no lack of claimants to the glory ofhaving by their advice made
all the difference to the decision. Like the fly which pushed the heavy
coach to the top of the hill in La Fontaine’s famous fable, many
people are apt to assume that, because they recommend a certain

action, and that action is in fact taken, they are responsible for it.

This argument is fallacious. An amusing instance is Mr. L. S.

Amery’s claim, stated more than once in his writings, that he and

Mr. Bridgeman contributed personally to the choice of Baldwin,

thanks to a chance meeting with Lord Stamfordham in St. James’s

Park on the morning of Monday, May 21st. They hastened to talk

to Stamfordham and pressed the claim of Baldwin upon him. Their

point of view was, says Mr. Amery, ‘'quite new to him, but he was

impressed more particularly, I think, when I told him of what Mr.

Bonar Law himself thought.” Alas, Mr. Amery was deceived by

Stamfordham’s invariable courtesy. In the Royal Archives there is

an account by Stamfordham of this conversation, and the following

brief footnote is added in Stamfordham’s own hand:

‘‘Earlier in the day Colonel Waterhouse proposed that I should see

^ them: but I said ‘No’, as I felt sure that they would be in favour of Mr.
Baldwin and their advice would not be helpful.”

Whatever Mr. Amery and Lord Bridgeman may have accom-

plished by indirect methods, it seems clear that their only direct

approach did not affect the issue.

2

Such was the strange half-accidental manner in which Baldwin

became Prime Minister of England. As has been told, Bonar Law
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played only a negative part in the selection; it was his determination

not to recommend Curzon which gave the pro-Baldwin party an

opportunity that otherwise might never have come their way. Wc
have seen how skilfully that chance was exploited. Nevertheless,

although some of the methods and many of the arguments used

against Curzon are open to criticism, there can be little doubt that

the right result was achieved. There was no real reason why a peer

should not have been Prime Minister in 1923, but there were cogent

reasons why a person of Curzon’s temperament, whether peer or

commoner, should not have been at the head of affairs in the England

of the 1920S. Baldwin had many grave defects, but it is clear that

Curzon, who was still regarded with intense resentment by the

Coalition Conservatives, could never have reunited the Party as

Baldwin was later able to do, and it is clear too that Curzon’s

demeanour would not have made relations with an increasingly

radical and egalitarian opposition at all easy.

And now Bonar Law fades from the political scene. His Premier-

ship was one of the shortest in our history. When he resigned on

May 20th he had been Prime Minister for only 209 days. The trans-

fer of power to his successor was smooth and easy, helped by the fact

that his private secretaries, Davidson, Waterhouse, Fry, all remained

in ofRce under Baldwin. From the point of view of his personal con-

venience no difficulties arose. He had kept his house at Onslow
Gardens in readiness for a retirement which he knew could not be

long distant, and it was easy to move there from 10 Downing Street.

The public reaction to his sudden resignation was one of unmixed

sorrow. It is a favourite platitude to say of any politician who retires

that he enjoys the affection of his political opponents as well as of

his supporters. In the case ofBonar Law this was genuinely true, and

the fact is evidenced by scores of personal and private letters which

are far more convincing than the pubhc encomiums invariably pro-

nounced upon these occasions. To many of the writers the true

gravity of Bonar Law’s condition was not known and their evidently

genuine expectations of his speedy recovery make pathetic reading

in the light ofwhat lay ahead.

Both at this time and after his death five months later many
speakers expressed the view that Bonar Law had sacrificed his health

for his country, and that he would never have become so ill if he

had not responded to the call of duty at the Carlton Club meeting.

Speaking in the House of Commons on November 13th in tidbute

to Bonar Law, Baldwin said:
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“There is no doubt that Mr. Bonar Law gave his life for his country-

just as much as if he had fallen in the Great War.”

Such sentiments are comprehensible, and seemed to be confirmed

by the fact that Bonar Law took oflSce with such profound doubts

about his own health. It is, however, not true to say that his final

illness was in any way due to overwork or overstrain. What Bonar
Law feared when he became Prime Minister was a recrudescence of

the high blood pressure which caused him to resign in 1921 and
which can undoubtedly be aggravated by worry and work. But

there is no known connexion between cancer and any mental factors

of this sort, or between cancer and high blood pressure. It seems

probable that Bonar Law would have fallen iU and died at roughly

the same time, whatever his decision had been at the Carlton Club
meeting of October 1922.

Did Bonar Law himself realize how ill he was when he finally

resigned? It is impossible to say for certain. He did not resign his seat

in Parliament, although he never attended the House of Commons
again. No one told him that he was suffering from cancer. Indeed

the word was never mentioned in his presence. Nevertheless those

nearest to him during these last months are convinced that in his

heart he knew that he had not long to live. Temporarily his health

began to improve. He went to Brighton in order to undergo the deep

ray treatment which is often prescribed for cancer patients when all

other remedies have failed. It alleviated his pain and he seemed

better. He remained in Brighton for much of the summer. Lord

Beaverbrook vividly recalls how deeply moved he was, despite his

usual indifference to public esteem when the diners at a restaurant

rose to their feet in a silent gesture of respect as he walked out of the

room.^ He was well enough to pay a short visit to Le Touquet, where

he had spent so many happy hours in the past, and he even managed
to play a certain amount of golf.

These signs of improvement vanished with the summer. By Sep-

tember his malady was beginning to gain rapidly upon him. During

all this time his daughter Isabel looked after him with loving atten-

tion, and did everything in her power to help him, despite the fact

that her own son, Bonar, to whom his grandfather was devoted, had

been born only a few months earlier. Apart from the members of his

family Bonar Law’s most constant companion during these painful

months was Beaverbrook. Ignoring the numerous calls of politics

and business upon his time, Beaverbrook devoted all his efforts to

alleviating the sufferings of his dying friend. He travelled everywhere
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with him, endeavoured to amuse him with the latest political gossip,

and arranged bridge or chess for him - not always an easy task as

the sick man’s symptoms became more distressing.

Bonar Law bore his sufferings with a stoic calm. There are no signs

that he ever sought consolation in the sombre faith of his ancestors.

He remained to the end the sceptic that he had been all his life. He
had too much intellectual integrity to turn in sickness to a creed

which had long ceased to carry conviction to him. About the middle

of October it became clear that the end was near. He was brought

back from Brighton, where he had been having further deep-ray

treatment, to his house at Onslow Gardens. On Thursday, October

25th, a chill which he had caught developed, as a direct result of the

cancer, into septic pneumonia. The illness was mercifully brief. He
was still able to talk lucidly and sensibly to Sir Thomas Horder and

to his family on the Monday evening, but in the early hours of

Tuesday morning, October 30th, 1923, he died peacefully in his

sleep.

In his will Bonar Law expressed the wish that he should be buried

beside his wife in the cemetery at Helensburgh. His wish was not

granted. The Dean and Chapter of Westminster offered to hold the

funeral service in the Abbey, and both Mary Law and Beaverbrook

favoured acceptance. When it became clear that the Cabinet too

was in favour of an Abbey funeral, the family felt bound to agree. It

was the first occasion since Gladstone’s death in 1898 that a Prime

Minister was buried in Westminster Abbey.

On Saturday, November 3rd5 the body was cremated at Golders

Green and the ashes taken to St. Columba’s, Pont Street, the Pres-

byterian church where Bonar Law’s family worshipped, and ofwhich

he had himself been an elder. The funeral took place on Monday,
November 5th, on a grey windless autumnal morning. The pall-

bearers were the Prince of Wales, the Speaker, the Prime Minister,

Balfour, Asquith, Carson, Austen Chamberlain, Ramsay MacDonald,
Beaverbrook, and Lord Edmund Talbot. The coffin was carried into

the Abbey by N.C.O.s of the Royal Air Force and of t!^e King’s Own
Scottish Borderers, the units in which Bonar Law’s two sons had

served until their deaths in the war. The Archbishops of Canterbury

and York took part in the service, and there was present an immense
crowd of mourners from the world of politics, including the whole

Cabinet and the Dominion Prime Ministers who had assembled for

a conference in London. Among the congregation was one of Bonar

Law’s first admirers, Rudyard Kipling, who heard his own “Reces-
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sional” sung at the close of the service. During the afternoon, till long

after dusk, thousands of men and women filed past the burial place

in the second bay below the organ screen on the south side of the

nave. ''It is fitting”, so Asquith is reputed to have said, "that we
should have buried the Unknown Prime Minister by the side of the

Unknown Soldier.”

3

Asquith certainly intended no compliment by this remark, but

Bonar Law would not have resented it. He cared little enough for

fame in his own lifetime, still less for the verdict of posterity. How-
ever ambitious he may have been in his earlier days, all who knew
him agree that ambition had died in him long before the end of his

life. He had tried to do his duty as he saw it. He would have been

quite content to go down to history like the unknown soldier - an
anonymous symbol of suffering borne and duty fulfilled.

But Bonar Law's modesty is no reason for accepting Asquith’s

verdict. The mere fact that his Premiership was so brief should not

make us dismiss him as a Bute or a Goderich. On the contrary he

exercised a profound influence upon the course of British history.

For twelve critical years he was a key figure in the complicated and

tortuous politics of the times and no account of them would be

adequate without some understanding of his personality, outlook

and ideals.

He himself declared that until the war he had only cared for two

things in politics, Ulster and TariffReform: the rest was only a game.

How far did he succeed in attaining those two objectives? Over

Ulster his success was indisputable, and her survival as an auto-

nomous province of the United Kingdom, wholly independent of the

Irish Republic, is in no small measure the achievement ofBonar Law.

His name will ever have one of the most honoured places among
those who fought to preserve Ulster from coming under a Dublin

parliament. Carson may have been a more theatrical figure and a

greater leader of the Ulster Protestant masses. Craig may have

created the sohd backbone of indigenous resistance. Yet without the

uncompromising support of Bonar Law, without his much criticized

decision to pledge the whole of the English Conservative Party to the

Ulster cause, it is very unlikely that Ulster would stand where she

does today.

One halfofBonar Law’s professed ambitions was thus undoubtedly

achieved, but the other half, Tariff Reform leading to imperial con-
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solidation, remainedj when he died, as far away as ever. The truth,

as we can perhaps now see it, is that the political unity, which Joseph
Chamberlain and, after him, Bonar Law sought for the Empire, was
contradicted by nearly all the trends of the time, in particular the

growth of Dominion nationalism. Moreover the abandonment of

Free Trade and the taxation of food, involved in the policy of Tariff

Reform, could never be popular in England. No one would deny
after the experience of two world wars that imperial unity, anyway
among the white races of the Empire, has been a reality. But it has

taken a form far more intangible, and less concrete or institutional-

ized than was envisaged by the Conservative imperialists at the

beginning of the twentieth century.

The outbreak of war in 1914 profoundly altered Bonar Law’s
attitude to politics. The burning issues which had hitherto filled his

vision faded away, and he devoted all his efforts to the preservation

of his country from the menace of the Central Powers. In the various

political upheavals of the war he played a crucial role, and his part

in overthrowing Asquith has earned him the lasting hostility of that

formidable statesman’s many partisans - with how little justice has

been described in earlier chapters of this book. But even Bonar Law’s
strongest opponents cannot accuse him of pursuing personal ambi-

tion. In 1915 he accepted office far below his deserts because he

believed that national interest demanded his self-effacement. In 1916

he readily rejected the chance to become Prime Minister. The con-

tribution which he made as partner and second in command to Lloyd

George has never been - and now never can be - fully recorded, but

all who knew the two men when they worked together have testified

to the value of Bonar Law’s cautious sagacity during those troublous

years. Not the least eloquent witness has been Lloyd George himself.

In a brilliant sketch^ - written shortly after Bonar Law’s resigna-

tion in 1923 - the late Lord Keynes described him as ^before every-

thing a party man, deeply concerned for his party, obedient to its

instincts, and at each crisis the nominee of its machine”. No doubt
this is too sweeping a statement. For example, far from being the

nominee of the machine Bonar Law aroused much hostility from the

Conservative ChiefWhip when he intervened in the leadership crisis

of 1 91 1. Nevertheless there is a substratum of truth in Keynes’s

description. Bonar Law was deeply concerned for his Party, and while

he was leader he undoubtedly regarded himself as being in a sense

a trustee for its ultimate interests. He had inherited from Balfour a

1 Keynes, Essays in Biography^ pp. 42-47.
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Party deeply divided, he had united it, and he intended to hand it

on intact to his successors. It was this determination which prompted
his last decisive action - at the Carlton Club meeting of October
1922. On that occasion he said in his speech:

‘‘I confess frankly that in the immediate crisis in front of us I do person-
ally attach more importance to keeping our Party united than to winning
the next election/’

Behind these words lay some of his deepest feelings. He was very
conscious of the perils ofparty disunion. For the whole of his political

life the Conservative Party, whether divided between Free Traders
and Protectionists, or between ‘'hedgers'’ and “ditchers”, or between
Coalitionists and Die-hards, had seemed on the verge of dissolution.

The successive crises of the war and post-war years increased that

danger. Yet in the end the Conservative Party, unlike the Liberals,

survived as a united body. More than any one other man Bonar Law
can claim the credit for that survival.

Bonar Law never had a brilliant or original mind; he lacked

curiosity and was not interested in novel ideas. His great strength as

a party politician lay in the fact that he was the ordinary man writ

large. It was not from expediency or against his own betterjudgment
that he obeyed his Party’s instincts. It was because he genuinely had
arrived, if by a different process of reasoning, at the same general

conclusions as the vast majority of his supporters. What marked him
out from ordinary men were speed of understanding, lucidity of

exposition and a phenomenal memory. All these qualities he did

indeed possess to an extraordinary degree, but they do not necessarily

presuppose an original type of mind. Joseph Chamberlain, Lloyd

George, Churchill, Birkenhead, were all capable of vivid flashes of

insight wholly denied to Bonar Law. Asquith had a broader mind,

Balfour one more speculative and subtle. All these were more liable

to disrupt their own Parties by unorthodox words and actions. Bonar

Law was a far “safer” man from a party point of view than any of

them.

But it does not follow that he was a mere puppet or mediocrity as

some of his detractors have suggested. On the contrary, in his latter

years he exercised over that most critical body, the House of Com-
mons, a mastery never surpassed and rarely equalled in modern

times. It was comparable to that of Walpole or Peel. No man was

more adept at giving with an air of sweet reasonableness the soft

answer that turns away wrath. No man was more skilful at limiting

the debate to precisely those issues upon which his own case was
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strongest. No man could acknowledge with more engaging candour
error where error had occurred. No man could demolish more
devastatingly and at shorter notice the arguments of his adversaries.

In all that pertained to the speedy absorption of complicated facts,

the swift and smooth conduct of business, the clear exposition of

thorny and difficult problems, Bonar Law was supreme.

Yet these qualities alone, although they might explain the respect

with which Bonar Law was regarded, do not account for the deep
affection which he inspired among political opponents as well as

friends, and among all classes in society. It was rather his frankness,

his modesty, his gentleness, the total absence of pomposity or pride,

above all perhaps a certain elusive and wistful melancholy, which
made men not merely respect him but love him and seek to do all in

their power to help him. The reasons for this affection have perhaps
never been better expressed than by Keynes in the short sketch which
has been mentioned earlier:

‘‘They [the public] feel him to have been a great public servant whose
life of austerity and duty has served them rather than himself Many
politicians are too much enthralled by the crash and glitter of the struggle,

their hearts obviously warmed by the swell and pomp of authority, enjoy-
ing their positions and their careers, clinging to these sweet delights and
primarily pleasing themselves. These are the natural target of envy and
detraction and a certain contempt. They have their reward already and
need no gratitude. But the public have liked to see a Prime Minister not
enjoying his lot unduly. We have preferred to be governed by the sad
smile ofone who adopts towards the greatest office in the State the attitude
that whilst, of course, it is nice to be Prime Minister, it is no great thing to

covet, and who feels in office, and not merely afterwards, the vanity of
things.”
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2, Chess

References have been made to Bonar Law’s fondness of and skill at

chess. Experts may be interested to judge his skill from the following

victorious game played while he was Prime Minister It appears in Irving

Ghernev’s j,ooo Best Short Games of Chess. Bonar Law had the first move.
His opponent was Mr. Brian Harley, chess correspondent of The Observer:

(1) P-K4 P-K4

(q) Kt-KBs Kt-CiBs

(3) B-Kt5 Kt-Bs

(4) 0-0 KtxP
(5) P-a4 PxP
(6) KtxP Kt-as
(7) R-Ki ch B-Ka

(8) a-Kt4 KtxKt

(9) axKt KtxB
(10) QxKtP R-Bi

(ii) B-R6 P-Q4
(12) Q,XR ch K-as
(13) Q.XP K-as
(14) RxB resigns
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415-7; and Bonar Law’s first resignation,

423-6; attends Washington Naval Con-
ference, 429, his conversation with Bonar
Law, 439; supports the Coalition, 452,
his anger at the revolt m the Party, 456,
refuses to join Bonar Law’s Cabinet, 461,
his Note on Reparations, 491; dinner in

his honour, 504 and n; advises the Kmg
against Curzon, 525-^; pall-bearer at

Bonar Law’s funeri, 530
Balfour, Mr. Gerald (2nd Earl Balfour)

. 46
Barlow, Sir Montagu: 463
Barnes, Mr. G. N., defeats Bonar Law at

Glasgow, 5 1 ;
member of the War Cabinet,

357, and of the Peace Delegation, 402
Battenberg, Admiral Prince Louis of: 235
and n

Beaverbrook, Lord (Mr. William Maxwell
Aitken, 1879-): makes Bonar Law’s
acquaintance, 64; his presence at Pem-
broke Lodge disliked by Mary Law, 65;
their subsequent friendship, 66, Bonar
Law recommends for a seat, 67; enters

Parliament, 68; Knighted, 69; presses

Bonar Law for Party leadership, 74, in-

genious tactics of, 79, his advice to Bonar
Law, 8 1-2, 85; procures a butler for Bonar
Law, 87, hostile comments on his friend-

ship with Bonar Law, 90-1 ;
Bonar Law’s

good opinion of, no; and food taxes, 113,

1 14, 1 1 7, lends Cherkley for meetings
between Bonar Law and Asquith, 16 1,

164, 166, at Wargrave Manor, 220;
Churchill protests to him about Bonar
Law’s unfriendliness, 234; declines a
baronetcy, 256, breal^ news ofJacks case

to Bonar Law, 260; arranges meeting
between Lloyd George and Bonar Law
after Kitchener’s death, 289; takes Bonar
Law to see Asquith, 290; his account of
Bonar Law’s attitude to First Coalition,

296, and of its fall, 298 n; true nature of
his part in break-up of First Coalition,

299-301, and the Triumvirate, 302-6, his

'Politicians and the War referred to,309-4i,

passim; discusses situation with Bonar
Law, 310, finds Lloyd George at the
Berkeley, 310-1; wants Bonar Law to

alter the Conservative Ministers’ Resolu-
tion, 317; question of his peerage, 346-7;
and death ofJim Law, 355-6; his difficul-

ties with Foreign Office, 380-1 ; his news-
paper activities, 400; his personal friend-
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ship with Bonar Law, 40 1 ;
their occasional

political differences, 40 1 , enlightens Bonar

Law about his daughter Isabel’s engage-

ment, 419, bis comments on the political

scene, 427, urges Bonar Law to overthrow

rhe Coalition, 451, 456, gives Press support

to Bonar Law, 451, 453; his tactics in 1922

Election, 470-1 ; campaigns for with-

drawal from Palestine and Mesopotamia,

473, 487, and the Gounaris episode, 477,

480; and the American Debt, 493-4; and
Austen Chamberlain, 509; his distress at

the news of Bonar Law’s fatal malady,

512-3; advises Bonar Law to resign, 513,

his interview with Lord Crewe, 514-5,

his newspaper articles on Bonar Law, 517,

and the succession to Bonar Law, 522, 526,

his devotion to Bonar Law, 529-30,
favours an Abbey funeral, 530; one of

Bonar Law’s pall-bearers, 530

Beresford, Admiral Lord Charles: 226, 236
Billing, Mr. Pemberton: 378-9, 380
Birkenhead, ist Earl of (Mr. F. E. Smith,

1872-1930): his friendship with Bonar

Law, 53, and the Manchester election, 68;

and the House of Lords, 69; in Shadow
Cabinet, 103; warns Bonar Law of trouble

in Lancashire, 113-4, against women’s
suffrage, 140, and the Marconi Scandal,

137, 143, 144, 145; Lansdowne’s irritation

with, 157; indiscretion of, 158-9, 171; acts

on behalf of Churchill, 220-1
;

Lord
Fisher’s mistrust of, 245; becomes Solicitor

General, 254; a story about, 299; at

Cherkley, 301 , disapproves ofBonar Law’s

attitude, 309; disagrees with Beaverbrook,

317; Attorney General, 341; advises

against prosecuting Pemberton Billing,

380; becomes Lord Chancellor, 397 and
n, 398, 399, favours “Fusion”, 415; his

affection for Bonar Law, 427-8; disliked

by Die-hards, 436; Davidson on, 437, his

hectoring speech to the Junior Ministers,

444; during Chanak Incident, 445-6; and
fall of Coalition, 451-2, 455; boycotts new
Government, 461; attacl^ Younger, 465;
his dispute with Beaverbrook, 470; and
the Gounaris letter, 478-9; his dinner to

Balfour, 504 and n, his continued hostility

to the Government, 506, 508

Birrell, Mr. Augustine (1850-1933): 183,

189, 256, 288
Bismarck, Prince: 208
Blumenfeld, Mr. R. D.: 313
Bonham-Carter, Sir Maurice: 327, 346
Bonham-Garter, Lady Violet* 374, 465, 466
Booth, Mr. Handel: 144
Bootle: Bonar Law elected for, 68
Borden, Sir Robert: 106, 1 10, 456, 469, 473
Boscawen. See under Grifiith-Boscawen, Sir

Arthur

Brade, Sir Reginald: 282
Briand, M. Aristide: 483
Bridgeman, Mr. W. C. (Loid Bridgeman):

463. 527
Buchanan, Mr. Gray founds William Jacks

& Go of London, 34; his description of

Bonar Law as a business man, 34
Buckmaster, Sir Stanley (Lord Buckmaster)

:

254,256,26711
Budgets of 1903, 46-7; of 1909, 59-60; of

1917. 349; of 1918, 350
Bull, Sir Wilham: 132
Burnett-Stuart, General 489
Burns, Mr. John: 224

Cabinets: of 1915,256, of 1916,341, of 1918,

396-9; of 1922, 463
Cabinet, The Conservative “Shadow* :

Bonar Law a member of, 69; composition

of, in 1911, 103; meeting of, 177
Caine, Mr. Hall: 471
Caird, Sir Edward* 27
Campbell, Sir James (Lord Glenavy, 1851-

1931): briefed by Le Mahn, 143; impor-

tunity of, 254-5, 378
Campbell-Bannerman, Sir Henry (1836-

1908): becomes Prime Minister, 50, death

of, 58, appointment of, 514, 515
Canterbury, Archbishop of (Randall David-

son, 1848-1930): 194, 530
Carlyle. Bonar Law’s admiration of, 27
Carson, Sir Edward (Lord Carson, 1854-

1934). 53; a Ditcher, 69; and the leader-

ship, 78, 86; and food taxes, 1 13, 1 15, 1 16;

and Ulster’s resistance, 128-9, i34-5> h^
relations with Bonar Law, 135; his

character, 135-6; and the Marconi

Scandal, 137, 143, i44> I45; his tactics in

Ulster, 149-50; Bonar Law’s letter to,

155-6; and exclusion of Ulster, 158, 159“

60, 167-70, 1 7 1-2; and Army Act, 175,

176, 1 81, rejects Asquith’s amendment of

Home Rule Bill, 184, abrupt departure of

to Ulster, 188; and compromise over

Ireland, 210, 213-4; at Buckingham

Palace Conference, 215-6, agrees to post-

pone Amending Bill, 217; was he bliiffing

over Ulster? 217-8; at Wargrave Manor,

220, Attorney General in First Coalition,

254j 256; member of Dardanelles^ Com-
mittee, 262, his views on Gallipoli, 267;

resigns, 268; Bonar Law’s coolness to,

283-4; agrees with Redmond, 286; his

hostility to Asqmth, 294-5; his threat to

Bonar Law, 296-7; attacks the Govern-

ment, 298-9; and the Triumvirate, 301-6;

during break-up of First Coalition, 307-13,

322, 327, 328; First Lord ofthe Admiralty,

341; succeeded by Sir Eric Geddes, 36 ^5

and the Maurice Debate, 371, 373; Bonar
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Carson, Sir Edward—continued

Law’s stiff letter to, 378, defends General

Dyer, 421; pall-bearer at Bonar Law’s
funeral, 530

Casement, Sir Roger* 285
Cave, Sir Geoige (ist Viscount Gave,

1856-1928) 175, 260, 341, 463, 493, 494
Cecil, Lord Hugh (Lord Quickswood,

1869-) shouts down the Prime Minister,

69, criticises Balfour, 71, protests at food
taxes. III

Cecil, Lord Robert (Viscount Cecil of

^ Chelwood, 1864-). criticises Balfour, 71;
opposes food taxes, 109, diafts minority

report of Marconi Committee, 145;
during bieak-up of First Coalition, 309,

3 I4“7 j 329 n, 332-4; Minister of Block-

ade, 340-1; offers resignation, 377, 379,
kindness of to Beaverbrook, 381; reproves

Birkenhead, 465
Chalmers, Sir Robert (Lord Chalmers,

1858-1938)* 351, 352, 353
Chamberlain, Sir Austen (1863-1937). dis-

cusses Gibbon with Bonar Law, 27,
quoted, 44, Chancellor of the Exchequer,

47; urges Bonar Law to remain in politics,

61; a Ditcher, 69, character of, 72-3,
Bonar Law’s promise to, 75, his hostility

to Walter Long, 75, 78, 91; withdraws m
favour of Bonar Law, 83, 84, his sore

feelings, 85, seconds Bonar Law’s nomina-
tion, 86; his opinion of and relations with
Bonar Law, 92-3, in Shadow Cabinet,

103, supports food taxes, 107, 108, 112,

1 13, 1 14, 116-7, quoted, 133, favours

amending Army Act, 175, 176; quoted,

221 and n, 222, and outbreak of war,

222-4; formation of First Coalition,

249-51 253, 256, his views on Gallipoli,

267; his description of Asquith, 293, his

criticism of Lord Beaverbrook’s Politicians

and the War^ 298 n, during break-up of

First Coalition, 308, 314-7, 329 n, 331,

332-4; retains India Office, 340-1
;
protests

at Hayes Fisher’s dismissal, 382; Chancel-
lor of the Exchequer, 397-8; supported
by Beaverbrook’s papers, 400-1, favours

“Fusion”, 415, succeeds Bonar Law as

leader, 426, divergent comments on, 427-
8; incurs Die-hard wrath, 430, 436; and
Bonar Law, 433, 434, supports continu-

ance of Coalition, 438, Bonar Law warns,

439; and the death of Sir Henry Wilson,

441, deputes Birkenhead to answer the

Junior Ministers, 444, and Party dis-

content, 449-50, summons meeting at the

Carlton Club, 451, 452; his interview with
Bonar Law, 454; defeated at the Carlton
Club, 457-8; boycotts the new Govern-
ment, 461; and the Gounans letter, 478,

479; his adverse view of Bonar Law, 503;

refuses Bonar Law’s offer, 508-9, a pall-

bearer at Bonar Law’s funeral, 530
Chamberlain, Mr Joseph (1836-1914)

character and outlook of, 41, Bonar Law’s
hero worship of, 42; imperial creed of, 42,
43, his piaise of Bonar Law’s speech, 46,
resigns, 47, on Bonar Law as a Tariff
Reformer, 48; illness of, 54; Bonar Law a
political heir of, 55; and food taxes, 105,

107; death of, 213
Chamberlain, Mr. Neville (1869-1940)*

joins Bonar Law’s Government, 463;
enters Cabinet as Minister of Health, 503,
Bonar Law’s respect for, 518

Chanak Incident, the: 444-48
Chaplm, Mr. Henry (ist Viscount Chaplin,

1840-1923)* 78, 86, 103, 1 14, 1 15
Chelmsford, Lord* 333
Cherkley (Lord Beaverbrook’s cormtry

house). 161, 163, 164, 166, 289, 300, 301,

347, 400, 419
Chess* Bonar Law’s fondness for, 26, and

skill at, 31, 89, 429, 541
Chequers* Bonar Law refuses to live there,

505
Churchill, Lord Randolph 43, 123, 127, 157
Churchill, Sir Winston Spencer (1874-):

quoted on Balfour, 41 ;
maiden speech of,

43, becomes a Liberal, 49; letter from,
quoted, 51; protests at Bonar Law’s
remarks on Licensing, 55; Bonar Law’s
antipathy to, 56, 233-5, 296; loses his seat,

58; Bonar Law’s challenge to, 67, Bonar
Law’s mockery at, 95; presses exclusion

of Ulster, 125, assaulted in the House, 132,
and exclusion of Ulster, 1 55-6; his menac-
ing speech at Bradford, 185; his alleged

“plot” against Ulster, 186, 199, 204-6,
orders Fleet to Lamlash, 189; and the
Curragh Incident, 19 1, 192, 202, 203-4,
accuses Bonar Law of inciting mutiny,

206, hints at compromise over Ulster, 210;
his move towards Coalition repelled, 220-
I, 240, and Lord Charles Beresford, 226,
Tory hostility to his management of the
Admiralty, 232, appoints Lord Fisher as

First Sea Lord, 235; his conflict with
Fisher, 236, 237 and n; Tory mistrust of,

242; Fisher’s dispute with, 242 ff ; ousted
from Admiralty, 245-6, 252-3; Asquith’s
opinion of, 246 n. Chancellor of the Duchy
of Lancaster, 253, 256; effect of his con-
flict with Fisher, 257; member of Dar-
danelles Committee, 262; quoted, 266,
his views on Gallipoli, 267, 27on; resigns

and departs for France, 272, and war
strategy, 277, on the First Coalition, 293;
returns to England, 295; votes on the side

of Carson, 299, annoys Bonar Law, 301;
his opmion of Lloyd George’s proposals,

312; excluded from Second Coalition,



INDEX

339-40; becomes Minister of Munitions,

360-1 5
warns Bonar Law about Beaver-

brook, 381; his peremptory letter to

Lloyd George, 397, War Minister, 398-9;
supports ‘‘Fusion”, 415, on Fermanagh
and Tyrone, 417, defends Edwin Montagu,
42 1 ,

his irritation at not becoming Chan-
cellor of the Exchequer, 427 and n, 428;
against Bonar Law’s return to office, 437,
and the murder of Sir Henry Wilson, 441-

2, during Ghanak Incident, 445-6;
during fall of the Coalition, 452; on Bonar
Law’s Cabinet, 463; defeated at Dundee,

471, 475; contrasted with Bonar Law,

498, 533
Clemenceau, M. Georges (1841-1929): 366,

405, 408
Clydesdale Bank. 36
Cockayne, Sir Brian 354
Colefax, Sir Arthur loi

Coleraine, Lord. See Law, Mr Richard
Collins, Mr. Michael 436, 442
Constantine, King ofthe Hellenes* 444, 445,

477
Coote, Captain Colin* 416
Craig, Sir James (ist Viscount Craigavon,

1871-1940)* 150, 215, 431, 433, 531
Crewe, Lady 167
Crewe, Marquess of (1858-1945): 212-3;

238, Lord President in Fust Coalition,

256, member of the Dardanelles Com-
mittee, 262; his account of the break-up of

the First Coalition, 319, 321, Bonar Law
appoints to Pans Embassy, 502, his advice

to Bonar Law about the succession to the

Premiership, 514-5, 5175.521, 522
Crichton-Stuart, Lady Ninian: 126

Croal, Mr. J. P.: Bonar Law’s letters to,

quoted, 181, 239, 281, 361-2, 431-3
Crowe, Sir Eyre. 486
Cunliffe, Lord: 31 1, 349, his quarrel with
Bonar Law, 351-5; his views on repara-

tions, 391, 404
Curragh, Incident of the 155, 181, 183-201,

203, 204, 206, 210, 227
Curzon of Kedleston, Marquess (1859-

1925)' A Hedger, 69, his ambitiousness,

92; in Shadow Cabinet, 103, on the King’s
excitability, 166-7; opposes amending
Army Act, 176, 181 ;

and question of party
policy in war, 238, Lord Privy Seal, 256,
member of the Dardanelles Committee,

262; his views on Gallipoli, 267; opposes
evacuation of Gallipoli, 272-3, 274,
during break-up of First Coalition, 307,

308, 314-7, 331, 332-45 letter to

Lansdowne, 314-5, 317, 321, 329n, in the

War Cabinet, 340-1, 357; views of on
Passchendaele, 358, 359, protests at

Churchill’s return to office, 360, and at

dismissal of Hayes Fisher, 382; Foreign

547
Secretary, 398; during Chanak Crisis,

445-6; and fall of the Coahtion, 452-6;
proposes Bonar Law as leader, 461, con-
firmed as Foreign Secretaiy, 462, 463; his

hatred of the Garden Suburb, 466, and
the Gounaris letter, 477-80, at Lausanne,
482, 483, on Mussolini, 485, and repara-
tions, 486-7, Bonar Law warns, 488, his

letters from Lausanne, 488-90; his views
on the Near East, 502, presides at Cabinet
in Bonar Law’s absence, 508; and the
succession, 509-10; Bonar Law decides
not to recommend, 51 1-2, 514, 515; in-

formed ofBonar Law’s resignation, 517-8,
Salisbury advises the King m favour of,

519, passed ovei in favour of Baldwin,
519-28

Dalton, Dr. Hugh. 147
Dalziel, Sir Henry: 314
Darling, Mr Justice: 379
Davidson, Mr. J, C C (Viscount Davidson)

.

Bonar Law’s affection for, 350-1; and
allocation of “Coupons”, 393-4, enters

House of Commons, 401 ,
his comments on

the House, 412, urges abandonment of

Coalition, 437, Bonar Law regards as

becoming Die-hard, 438, and Lord
Rothermere’s demand for an earldom,

472 and n; accompanies Bonar Law to

Pans, 486, his memorandum on Curzon
and Baldwin, 520-1, 522 and n, and
Baldwin, 526-^

Dawson, Mr. Geoffrey. See Robinson, Mr.
Geoffrey

Derby, 17th Earl of (1865-1949)* his influ-

ence in Lancashire, 66-7; describes Bonar
Law to the King, 90, in the Shadow
Cabinet, 103, opposes food taxes, 106, 108,

1 13, 1 14, 1 16, describes Asquith’s alleged

bullying of the King, 170-1, and the

Derby Scheme, 283, unwilling to become
War Minister, 288; summoned by Lloyd
George to Bonar Law’s aid, 313-4, fails

to dissuade Asquith from resigning, 334,
becomes War Minister m Second Coali-

tion, 341; objects to Beaverbrook’s peer-

age, 347; opposes Churchill’s return to

office, 360, resignations of, 367-8, shrewd
comments of on “Fusion”, 417; Davidson
suggests to Bonar Law as leader of House
of Lords, 437, opposes Coalition, 449, 452;
in Bonar Law’s Cabinet, 462, 463, enlists

support of Hulton Press foi Bonar Law,

471, his low view of Curzon, 489, 52 in

Desborough, Lady 526
De Valera, Mr. Eamon (1882-) 436
Devonshire, 8th Duke of: 47
Devonshire, 9th Duke of (Victor Cavendish,

1868-1938) 47, 2245 452, 462, 4635 494
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Dicey, Professor. 1 51, 152

Dickens, Charles Bonar Law’s reading of, 27
Dillon, Mr. John 215
Disraeli, Benjamin: Bonar Law’s admiration

of, 28; premiership of, 30, Bonar Law
follows example of, 1

1 7, compared to Sir

Winston Churchill, 233
Donald, Sir Robert 313, 469
Douglas, Lord Alfred: 379
Duke, Mr. H. E. (Lord Merrivale, 1855-

1939): 288
Dulwich* Bonar Law elected for, 51
Dyer, Brigadier-General: 420-1

Edward VII, King of England* 64, 514, 515
Edward VIII. See Wales, Prince of

Elections, British General of 1885, 30, 119;
of 1886, 30; of 1892, 120; of 1895, 120, of

1900, the “Khaki”, 39, 44; of 1906, 49, 50,

96, 120; ofJanuary, 1910, 62, 63, 120, of

December, 1910, 66-8, 107, 120; of 1918,
the “Coupon”, 384-8, 390-5; of 1922,

468, 473-55 of 1923, 468
Elibank, The Master of (Lord Murray of

Elibank, 1870-1920): 141, 142, 144, 146,

213, 214
^

Ellerman, Sir John* 497 and n
Ewart, General Sir Spencer: 197, 201

Falconer, Mr.: 144, 146-7
Farquhar, Lord Treasurer of the Conserva-

tive Party, lOon; embarrassing behaviour
of, 496-7, dismissal of, 497, legacies of, 498

Ferdinand, King of Bulgaria: 266
Ferniegair. The Kidstons’ home in Helens-

burgh, 25, Mrs. Law’s funeral at, 60
Finlay, Sir Robert (ist Viscount Finlay,

1842-1929): 103, 175, 177, 253, 341
Fisher, Admiral Lord (1841-1920). appoin-

ted as First Sea Lord, 235; his eccentric

character, 236, his secret letters to Bonar
Law, 237; his conflict with Churchill, 237,

242, 257; his resignation, 242 and n, 243;
facsimile of his letter to Bonar Law, 244;
his exorbitant demands, 255

Fisher, Mr H. A. L : 27, 341, 398
Fitzalan, Viscount. See Talbot, Lord Edmund
Foch, Marshal: 405
Franz-Ferdinand, Archduke: 213
Fraser, Sir Malcolm. 438, 450
French, Field-Marshal Sir John (ist Earl of

Ypres, 1852-1925): and the Curragh
Incident, 187, 188-9, 194, Gough’s dis-

trust of, 1 96; signs the peccant paragraphs,

197-8; resigns post of C.I.GS., 201,
replaced by Haig as Commander of the

British forces in France, 276-7; his

assassination attempted, 418

Fry, Sir Geoffrey. 402, 522, 528
Funds, the Conservative Party’s their state,

100; a year’s peerages mortgaged in
return for contributions to, 100, Bonar
Law’s dealings with, loi. Lord Farquhar
and, 496-8, 504 n

Gardiner, Mr. A. G.: 32on
Garvin, Mr J. L 71, 73, 80, 504n
Geddes, Sir Auckland* 383, 398, 399
Geddes, Sir Eric. 361, 381, 398
George III, King of England: 147
George V, King of England (1^5-1935).
and the House of Lords crisis, 64; corona-
tion of, 68, entertains Bonar Law, 89;
Bonar Law urges him to use his veto on
Home Rule Bill, 133; his relations with
Bonar Law, 134; pressed by Bonar Law
to insist on a dissolution in 1913, 150-3;
and question of Ulster, 153-5; misled by
F. E. Smith, 1 58, 1 59; urges Bonar Law to

be conciliatory, 164; denounces Lloyd
George to Lady Crewe, 167; his views on
an Irish settlement, 168, declines to press
Asquith for a dissolution, 170; alleged
bullying of, by Asquith, 170-1; Bonar
Law’s reluctance to coerce, 176; during
Curragh Incident, i93n, 197, convenes
Buckingham Palace Conference, 215, his

disapproval of Admiral Fisher, 236; “the
King’s Pledge”, 240; asks Bonar Law to

form a Government, 335-7, holds meeting
of Party leaders at Buckingham Palace,

338, appoints Lloyd George as Prime
Minister, 339; disagrees with Bonar Law’s
views on soldiers, 358; disapproves of
“Coupon” Election, 390, and of F. E.
Smith, 397n; confers O M. on Lloyd
George, 410; congratulates Bonar Law,
414, appoints Bonar Law as Prime
Minister, 460-1; Bonar Law has an
audience with, 508; his position as regards
Bonar Law’s successor, 514-5, receives

Bonar Law’s resignation, 516-B; his con-
sultations over choice of a new Prime
Minister, 519-27

George, Mr. David Lloyd. See Lloyd George,
Mr. David

Gibbon, Edward: Bonar Law’s admiration
of, 27

Gibbs, Mr. Herbert: 404
Gilbertfield School: Bonar Law’s education

at, 23
Ginnell, Mr. L.: 260
Gladstone, Mr. W. E.: Bonar Law attends

installation of as Lord Rector of Glasgow
University, 27; Bonar Law’s opinion of,

28; and Irish Home Rule, 120; and the
appomtment of Lord Rosebery as Prime
Minister, 514, 515
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Glasgow, Blackfriars Division of won by

Bonar Law, 39, and lost, 51

Glasgow, Central Division of. won by Bonar
Law, 394

Glasgow High School* Bonar Law educated

at, 23
Glasgow Iron Market: nature of, 32-3;

Bonar Law’s activities in, 33-4; Bonar
Law’s reflections on, 440

Glasgow “Parliament”: Bonar Law attends,

29-30
Glasgow University: Bonar Law goes to

classes at, 27, Bonar Law becomes Lord
Rector of, 27, 421-2

Glenoran* Helensburgh home of Mr, Charles

Kidston, 25
Gough, General Sir Hubert: quoted, 190,

19 1, 193, 196, chooses dismissal, 191; his

alleged misunderstanding of Paget, 19 1-2;

reports to theWar Office, 193, 194; question

of his reinstatement, 195; his conditions

accepted, 196-7; returns to Dublin, 198;

his actions discussed, 200-1, 206, Bonar
Law’s support for, 207

Goulding, Mr. Edward (“Paddy”) (Lord

Wargrave) . his friendship with Bonar Law,

52, 56, supports Bonar Law for the leader-

ship, 74, 79~8o , 90-1 ;
at Wargrave Manor,

220-1; attends Birkenhead’s dinner, 504 n
Gounaris, M.: 477-80
^wer, Sir Patrick: 481, 522
Graham, Lord: m
Greenwood, Sir Hamar (Lord Greenwood)

:

419, 430, 475
Gretton, Colonel: 430
Grey, Sir Edward (Viscount Grey of

FaUodon, 1862-1933) 140, 219, and out-

break of war, 220-4, 227; Bonar Law
protests to, against Home Rule Bill, 228;

in First Coalition, 256; nearly resigns,

272n; and the break-up of the First

Coalition, 329
Gnffith, Mr. Arthur: 436
Gnffith-Boscawen, Sir Arthur: quoted, 45;
and Chanak Crisis, 446; opposes continu-

ance of Coalition, 452; in Bonar Law’s
Cabinet, 46 in, 463; loses his seat, 475;
resigns, 503

Guest, Captain F. E : 393, 394, 470, 471, 475
Gwynne, Mr. H. A.: 186, 188, 425, 471

Haig, Field-Marshal Sir Douglas (Earl

Haig, 1861-1928): 267, 276, 277, 295; and
Passchendaele, 358-63, and extension of

the British line, 365-6, and the dismissal

of Robertson, 367-8; and General
Maurice’s letter, 369, 370 and n, 371, 372,

375; military successes of, 376
Hailsham, Lord. See Hogg, Sir Douglas
Haldane, Lord: 226, 252, 379

Halifax, Lord. See Wood, Mr. Edward
Halsbury, Earl of (1823-1921) 69, 70, 103,

i45 » 177
Halsbury Club, the: 75, 78
Hamilton, Sir Horace: 377
Hamilton, General Sir Ian: 264
Hankey, Sir Maurice (Lord Hankey) 501
Harcourt, Mr. Lewis (Viscount Harcourt,

1863-1922) 167, 256, 329, 348
Hardinge, Lord (1858-1 944) : 38

1

Harmsworth, Mr. Esmond (2nd Viscount
Rothermere): 472

Harmgton, General Sir Charles: 446
Harris, Mr. S. Leverton: 379, 380
Harvey, Mr. (U.S. Ambassador in London)

495
Hayes Fisher, Mr. (Lord Downham): dis-

missal of, 381-3
Healey, Mr. T. M.: 502
Helensburgh Bonar Law brought up m, 23,

description of, 24; and the Kidston con-
nection, 25; Eclectic Society, 28, tennis

club founded by Bonar Law, 3

1

Henderson, Mr. Arthur (1863-1935) 256,

34L 357
Hethermgton, Mr.: and the Jacks case, 259,

260
Hewins, Mr. WAS 404
Hicks Beach, Sir Michael (ist Earl St.

Aldwyn, 1837-1916): 44
Hitler, Adolf 388, 389
Hoare, Sir Samuel (Lord Templewood,

1880-) : opposes Coalition, 452; not a Die-

hard, 458, in Bonar Law’s Government,

463
Hogg, Sir Douglas (ist Viscount Hailsham,

1872-1950): joins Bonar Law’s Govern-
ment, 463; Bonar Law’s praise of, 505

Home Rule Bill, the third: 120, 123, 125,

127, Parliamentary time table of, 128,

constitutional issues raised by, 130-3; pro-

gress of, 135, 149, and position of the

Crown, 1 50-1; Liberal proposals to

amend, 183, 210, 212, 213; amendments of

postponed, 217; placed on the Statute

Book, 228-30
Home Rule Bill, the fourth: 418-9
Home Rule, question of: Bonar Law’s views

on, 97, 1 18; nature and history of, 1 19-25;
Chapters VII and IX to XIII passim;

and the Easter Rebellion, 286-8; post-

war position of, 384, 386
Honours* and Conservative Funds, loo-i,

distribution ofunder First Coalition, 255-

6; Bonar Law and, 345-8; Bonar Law’s
caution in recommendmg, 501

Honours Scandal, the: 443, 472
Hope, Mr. J. A. (Lord Rankeillour) • 80, 81,

83

Horder, Sir Thomas (Lord Horder): 508,

512, 530
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Horne, Sir Robert 427 n, 461, 491, 504 n
Hughes, Mr. William. 404
Hughes, Sir Samuel 346
Hulton, Sir Edward gives Press support to

Sonar Law, 471
Hyndman, Mr. H. M. • accuses Sonar Law of

being implicated in the Jacks case, 258,

259

Ilbert, Sir Courtney* 427
Illingworth, Mr. Percy. 230
Imperial Preference. See Tariff Reform
Isaacs, Mr. Godfrey 141

Isaacs, Mr. Harry. 141

Isaacs, Sir Rufus (ist Marquess of Reading,
1860-1935)* shouted down in the House,

132; and the Marconi Enquiry, 141-8;
becomes Lord Chief Justice, 148, dines

with Lloyd George, 310, in Asquith’s

confidence, 327, 329
Ismet Pasha. 488

Jacks case, the: 257-60
Jacks, Mr. William. 32. See also under

William Jacks & Co
James II, King of England: 207
Jameson, Sir L. S * 181, 304
Jellicoe, Admiral Sir John (Earl Jellicoe,

1859-1935) • 255. 359
Joffre, Marshal* 266, 267
Jones, Mr Kennedy: 406, 407, 408
Jones, Dr. Thomas. 344, 373, 492

Kaiser, the (William II of Germany). 388,

389^ 390 j 403
Kellaway, Mr.* 475
Kemal, Mustafa. 444-7
Kemp, Sir George 67
Keynes, Mr. J. M. (Lord Keynes, 1883-

1946): Bonar Law’s respect for, 351,
Bonar Law defends against Lord Cunliffe,

352-3; and reparations, 403-6; on Colonel
Lowther, 406; his criticism of the Peace
Treaty discussed, 405, 408, 409; on Bonar
Law, 421, 532, 534, his influence on British

opinion, 483; consulted by Bonar Law,
485; his views on the American Debt, 493

Kidston, Miss Ehzabeth Anne. See Law, Mrs.
James

Kidston, Miss Catherine (Bonar Law’s
cousin), her kindness to Bonar Law, 24,
her wealth, 24, her legacy to Bonar Law,

37
Kidston, Mr. Charles (Bonar Law’s cousin)

24. 25
Kidston, Mrs. Charles: 24; her legacy to

Bonar Law, 36

Kidston, Miss Janet (Bonar Law’s aunt),
comes to New Brunswick, 19; takes Bonar
Law to Helensburgh, 22, her house
“Seabank”, 25

Kidston, Mr. Richard (Bonar Law’s cousin)

:

24, 25, 36n

Kidston, Mr William (Bonar Law’s cousin) .*

24, 25, 36n

Kingston, New Brunswick* 17, 18
Kmtillo : home ofBonar Law in Helensburgh,

35
^

Kipling, Mr. Rudyard: 148, 512, 530
Kitchener, Earl (1850-1916) Secretary for

War, 227; immunity of from political

attacks, 232; in the House of Lords, 238;
great prestige of, 242; Asquith considers
dismissing, 249; remains War Minister,
25 in, 256, member of Dardanelles Com-
mittee, 262; reports on Gallipoli, 270-1,

272, 274; wamng prestige of, 275; his

powers as War Minister reduced, 276, in

the twilight, 277; his views on conscription,

282-3, death of, 288

Lambert, Mr. G.* 369
Lane Fox, Mr. G.

: 449, 457
Lang’s Coffee House: 26
Lansdowne, 5th Marquess of (1845-1927)

leader of Conservative Party in House of
Lords, 69, his relations with Bonar Law,
91, 92, and Shadow Cabinet, 103; and
food taxes, in, 114-6, his attitude to
Ulster, 150, 154, 157-9, 163? his views
on role of the Crown, 152-3, Bonar Law’s
letters to, on Ireland, 161-3, 164, 166,
against amending Army Act, 175, 176,
1 81; congratulates Bonar Law, 21 1;
wrecks Lord Crewe’s Home Rule Amend-
ment Bill, 212-3, at Buckingham Palace
Conference, 215; and foreign policy, 219,
and outbreak of war, 221, 222, 224, and a
negotiated peace, 226, and formation of
First Coalition, 243, 246, 247; self-sacrifice

of, 253; in the First Coalition, 256, on the
Dardanelles Committee, 262, successfully

opposes Irish settlement, 286-7, criticises

Bonar Law, 309, during break-up of Fust
Coalition, 314, 329n, 331, writes “Lans-
downe letter”, 363-4

Larne, gun running. 203, 210
Laurier, Sir William: 106
Law, Mr. Andrew Bonar (1858-1923)

Childhood (1858-1870), in New Bruns-
wick, 17-22

Touth in Scotland (1870-1885), comes to

Helensburgh, 22, education, 23-4, the
Kidstons, 24-6; his way of life as a young
man, 26-8, the Glasgow Parliament, 29-
30
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Business Man (1885-1900), becomes
partner in William Jacks & Co., 32,
nature of the business, 32-5; marriage

(1891), 35; candidate for Blackfriars

^vision of Glasgow, 37-8
Back bencher (1900-1903), elected m

Khaki Election, 39; political creed, 41-3;
maiden speech, 43; success in the House,

44-5
In Office (1903-1906), Parliamentary

Secretary to the Board of Trade, 45;
technique as a speaker, 48-9; loses his seat

in 1906, 50-1
In Opposition (1906-1911), returned for

Dulwich, 51, political activities, 53—7;
death of Mrs. Law (1909), 60-2; election

ofJanuary, 1910, 62-3, his friendship with
Beaverbrook, 64-6; loses North West
Manchester (December, 1910), 66-8,
returned for Bootle (191 1), 68; and House
of Lords crisis, 69-70; struggle for the
leadership (November, 19 ii), 71-86

Leader of the Opposition (191 1--1915),

assets and liabihties as a leader, 87-97; and
Asquith, 97-9; and the Party machine,

99-104; food taxes, 105-18, Ireland

(1912-13), 118-37; Welsh Church, social

reform, and votes for women, 137-40, the

Marconi Scandal, 140-8; exclusion of

Ulster, and position of the King (1913-

14), 149-72; the Army Act, 173-81; the

Curragh Incident, 181-201; the Lame
gun running, 202-3; the Plot, 204-8;
attempts at compromise over Ulster, 210-

8; war, 218-24, war-time politics, 225-

30; Churchill and the Admiralty, 232-7;
prohibition of alcohol, 239-40; fall of the

last Liberal Cabinet, 240-7
Colonial Secretary (May, 1915-December,

1916), negotiations with Asquith, 249-52;
the First Coalition, 256-7, the Jacks case,

257-60; the Dardanelles, 261-74, Kit-

chener, 274-7: his sons in the war 278-9;
views on Asquith’s administration, 279-82,
conscription, 282-5; the Easter Rebellion

(1916), 285-8, the succession to Kitchener,

288-90; Asquith’s enemies, 292-7, Ni-
gerian palm kernels, 298-9; Beaverbrook,

299-303, the formation of the Trium-
virate, 303-7, their terms refused, 307-11;
meeting of the Unionist Ministers, 313-7;
the interview with Asquith, 317-25,
Asquith accepts terms, 326-7, rejects

them, 328-32, the “Court-Martial”, 332-

4; Bonar Law refuses Premiership, 334-9;
persuades Balfour to serve under Lloyd
George, 339-40, formation of Second
Coalition, 340-1

Chancellor of the Exchequer (December,
1916-January, 1919), relations with Lloyd
George, 342-5; honours, 345-8; Budgets,

551

349-50; Lord Cunliffe, 351-4; death
his two eldest sons, 354-6; and war
strategy, 357-63; the Lansdowne letter,

364-5; the fall of Robertson, 366-8; the

Maurice Debate (May, 1918), 368-75;
management of the House, 377, and o.

colleagues, 377-83, decision to fight

election of 1918 on a Coalition basis,

383-8; the Coupon Election, 390-5
Lord Privy Seal (January, 1919-March,

1921), reconstruction of the Government,
396-8; Beaverbrook and his newspapers,
400-1; reparations, 402-10; labour un-
rest, 41 1-5; Fusion, 41 5-7, Ireland, 417-8;
his daughter’s marriage, 419-20, Lord
Rector of Glasgow University, 42 1-2

Retirement (March, 1921-October, 1922),
illness and resignation, 423-4; in France,

424-9, the Irish Treaty, 429-35; decline

of the Coalition, 436-40; murder of Sir

Henry Wilson, 440-2; tht Honours Scan-
dal, 443, Chanak, 444-8; the Coalition

totters, 448-51; the Carlton Club meeting,

451-8

Prime Minister (October 23, 1922-May
19, 1923), kisses hands, as Prime Minister,

461; forms his Administration, 461-4; the

Election of 1922, 464-75; Bonar Law’s
programme, 466-8, activities of the Press

magnates, 469-73, the people’s verdict,

474-5; the Irish Free State Bill, 475-6;
the Gounaris affair, 477-80; the rupture
cordiale (January, 1923), 482-6, Turkey
and Iraq, 486-90, 5ie American Debt,

490-6; Lord Farquhar, 496-8, the new
session, 498-505; illness (April, 1923),
506-8; problem of a successor, 50^11;
fatal diagnosis by Lord Horder, 513;
Lord Crewe’s advice on the succession,

514-5; resignation, 516-8, the choice of a
successor, 518-28

The End (May 20-November 5, 1923),
devoted attention from Lady Sykes and
Lord Beaverbrook, 529; death, and burial

in Westminster Abbey, 530-1; retrospect

of his career and achievements, 531-3
Characteristics, abstemiousness, 3 1 , 5 1 5 65,

88, 91, ambition, 27-8, 80, 87, 225, 422;
anti-intellectualism, 421; aversion to the

arts, 32, fame, 26, 345, 531, scenery, 18,

31, Society, 89; business acumen, 34-5;
caution, 29, 93-4, 343-4; courage, 21, 61,

530; despondency, 61, 355, fondness for

chess, 26, 31, 89, 429, 541, for golf and
tennis, 30-1, for history, 27, for indoor

games, 31, reading, 27, hospitality, 87-8;

lovableness, 534; powers of memory, 21,

33 ) 4^) 35O) 533; oratory, 29-30, 48,

94-5, scepticism, 61, 530
Finances: 36-7
Opinions: on the Crown’s powers, 15 1;
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Law, Mr. Andrew Bonar—continued

on imperialism, 42-3; on labour troubles,

41 1-3, 500; on party unity, 117-8, 388,

4495 4575 532-35* on Social reform, 140; on
TarifFReform, 48-9, 97, 108-12, 433, 531;
on Ulster, 97, 125-6, 157, 207-9, 43i~35

531; on Welsh disestablishment, 138-9; on
women’s suffrage, 140

Personal relations- with his father, 19-20;
with his children, 51, 278-9, 354-^, 4^^
20, 529, with his sister, 61-2, 456, 517;
with the Kidstons, 24-^; witih Asquith,

97-95 279-82, 289-90, with Balfour, 54,

93, 225, 425; with Beaverbrook, 64-6,

90-1, 299-301, 400-1, 512-3, 529, with
Birkenhead, 53, 427-8; with Carson, 135-
6; with Austen Chamberlain, 44, 52-3,

755 84-5, 93, 116-7, 503; Winston
Churchill, 55-6, 232-5, 272, 296, with
Cunliffe, 351-4; with Curzon, 92, 490,
509-11; with J. C. C Davidson, 350-1,
with King George V, 89, 133-45 335-75
with Goulding, 52, with Lansdowne, 92,

309, 364-5; with Lloyd George, 295-6,

342-5, 414-5, 423-4, 432
Residences: in Helensburgh, “Kintillo”,

35; in London, Pembroke Lodge (1909-
17)5 58-75 343; II Dowmng'Street ^ 917-

21)5 3435 3975 424; 24 Onslow Gardens
(1921-23), 424, 429, 528; 10 Downing
Street (1922-23), 505

Law, Mrs. Bonar (Miss Anme Pitcairn

Robley)* marriage, 35, her children, 35;
her busy life, 39-40; furnishes Pembroke
Lodge, 57, her illness and death, 60-1

Law, Miss Catherine (Mrs. Colwell, Bonar
Law’s younger daughter): 52

Law, Lieut Charles (Bonar Law’s second
son) ‘joins K.O.S.B

, 278, death of, 354-5
Law, Miss Isabel (Lady Sykes, Bonar Law’s

elder daughter) reproved for dancing
like her father, 35; puts on sackcloth and
ashes, 51; marriage to Sir F Sykes, 419-
20; at Cannes with Bonar Law, 424; a
letter by, quoted, 425-6, at Torquay, 507;
her devotion to Bonar Law, 529

Law, Mr. Jack (Bonar Law’s brother) ; 23,

52, 258, 259
Law, the Revd. James (Bonar Law’s father) *

nunister at Kingston, 17; origins and
character of, 19-20, second marnage of,

22; death of, 22
Law, Mrs. James (Bonar Law’s mother) : 18,

19

Law, Captain Jim (Bonar Law’s eldest son)

:

Bonar Law’s relations with, 278-9; in

R F C
, 279; death of, 355-6

Law, Miss Mary (Bonar Law’s sister) 23;
comes to live with Bonar Law, 62, her
character and influence, 62; and Lord
Beaverbrook, 65-6, and the fall of Lloyd

George, 456, her letter to Lord Beaver-
brook, 517; favours an Abbey funeral for

her brother, 530
Law, Mr. Richard (Lord Coleraine, Bonar

Law’s youngest son) ; letter from Sir Lewis
Shedden to, 38; defends his father’s

reputation, 32on; Bonar Law writes to

about Jim Law’s death, 355; his motor
bicycle and Bonar Law, 399; at Cannes
with Bonar Law, 424-5, and Paris, 429;
and Rothermere’s demand for an earldom,

472 and n; at Torquay with Bonar Law,
507, accompanies Bonar Law on his

crmse, 512

Law, Mr. Robert (Bonar Law’s eldest

brother) 23
Law, Mrs. Sophia (Bonar Law’s step-

mother) • 22, 23
Law, Mr. Tony (Bonar Law’s son)

: 507
Lee of Fareham, Lord: 504n, 505
Lever, Sir Hardman* 353
Liquor Trade: Churchill’s alleged malevo-

lence towards, 55; Lloyd George tries to

prohibit, 239-40
Liverpool, 2nd Earl of- 293
Lloyd, Mr. George (Lord Lloyd): 221
Lloyd George, Mr. David (ist Earl Lloyd

George, 1863-1945)- becomes Chancellor
of the Exchequer, 59; Bonar Law attacks,

95, in favour ofexcluing Ulster, 125; and
the Marconi Scandal, 141-8; his proposed
amendments to Home Rule Bill, 183-4;
the Buckmgham Palace Conference, 215;
pacifistic tendency of, 220; and Bonar
Law’s war-time decisions, 225, and Chur-
chill, 234-5; wishes to nationalize liquor

trade, 239-40, favours Coalition, 243;
Minister of Munitions in First Coalition,

249, 250, 256, persuades Bonar Law to

take Colonial Office, 250-1, Dardanelles
Committee, 262, and deputy leadership

of the House, 264; his views on Gallipoli,

267, 268; member of War Committee,

272; his threats of resignation, 274, his

temperament contrasted with Bonar Law’s,

279; Bonar Law’s opinion of, 281-2;
advocates conscription, 282, 284; becomes
War Minister, 288-90, his opinion of
Asquith, 293, 295; Bonar Law’s distrust of,

296, 297, 301, and the formation of the

Triumvirate, 302-6; Asquith’s opinion of,

307; Unionist Mimsters’ dislike of, 308,

314-7, negotiations with Bonar Law, 309-
14; and break-up of First Coalition, 317-
32, and the Premiership, 335-8, forms a
Government, 339-41, his good relations

with Bonar Law, 341-4; and honours,

346-8; and Lord Cunliffe, 352-4; re-

organizes machinery of government, 357;
views on Passchendaele, 358-60, 362-3;
reinstates Churchill, 360-1, gets rid of
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Robertson, 364-8; and the Maurice
Debate, 369-75; and Haig, 376; dismisses

Hayes Fisher, 381-3; Bonar Law discusses

his position with Balfour,^ 3^4-5 ;
agrees

with Bonar Law to continue Coalition,

385-8; the Coupon Election, 390-4;
reconstructs Government, 396-9; and
reparations, 403-9, Bonar Law’s part in

obtaimng O.M. for him, 410; comments
on the new House, 412; his dependence on
Bonar Law, 415, his views on “Fusion”,

and General Dyer, 421; his distress

at Bonar Law’s resignation, 423-4;
Beaverbrook’s comments on, 427; writes

to Bonar Law, 428; suggests Bonar Law as

British representative at Washington
Naval Conference, 429, his discussions

with Bonar Law on Ireland, 430-5; offers

Bonar Law the Foreign Office, 437; offers

to resignm favour ofAusten Chamberlain,

438; ignores Bonar Law’s warnings, 439—
40, 449; and the murder of Sir H. Wilson,

441, 442; and Honours Scandal, 443; phil-

hellenism of, 444, 446; Chanak, 444-7;
infuriates Curzon, 452; Bonar Law’s
reluctance to displace, 453, 455; resigns,

458; loyalty of Tory Coalitionists to, 461;
attacks revolt at the Carlton Club, 464-5;
glee of Mrs Asquith at his fall, 465; the

Garden Suburb, 466, Bonar Law’s reluc-

tance to attack, 469; and the Gounans
letter, 478-80; and foreign policy, 482,

483, his party fund and Lord Farquhar,

496-7; contrasted with Bonar Law, 498,

533; dubious repute of his entourage, 501;
rebuffed by Asquith, 504

Lloyd George, Lady Megan* 374
Lloyd-Greame, Sir Philip (Lord Swinton,

1884-): 463, 486, 493
Londonderry, Lord: 103
Londonderry, Lady: supports Walter Long,

78; her numerous invitations to Bonar
Law, 88; her kindness to his daughter,

Isabel, 89
Long, Mr. Walter (ist Viscount Long of

Wraxall, 1854-1924)* 53, 69, his character

and outlook, 73, his hostility to Austen
Chamberlain, 75, 78, 91; withdraws from
contest for leadership, 83-4; proposes

Bonar Law for the leadership, 86, his

loyalty to Bonar Law, 93; in Shadow
Cabinet, 103; and food tax crisis, 1 13, 1 15;
and women’s suffrage, 140; and Home
Rule, 150, 165, 166; and patriotic opposi-

tion, 238; self-sacrifice of, 253; President

of the Local Government Board, 256;
views on Gallipoli, 267; opposes Home
Rule after the Easter Rebellion, 286-7;
during break-up of First Coalition, 308,

3095 314-7? 332-4; becomes Colonial
Secretary, 340-1; regards Lloyd George

553
as a dictator, 343; his anger at Churchill’s
return to office, 360-1; protests at dis-

missal of Hayes Fisher, 382, First Lord of
the Admiralty, 398; on reparations com-
mittee, 404; drafts 4th Home Rule Bill,

418
Lords, House of: aid invoked by Balfour, 53;
Bonar Law approves its blocking tactics,

58, and the People’s Budget, 62-4; Bonar
Law’s opinion on tactics of, 70

Loreburn, Lord. 154, 159
Lowther, Colonel Claude* 406
Lowther, Mr. James (Lord UUswater),

(Speaker ofthe House ofCommons, 1905-
22): 21 1, 424, 427

Lugard, Lady 230
Lundy, Robert: I29n
Lyttleton, Mr. Alfred: 103

IVIcCarthy, Senator: 379
McCheyne, the Saintly (the Revd. Robert
McCheyne): 17-8

MacDonald, Mr. J. Ramsay (1866-1937):

285, 500, 530
Mace, The* quoted, 29, 30
McIntyre, Mr. Douglas: 52
McKenna, Mr. Reginald (1863-1943): 230;

Chancellor of the Exchequer, 250, 252;
on War Committee, 272; Bonar Law’s
liking for, 296, during break-up of First

Coalition, 307, 329, 331; and Lord Cun-
liffe, 352; and Maurice Debate, 373,
refuses Bonar Law’s offer ofthe Exchequer,

462; his views on the American debt
settlement, 493, 494

Maclean, Sir Donald* 475
McNeil, Mr Ronald (Lord Cushenden):

throws a book at Winston Churchill, 132;

and Larne gun running, 203; attacks

Honours Scandal, 443 n
Manchester, North West: Bonar Law fights

and loses, 67, 68
Manners, Lord Cecil 380
Maurice Debate 344, 365, 368-75, 384, 392
Maurice, Sir Frederick 369; writes to the

Press, 369-70, 371, his charges debated in

the House, 372-4; his conduct discussed,

375
Maxse, Mr. Leo* 54, 71
Melbourne, Lord: 153
Mieses, Jacques: 31
Middleton, Lord 103, 212
Milner, Sir A. (Viscount Milner, 1852-

1925): and Chinese labour, 49; and the

Army Act, 181 ; his claims to office pressed

by Austen Chamberlain, 253, his low view

of Asquith, 294-5; member of Lloyd

George’s War Cabinet, 341, 357; views on

Passchendaele, 358-60; War Minister,

368; Colonial Secretary, 398
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Monro, Sir Charles: 270, 271
Monro, Mr. Robert (Lord Alness)

: 345
Montagu, Mr. Edwin: 240, 310, 327, 329,

3301I5 339. 398. 420-1, 526
Montagu, Mrs. Edwin: 310, 526
Morley, Lord (1838-1923): 197, 200, 224
Moynihan, Lord: 60
Murray, Sir Archibald* 276
Murray, Professor Gilbert: 422
Music: Bonar Law’s hatred of, 32
Mussolini, Benito: 485, 486

National Insurance Bill (1912): 139-40
New Brunswick: Bonar Law’s early life in,

17-21

Nicolson, Mr. A P.: 126
Nicolson, Sir Harold: his historical writings

referred to, I53n, 337, 338, 347n, 358n,

390, 446, 486, 487
Nivelle, General: 358
Northcliffe, Lord (Mr. Alfred Harmsworth,

1865-1922): his respect for Bonar Law,
loi

; attacks food taxes, 1 13, 1 14; his great
influence, 294; his hostihty to Asquith,

294-5; Bonar Law’s opinion of, 296;
during break-up of the First Coalition,

328, 33on, 340; his vendetta against Lloyd
George and Bonar Law, 391 and n; his

attacks on the Government, 398, 406;
Lloyd George hits back, 407; insanity and
death of, 453

Novar, Lord (Mr Ronald Munro-Ferguson,
1860-1934) 463,493,494

O’Connor, Mr. Rory: 440, 442
Owen, Mr. Frank: his life of Lloyd George

referred to, 36 in, 374n, 443n

Paget, General Sir Arthur consults Seely,

185-^, discussion with Sir J French, 187;
alarmism of, 189; at the Curragh, 189-93;
his part in Curragh Incident, 204, 205

Parliament Bill progress of, 64, 69; enacted,

70, effect on Irish Home Rule, 120, 128
Parnell, Mr Charles 119, 121, 124
Parratt, Sir Walter beats Bonar Law at

chess, 89
Pearce, Mr P. H * 285
Peel, Sir Robert. 153, 457
Peel (ist Earl and 2nd Viscount, 1867-1937)

:

in Bonar Law’s Cabinet, 461 n, 463
Pembroke Lodge, Bonar I^w buys lease of,

56-7; gives it up, 343 and n
Pledge, the King’s. 240
Poincare, M. Raymond* his intngues

against Clemenceau, 405; his anti-

Germanism, 408, 409; becomes Prime

Minister of France, 483; Punch cartoon
of, 484, Bonar Law’s negotiations with,
485-6

Pollock, Sir Ernest: 461
Press, the: great power of in 1916, 294; and

the Coupon Election, 391; the Beaver-
brook, 400-1, 453, 471, 477, 480, 487,
517; the Northcliffe, 113-4, 294, 391; the
Rothermere, 472-3, 487

Pretyman, Mr. Ernest: 452, 457
Pringle, Mr. W. M. R.: 369
Provand, Mr. A. D.: 38, 39

Reading, Lord. See Isaacs, Sir Rufus
Reciprocity Agreement repudiated, 106
Redmond, Mr. J. E. (1856-1918) 63, 121,

135, 183 n, 184, 206, 210, 215-7; 227, 254,
286, 287

Referendum Pledge: origins of, 107; repu-
diated by Conservative Shadow Cabinet,
108, III, 1 12

Rehgion: power of in New Brunswick, 19;
Bonar Law’s scepticism towards, 61, 530

Renmant, Sir James. 428
Repington, Colonel: 367
Rexton, in New Brunswick. See Kingston
Rhodes, Mr. Cecil* 43
Richardson, General* 178
Richibucto river: Bonar Law’s early days

near, 17-22, Bonar "Law skates to school
on, 18

Riddell, Lord (1865-1934): his diary
quoted, 282, 434, gives Bonar Law support
of the Mws of the Worlds 471

Robb, Mr E H.: 259
Roberts, Field-Marshal Earl (1832-1914):

178, 179, 226
Robertson, Field-Marshal SirWilliam (1860-

1933): 276, 277, 288, 295, 303, 341, and
Passchendaele, 358-60, 362; Lloyd George
dismisses, 364-8

Robinson, Mr. Geoffrey (Mr. Geoffrey
Dawson)* 294-5, 328, 526

Robinson, Sir Joseph. 443 and n
Robley, Miss Annie Pitcairn. See Law, Mrs.
Bonar

Rosebery, Earl of: 514
Rothermere, ist Viscount (Mr. Harold
Harmsworth, 1868-1940): encourages
Bonar Law to lead revolt at the Carlton
Club, 453; his demand for an earldom
rejected by Bonar Law, 472-3; campaigns
for withdrawal from Near East, 473, 487;
and Austen Chamberlain, 509

Rumbold, Sir Horace: 446
Runciman, Mr. Walter (ist Viscount Runci-
man) : 235, 256, 329, 475

Salisbury, 3rd Marquess of ( 1 830-1 903) : 30;
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character and outlook of, 40; resignation

of, 45
Salisbury, 4th Marquess of (1861-1947): 69,

103; protests against food taxes, 108-9;

opposes Coalition, 415; leads a Die-hard

faction, 452, 461; in Bonar Law’s Cabinet,

462-3; urges Bonar Law to attack Lloyd
George, 469, and question ofRothermere’s
earldom, 473; answers for Curzon on the

Gounaris affair, 478, Bonar Law advises

the King to consult, 518-9; his advice,

523? 524
Salvidge, Sir Archibald (1863-1928): 113,

437, on break-up of Lloyd George’s

Government, 454-5, 456, Beaverbrook’s

quarrel with, 470
Samuel, Sir Herbert (Viscount Samuel,

1870-)* accepts Marconi tender, 140-1;

scandalous rumours about and complete
innocence of, 142; sues Le Matin for Hbel,

143, during brealc-up of First Coalition,

329
Sandars, Mr J. S • 83, 90, 91, 92
Sanders, Sir Robert: 463
Sankey, Lord: 413
Sarrail, General. 265, 266
Sassoon, Sir P. 1 01, 429
Scott, Mr. C. P.. 68, 439, 485
Scott, Sir Leslie* 504
Scott, Sir Walter: 23, 27
Seely, Colonel John (Lord Mottistone,

1868-1947)* 132; discusses Ireland with
Paget, 185-6, and with Sir J. French, 187,

189; refuses to accept resignations of

Cavalry officers, 192; interviews Gough,
196; the King’s anger with, 197, signs the

peccant paragraphs, 198; resigns and is

reinstated, 199-200; was he a scapegoat?

200; final resignation, 201

Selbome, 2nd Earl of: 69, 103, 176, 256, 262,

286

Shadow Cabinet. See Cabinet, Shadow
Shedden, Mr. Lewis: 38
Shelburne, Lord, 233
Simon, Sir John (Viscount Simon, 1873-

1954): 254, 256, 283, 285, 415
Smiles, Samuel: 27
Smith, F. E. See Birkenhead, Lord
Smith, Mr Harold 144
Smuts, General. 358-60
Society: Bonar Law’s dislike of, 87-9
Somerset, Duke of: 473
South African War. effect of, on politics,

38-9, Bonar Law refers to, 281

Spender, Mr. J. A.: his life of Asquith
referred to* 134, 142, 165, 172, 181, 251,

319, 320 and n, 321-4, 387
Stamfordham, Lord (Sir Arthur Bigge,

1849-1931): 152, 158; and exclusion of

Ulster, 168-70; quoted, 336; and honours,

346, 347; quoted, 358; suggests Garter for

Lloyd George, 410; sees Bonar Law on
behalf of the King, 459-60; and the

problem of Bonar Law’s successor, 519-27
Stanley, Sir Albert (Lord Ashfield): 341,

346, 347, 398
Stanley, The Hon. George: 89
Steed, Mr. Wickham: pledges support of

The Times to Bonar Law, 453, 471; urges

Bonar Law to take the lead at the Carlton
Club meeting, 456; his advice to Bonar
Law, 464; and the American Debt, 493 n

Steel-Maitland, Sir Arthur: 75, 99-100, loi

Stopford, General: 265
Strachey, Mr. St. Loe: 118
Swinton, Lord See Lloyd-Greame
Sykes, Mr. Bonar (Bonar Law’s grandson)

:

529
Sykes, Major-General Sir Frederick: 402;

marries Bonar Law’s daughter, Isabel,

419-20; at Cannes with Bonar Law, 424;
Lady Sykes’s letter to, 425-6; at Torquay
with Bonar Law, 507; conveys Bonar
Law’s letter of resignation to the King,

51 7^ 518, 522 andn
Sykes, Lady. See Law, Miss Isabel

Sysonby, Lord: 89

Talbot, Lord Edmund (Viscount Fitzalan,

1855-1947) Conservative Chief Whip,
loi; friendship with Bonar Law, 10 in;
and Lord Farquhar, 497; pall-bearer at
Bonar Law’s funeral, 530

Tariff Reform: 44; Bonar Law’s views on,

46-8, 108-10, 531-2, Bonar Law ex-

pounds, 52; and question of food taxes,

Chapter VI passim
Times, The: effect of leader in, on Asquith,

328i-30, its support pledged to Bonar Law,

453? 47 1 i under Northcliflfe

Townsend, General. 291
Turnbull, Mr James: 29

ter: Bonar Law’s ancestral connection
with, 19, and love of, 22, 97, nature of its

social structure, 122-3; effect upon Home
Rule question, 123-5; exclusion of, 153 ff.;

164-6, 1 71-2; Bonar Law’s feehngs on,

126-7, 129, 208-9, 432-3, 531

Venizelos, M. Eleutherios (1864-1936):

444—5
Victoria, Queen of England: 514, 515

Wales, Prince of (King Edward VIII)
:
pall-

bearer at Bonar Law’s funeral, 530
Ward, Mr. John: 199
Waring, Sir Samuel: 443
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Waterhouse, Sir Ronald* becomes Bonar
Law’s private secretary, 402; character of,

402; conveys Bonar Law’s resignation to

the King, 517-8; his misleading use of

Lord Davidson’s memorandum on the

succession, 520-7; becomes Baldwin’s

private secretary, 528
Waterhouse, Lady: 524, 525
Watson, Miss Edith: private secretary to

Bonar Law; his letters to her quoted, 426,

429» 43L 438
Wellmgton, Duke of: 227, 377
Welsh Disestablishment Bill: 138-9
Wemyss, Admiral: 274
Whitley, Mr. J. H. (Speaker of the House of
Commons, 1922-1928): pall-bearer at

Bonar Law’s funeral, 530
William IV, Eling of England: 153
WilliamJacks & Co. of Glasgow. Bonar Law
becomes partner in, 32; nature of the

business, 32-3; falls on bad times, 34, 37;
Bonar Law gives up his partnership in,

39, accused of trading with the enemy
(the Jacks case), 257-60

WiUiam Jacks & Co of London becomes
wholly independent of Glasgow firm, 34;
its prosperity, 34

Williamson, Sir Archibald: 443
Willoughby de Broke, Lord: 174, 473
Wilson, Mr.: 259-60
Wilson, Admiri Sir Arthur: 245, 255
Wilson, Field-Marshal Sir Henry (1864-

1922): 12 1 ;
character of, 179-80; and the

Army Act, 180; and the Curragh Inci-
dent, 194-8, 205, 207; briefs Bonar Law
on Army matters, 226; and Dardanelles,
241, 260; his low view of Asquith, 280-1’

294; becomes C I.G.S., 367; dismisses
General Maurice, 369; his attitude to
Haig, 371; murder of, 440-1

Wilson, Sir Leslie. 450-2, 475
Wilson, Mr. Woodrow: 406
Wood, Mr. Edward (Lord Halifax, 1881-):

458, 463
Wood, Miss Sophia. See Law, Mrs. Sophia
Wood, Mr. T. Mackinnon: 256
Worthington-Evans, Sir Laming: 139, 452,

^
478, 479, 504 n

Wyndham, Mr. George* 103

York, Duke of (King George VI) * 507
York, Duchess of (Queen Elizabeth, the
Queen Mother)

: 507
Young, Mr. G. M.: 493
Younger, Sir George (ist Viscount Younger

of Leckie, 1851-1929): criticises Carson
and F. E. Smith over Marconi affair, 144;
during Coupon Election, 390, 393-4;
opposes holding an Election early in 1922,
438; his doubts about the Coalition, 450,
452, 453, 458; *‘the cabin boy”, 465, and
party funds, 496, replaces Lord Farquhar
as Treasurer of the Conservative Party,

497; made a peer, 501


