CHAPTER VIII

V)

COMPULSION, SHIPPING CONTROL AND THE ATR BOARD
1915-1917

THE problem of Gallipoli was fiot the only one that gravely exer-
cised the minds of those who had jeined Mr. Asquith’s Govern-

- ment in the summer of 1915. There was the question of man power

which suddenly loomed up large and menacing againét a back-
ground of conflicting opinion and divided counsels. During the
early days of the war the difficulty had not been to secure men in
adequate numbers for the army ; but te train and equip those who
flocked to the colours. To this end machinery had been improvised
with extraordi success. The six divisions of the British expe-
ditionary force, which had proceeded to' France in August 1914,
proved to be the spear-head of an army uaprecedented in the long
annals of British military history, and, indeed, undreamed of in
their wildest flights of imagination by previous British Ministers
for War. Already thirty-five divisions were in the field, while
behind them were an equal number filing the camps which had
sprung up like mushrooms in a night all over the country.

But by the summer of 191%, a stage had been réached at which
it was realised that the very success which had attended the improvi-
sation of this vast army was going to be responsible for a further
problem—that 6f keeping this new and unforeseen Colossus in exist-
ence. The wastage of war had to be made good ; and already the
extravagant wastage in the field was outrunning the renewals from
homc: The war was becoming a war of attrition ; and to some at
least it was becoming clear that, unless the most econémical use was
made of the man power of the nation, there was imminent danger
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COMPULSION

of defeat from pure exhaustion. Graat Britain had never, of course,
been organised for such a war, though a few leading men—and
prominent among them, as we have seen, Lord Curzon—had pic-
tured dimly to themselves the possibiliry of tremendous and wholly
unexampled drafts being made on the manhood of the nation, and
had done their best to prepare their countrymen for it.

Lord Roberts who had organised and led the campaign in favour
of National Service was dead ; but Lord Curzon and others who
had given him Whole-hearted support in Parliament ahd upon the
platform now rehewed their efforts within the walls of the Council
Room. On July the r1th, Lord Curzon referred to the difficulties
in which he found himself in a letter to Lord Lamington— The
majority of the Cabinet is strongly anti-compulsion, and we should
have split up by forcing that issue now. K. is against it because he
wants to get the glory of wihning the war throughout. But he won’t.””
Whether Lord Curzon was right in his diagnosis of the cause of
Lord Kitchener’s 'relu@tance to support conscription is of little
importance. What was of importance was the fatt that Lord

, Kitchener, who could undoubtedly have carried the Cabinet and
the country with him had he given a lead in the matter, remained
silent, morose and uncertain.

As the days wore os and nothing was done, Lord Curzon found
the uncertainty of the situation increasingly trying.  May I add,”
he wrote at the end of a letter to the Prime Minister early in Augus,
5 that before very long I—if no other—must bring up the question
of compulsqry service and seek a decision from the Cabinet? The
position of myself and spme others—holding the views that we do—
is not ensi, and if we allow the matter to be definitely shelved, might
become intclerable.” The' matter gvas accordingly faced. * We are
discussing in Cabinet the different questions to which you allude,”
he told Lord Lamington a little later,  and I, believe, myself, that
those with whom I a&, though in the numesjical minority, will
ultimately prevail. Bux, of course, we are told that compulsion
instead of saving our finances will ultimately ruin them I”

The divisions in the Cabinet were unfortunately refleéted in the
controyersy which sprang up over the question of man power

outside. With the formation of the Coalition Government a vigo-
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CURZON, 1915

rous campaign idf favour of compulsion, led by The Times, had met
with fierce opposition from leading organs of the Radical party.
And with public opinion divided and irresolute the Government
had been slow to a&. In July legislation authorising the institution
of a National Register was passed. Even this modest advance in
the dire&ion of a more scientific organisation of the man power of
the nation was attacked in some quarters, on the ground that it was
a cloak under cover of which the conscriptionists in the Cabinet
were preparing to force compulsion upon the country. And this
suspicion gave rise to a hostile demonstration at the Trades Union
Congress which met in London in September.

Discussion in England, however, was powerless to stay the rapid
progress of events in France ; and against the arguments of the anti-
compulsionists had to be set the inexorable logic of the Josses of
Loos. And convinced, in face of the rapidly increasing drain upon
such reserves as were available, that further delay would be faral,
Lord Curzon invited those with whom he was a&ifig in the matter
to a conference at his house to consider their position. This gather-
ing proved to be the turning point in the controversy. With the .
approval of the Prime Minister, Lord Derby was invited by the War
Office in October to assume diretion of a far reaching scheme of
recruitment, based on the information which the National Register
had provided. No attempt was made to disguise the meaning of
this fresh appeal to the patriotism of the people. It was frankly
admitted to be the last effort on behalf of voluntary service ; and
“n November Mr. Asquith gave a pledge to the married men who
came forward in response to it, that they wpuld not Be called upon
to fulfil their undertaking until the unmarried men who were eligible
had first been enrolled. It seemed that this pledge could only mean
that, in the event of any considerable number of eligible single men
failing to come forward voluntarily to attest under Lord Derby’s
scheme, compulsion would be applied to ensure their doing
so. ;

Yet opposition in the Cabinet was far from dead ; and thou gh by
th_c middle of December it was clear that the Derby scheme had
Emled.—it was estimated that 650,000 single men of uilitary age
temained umtwehed—l.?:d Curzon was §till in doubt as to the issue.
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faced, indeed, during the closing days of the year with the
r of taking one of those fateful decisions which throughout
- had found so difficult. In the event of the anti-compul-
the Cabinet carrying the day, should he sever his connec-
the Government ? There is good reason to suppose that
d have done so. On December the 27th, he received from
 Minister an intimation that it was the King’s intention to
upon him a Knighthood of the Garter. To few men would
of sucﬁ, an honour,have been harder. Not only did it
almost irresistible appeal to his passion for the trappings
of which something has been said in earlier chapters, but it
ed an exceptional recognition of public service which had
ing of its attraCtion in hig eyes because on his return from 1
‘when it had been seqpetly but fiercely coveted, it had been f
Yet now that it was actually within his grasp, he seriously “
ated the prgspe& of having to forego it. On the very day ‘
h he received the Prime Minister’s letter, a Compulsory ;
Bill came before the Cabinet for consideration. The dis- 4
a on ft was inconclisive and the Cabinet rose without coming {
ion. Courtesy demanded a reply to the Prime Minister’s
the irresolution of the Cabinet left the nature of the reply
oubt. Lord Curzon temporised ; he proffered a request, which
would not in the circumstances be regarded as improper,
might be permitted to defer giving a definite answer for a
s—*“when we shall all know more exactly how we

gh the Cabinet had hesitated, the issue was not left long in
Lord Curzon’s name appeared in the Honour’s List on New
day; ®n the same day it Became known that Sir John
1ad left the Government; four days later a Compulsory
Service Bill was introduced by the Prime Minister in ful-
f his pledge to the mdrried men, given ih the House of
s on November'the 2nd, and on January the 27th the
ne law. Lord Curzon’s relief was considerable. It
to have dragged this Government over the fence of
;he wrote on January the 3rd. * When I joined it in
e only avowed compulsionist in the Cabinet. Now we
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have a majority. That is a Sompensation for staying on which has
often been irksome and mortifying to a degree.”

Towatds the end of Japuary 1916, it became known that Lord
Curzon had at last been given definite administrative work of the
highest importance. This was the direction of the work of the
Shipping Control Committee which came into existence under
pressure of the demands which were being made on British shipping,
not only by competing interests, military and commercial, in Great
Britain itself, but by the growing necessities of her Allies. The diffi-
culty of providing adequately for all these requirements had become
steadily greater during the year 1915 as the toll of the available
supplies taken by enemy raiders, submarines and mines increased.

The problem, with which the Committee found themselves
confronted, was similar to that of the Israelites in Egypt—how to
make bricks without straw. Their instru&ions were to decide on the
allocation of British ships to the essential requirements both of the
Allies and of the United Kingdom, and to make representations
to the Cabinet with regard to the tonnage required for naval and
military purposes. These terms of reference seemed to predicate
an available margin of tonnage to be allocated, whereas no margin
in fa& existed. On the contrary, a careful comparison made by the
Committee in the form of a balance sheet, between the total demands
made and the resources available from which to meet them, showed
an actual deficit amounting at a conservative estimate to 3,000,000

tons. And the first problem which the Committee set themselves
to solve was that of converting this alarming deficit into a surplus,

They quickly came to the conclusion that there Was pnly one way
in which this could be done, and that was by restricting ‘drastically
the quantity of goods imported into the country. “And as a result
of a careful examination of the question from this point of view,
they recommended that, for a period of three months from March
the 31st, 1916, the import of all comimodities other than those com-
prised in certain clearly defined categories, should be definitely
prohibited. The proposal was certainly a bold one and the recep-
tion accorded to it, if not encouraging, was not altogether unex-
pected. The Board of Trade considered the admdnistrative and

Letter to Lord Lamington,
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SHIPPING CONTROL

difficultigs in the way of 5o’ heroic a remedy insuperable,
to adopt it—a decision which was communicated to

nittge by Lord Curzon from a bed of sickness :

- “T am liable to severe back pains,” he explained in writing
ﬁpﬁe\ Secretary, “and I had one of these seizures last night
hich will keep me in bed for a few days. I saw Runciman ‘
yesterday . ; . As I expected, the Board of Trade are quite ‘
‘unable to acgept the bold and extensive prohibition of imports
" which we have proposed. It would involve us in imme-

‘diate rows of a desperate nature, not merely with trades and

~ interests in this country as well as with the War Office, Muni-
", tions Department, etc. ; bu? also with our Allies abroad. The
wlations in our draft, which were based upon the hypothe-
. tical acceptance of this scheme, fall very largely to the ground.”

 these circumstances the Committee fell back for the time being ‘
number of other devices for easing the situation, chicfamong ;
| being the acceleration of merchant shipbuilding ; the felling
er in Great Britain for home requirements in place of impor-
from abroad ; the obtaining of stone and timber in France
f to meet the hug@ local demand for such things there; and
ce upon the msre economical pse of tonnage by the naval
military authorities. As a result of their exertions in these
some improvement was effected. The Admiralty, after
with Lord Curzon, agreed to release a number of ship=
4 and marine engineering works for commercial
ents; and by May, in spite of increased demands by the
ih connection with the*Salonika expedition, it had been
sible, as a result of the more economical employment of
allocated, to release from naval and military service
ships of the mercantile marine. P
devices, however, were little more than palliatives of a
evil, and while Great Britain was struggling to meet the
 of her own case, the Governments of the allied coun-

o Clement Jones, C.B., to whom I am indeb d for much i
—ymﬁagof{hsuppmg(:anml
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S cot;xtinued to work tothis end. By’the close of the
, competent opinion put the probable deficiencies of carry-
during the ensuing weeks 3t 500,000 tons of imports a
“and almost the last act of the Shipping Control Committee,
in which it had hitherto existed, was to urge once more
Government the vital importance of securing by the pro-
1 of non-essential imports, the carriage of essential supplies.
action was taken at a moment of rapid political change which
) have its itfluence upog Lord Curzon’s own position in the
t. Mr. Asquith’s Administration fell ; and Lord Cur-
a member of the War Cabinet—the small Committee of
Safety by which Mr. Lloyd George, who succeeded to the
ship, conducted the affairs of the nation from this time on
end of the war and the conclusion of the Peace Conference.
pping Control Committee became merged after Lord
resignation of the Chairmanship in a new Ministry of
; but the principle for which the Committee had fought
sly had by then won the day. On December the 21st,
ithin a few days df the formation of the new Government, a
Committee under Lord Curzon’s chairmanship was ap-
* to consider and report on the question of the restriction
» By the middle of February the Committee had sub-
o the War Cabipet a programme of restriftion involving a
of 6,000,000 tons of shipping 4 year on the actual imports
 withid a week the approval of the Cabinet had been
s and on March the 31st, 1917, the consent of the Domi>>
the Foreign Gpvernments affected having been secured,
list of the prolibitions agreed upon was published in the

o >

hipping Control Committee had realised from the first
h they owed to Lord Curzon’s administrative ability and
‘and when, in the carly summer of 1916, it was rumoured
and driving force were likely to be required elsewhere,
Resolution urging him not to leave them, even if he
give a portion of his time to other matters, and
him as far as possible of routine work. Lord
y pleased.
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CURZON, 1916

1 desir€ to express to the Committee my sincere sense of
the honour they have done me in passing the Resolution
which I have just recgived. My natural inclination would
have been to resign a position to which I do so'little justice.
But if the Committee think that I can further their cause by
taking up their important cases before the War Committee,
I will gladly stay on until the Prime Minister or public outcry
turns me out. In the meantime I am most grateful to the Com-
mittee for their willingness to add to theif own labours in
order to spare me. My Air Board meets every Monday, Wed-
nesday and Friday afternoon and renders it impossible for me
to be absent on those days.”*

For some time past the administration of the Air Service had
been a source of dissatisfaction. These was, in fa&, ne separate
Air Service at all, the army and the navy each employing air corps
as auxiliary branches of their own. With a view to prevent over-
lapping and waste a Co-ordinating Committee under the chair-
manship of Lord Derby had been appointgd in February 1916, to
adjust relations between the War Office and the Admiralty in respect
of supplies for the Air Service. Lord Curzon, who had made a
study of the question, had condemned the Committee from the
start as a perfeltly useless half-measure ; had pointed out in a Note
drawn up for the War Committee and subsequently circulated to
the Cabinet, that such a Committee would lack authority, would

_spend its time trying to arbitrate between the different Depart-
ments, would be powerless to evolve a policy or help materially .
to end the war; and had boldly advocated the creation qf an Air
Department with an Air Minister at its head. He possessed the
vision which enabled him to grasp the immense potentialities of
aerial warfare. He regarded the immediate organisation of the air
forces of the countty for long distance flights against the enemy as
one of the most ‘imperative demands of the situation. He brushed
aside as irrelevant all discussion of the ethics of reprisals. No
Englishman wanted to kill innocent men, women or children.
But they did want to bombard, injure, and destroy German military
stations, camps, railway centres, arsenals, factories and workshops.

Letter to Mr. Clement Jones, C.B., May 25th, 1916,
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AIR BOARD

~ He was convinced that, with propet crganisation, it should long
since have been possible to have had anair fleet over Essen. ““ That”
he declared, ““ would produce a greates commotion in Germany
than the capture of many miles of German trenches.” But the poten-
tialities of aerial attack would never materialise without a proper
exercise of authority, initiative, unity of action and control ; and
1 he saw little hope of these qualities being displayed by a Committee
composed in the main of representatives of the War Office and the
Admiralty, since thtre could be no real initiative where there was

confused and uncertain responsibility.

His forecast was an accurate one. Its terms of reference were too
narrow to enable the Committee to decide any question of policy,
and it possessed neither the executive power nor the authority
which might have enabled it to bridge the fundamental disagree-
ment which existed between two distinét branches of what should
have been one service, each having its own organisation, esprif
de corps and aspiritions. After a few weeks of futile endeavour
Lord Derby therefore resigned ; and Lord Curzon renewed his
representations to the Prithe, Minister and the Cabinet.

He again urged the creation of a new Department ; but since
he was aware of the doubts which the Prime Minister harboured
about the proposed Air Ministry, fortified as such doubts were by
the steady opposition of both navy and army, he put forward as a

e alternative a less revolutionary measure. Taking the Ship-

, ping Control Comimittee as his model, he suggested the appoint-

ment of an Air, Board which should be charged with the duty of

formulating a policy and, of advising the Government in due

course for’or against the creation of an Air Ministry. He regarded

it as essential that, in the evert of either the Admiralty or the War

Office declining to a& on the advice of the Board, the President

‘should be at liberty to refer the matter to the War.Committee. The

~ Prime Minister anxious to do sbmething, but fearful of doing too

~ much, accepted the compromise, and in May the new Air Board

 with Lord Curzon at its head came into being. Apart from its

. President the Board consisted of two naval and two military repre-

~ sentatives, and of two civilians, Lord Sydenham and Major Baird,
.P., who spoke for it in the House of Commons.
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CURZON, 1916

The Board set to work wish the energy to be expected of any body
functioning under Lord Curzon’s direction and control. But the
old conditions which had rendered Lord Derby’s Committee
impotent remained unaltered ; the two branches of the air force
were still under the control of the War Office and the Admiralty ;
and though the Air Board was invested with greater authority
than the Co-ordinating Committee had been, it-yet lacked the full
power of compelling either Department to carry out its recommen-
dations. The powers delegated to it by the War Committee were
not those of a plenipotentiary—in the event’of disagreement it
could only refer matters back to the War Committee for decision.

When putting forward his suggestion for an Air Board, Lord
Curzon had pointed out that in the analogous case of the Shipping
Control Committee questions of the first importance were constantly
referred to it by the Foreign Office, the Board of Trade and other
Departments, not merely for examination but for decision ; and he
had added that unless the constitution of an Air Board was welcome
to the War Office and the Admiralty, and unless both those Depart-
ments would agree to facilitate a task which must in any case be
““ most difficult and often odious . . . it would be futile to set it
up and no sane man would be found to accept the chair.”* A very
brief experience of the working of the new Board satisfied him that,
far from its operations being welcome to the Admiralty, they were
viewed by that Departmeént with suspicion and dislike. The faé
of the matter was that during the opening days of the war the

-~ Admiralty, under the enterprising direction of Mr. Wipston Churchill,

had strayed into §trange fields of a&ivity. Among other miscella-
neous and, as some thought, incongruous tasks, it had been
charged with, or, at any rate; had assumed responsibility for, the
aerial defence of London. There were in reality better reasons for
this allocation of duties than were apparent to the casual eye.
The strain upon the Admiralty due:to war expansion, though suffi-
ciently great, was less severe than it was upon the War Office ;
and their intelligence system was better adapted for obtaining
warning of the approach of air-craft across the seas. It was not
altogether surprising, therefore, that when a new bedy came into
*Memorzndum submitted to the Cabinet, April 16th, 1916.
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g which seemgd to be arrogatmg Yo itself wide powers in con-
on with aerial warfare generally, the Admiralty should be at
pains to, disguise the fa& that they resented its interference in
which they regarded as lying in a special sense within their

n province.

- For five months Lord Curzon $trove to effet the purpose for
‘which the Air Board had been set up, and at the end of that period
~ he recorded his failure in an claborate Report to the Prime Minister
‘and the War Comimittee. ““Iam in now for my big fight for the

o ion of the Air Board,” he wrote on October the 25th “Itis
.mlly a fight with the Admiralty, and if my proposals, in which
‘my colleagues Lord Sydenham and Major Baird entirely concut, are
not acepted by the War Committee (our military colleagues also
~ entirely acgept them) we shyll resign.”* The Report was written
by himself in consultation with, and with the approval of, his two
civilian eollmgues No part was played in its compilation by the
tepmtatxvcs of the War Office and the Admiralty who had seats
nm Board, since their official position would have rendered it

them, in Lord Curzon’s opinion, to pass )udgment
npﬁﬁ ‘many of the points which it would be necessary to raise. By
far the greater part of the thirty pages of print covered by the
Report was devoted, in’fa&, to an elaboration of the main con-
clusion to which, as a resylt of the experiepce of the past five months,
Lord Curzon and his civilian colleagues had been forced. This
, corclusion was Stated and re-Stated, buttressed with evidence and |
wpyott:d by ilustration ; presented to the reader, in short, with
the eloquenge 4nd skill which never failed Lord Curzon when
framing ahn inditment or argumg acase. In its simplest shape it
was formulated as follows—that ““ nd expansion of the work of the
Air Board, no complete fulfilment of the charge with which it was
!ﬁtmsted, and no adequate provision for the urgent necessities of

i ﬂtfutum were possible so long as the Admiralty addpted its present

L@uﬂe towards the Air Board, and so long as the administration

of that branch of the Air Service which was in the hands of the
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not one whit behind the Président of the Air Board in dialectical
skill; and Mr. Balfour, while disclaiming either the time or the
inclination for controversy, thought that it would hardly be res-
peéful either to the authors of the Report or to his colleagues on
the War Committee, if he were to let it pass wholly without com-
ment. Of the Air Board’s pcrformances of which they had little
to say themselves, he had still less to write. But to do them justice
thcy were much more interested in abusmg the Admlra.lty than in
praising themselves. ¥

1 do not suppose that in the whole history of the country
any Government Department has ever indulged so recklessly
in the luxury of inter-departmental criticism. The temptation
no doubt has often existed ; but hitherto it has begn more or
less successfully resisted. In the case of the Air Board, how-
ever, the ardour of youth and the consciousness of superior
abilities have completely broken through the ordinary barriers
of self-control. The Army also is mentioned, but only for the
purpose of artistic contrast. It is the virtuous apprentice, the
lustre of whose shining merits serves but to darken the shadows
in the chara&ter of his wicked rival.”

Lord Curzon’s indi@tment of the Admiralty for their alleged failure
to deal more effe&ively with Zeppelin raids and to appreciate the
_value of lighter-than-air machines as an adjun& of naval warfare |
itself, was hghtly dismissed—** unagmary hlstory is very easy to,
write, and quite impossible to refute..”

This reply by the First Lord of the Admiralty licited o " rejoinder
from the President of the Aif Board; and for a time the gloom
which overhung a domestic controversy, in itself deplorable, was
lighted up for those who of necessity looked on while their chiefs
monopolised the stage, by the sparks which flew from the clash of
steel upon steel as the rapiers met in thrast and parry. It is impos-
sible to say what would have been the outcome of the controversy
had Lord Curzon remained President of the Air Board and Mr.
Balfour First Lord of the Admiralty. Neither of them #as, however,
destined to play a leading part in the final stages of the controversy,
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for at this junéture the tide of affairs took a turn which swept
both of them to other shores. On December the 5th, Mr. Asquith
resigned, and Mr. Lloyd George becAme Prime Minister. Mr.
Balfour moved from the Admiralty to the Foreign Office and Lord
Curzon became Lord President of the Council, Leader of the House
of Lords and 2 member of the small War Cabinet, which was,
henceforth, to devote itself unremittingly to the condué& of the
war. It was, howgver, Lord Curzon’s view which in the end pre-
vailed ; for in January 1918 the changes for which he had from the
first contended were brought about. An Air Ministry was created
which in course of time acquired a position analogous to that of
the War Office, with an Air Council corresponding to the Army
Couancil, in control of a single service formed by the amalgamation
of the Naval and Military wings of the Air Force. Thus was his
judgment vindicated and his importunity justified.

>
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