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Chapter 1
The First World War

At the Lord Mayor of London’s annual banquet at the Mansion House on
17 July 1914, the chancellor of the Exchequer, David Lloyd George, issued
stern warnings about the ominous condition of British society. At home,
the “triple alliance’ of miners, railwaymen, and transport workers was
threatening a mass united strike to back up the railwaymen’s claim for
union recognition and a 48-hour week. Alongside this prospect of
nationwide industrial paralysis, there was across the Irish Sea a state of
near civil war in Ireland, with 200,000 or more under arms in Protestant
Ulster and the Catholic south, and the likelihood of the age-long saga of
Irish nationalism being brought to a grim and bloody resolution.
Abroad, there were nationalist troubles in India and in Egypt. Nearer
home in south-east Europe, the ethnic nationalities of the Balkans were
in renewed turmoil following the assassination of the Austrian
archduke, Franz Ferdinand, at Sarajevo in Bosnia on 28 June.

On the eve of world war, therefore, Britain seemed to present a classic
picture of a civilized liberal democracy on the verge of dissolution,
racked by tensions and strains with which its sanctions and institutions
were unable to cope. And yet, as so often in the past, once the supreme
crisis of war erupted, these elements of conflict subsided with
remarkable speed. An underlying mood of united purpose gripped the
nation. The first few weeks of hostilities, after Britain declared war on

4 August, were, inevitably, a time of some panic. Only dramatic
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measures by the Treasury and the Bank of England preserved the
national currency and credit. Manufacturing and commerce tried
desperately to adjust to the challenges of war against the background of
an ethic that proclaimed that it was ‘business as usual’. The early
experiences of actual fighting were almost disastrous as the British
Expeditionary Force, cobbled together in much haste and dispatched to
Flanders and France, met with a severe reverse at Ypres, and had to
retreat from Mons, in disarray and suffering heavy losses. Reduced to
only three corps in strength, its fighting force was gravely diminished
almost from the start. Only a stern resistance by the French forces on
the river Marne prevented a rapid German advance on Paris and an early
victory for Germany and its Austrian allies.

After the initial disasters, however, the nation and its leaders settled
down for a long war. Vital domestic issues such as Irish home rule were
suspended for the duration of hostilities. The political parties declared
an indefinite truce. The industrial disturbances of the summer of 1914
petered out, with the TUC outdoing the employers in voicing the
conventional patriotism of the time. A curious kind of calm descended,
founded on a broad - though very far from universal - consensus about
the justice of the war. The one element required to make it acceptable
to a liberal society was some kind of broad, humane justification to
explain what the war was really about. This was provided by Lloyd
George, once a bitter opponent of the Boer War in South Africa in 1899,
and for many years the most outspokenly left-wing member of
Asquith’s Liberal government. Lloyd George remained suspiciously
silent during the early weeks. But in an eloquent address to a massed
audience of his Welsh fellow-countrymen at the Queen’s Hall, London,
on 19 September 1914, he committed himself without reserve to a fight
to the finish. He occupied, or claimed to occupy, the highest moral
ground. It was, he declared, a war on behalf of liberal principles, a
crusade on behalf of the ‘little five-foot-five nations’, like Belgium,
flagrantly invaded by the Germans, or Serbia and Montenegro, now
threatened by Austria-Hungary. It was not surprising that a claim that



