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INTRODUCTION

During the first six months of 1914, the Lib
eral Government of Great Britain faced a series of haras
sing domestic problems. In January, a rupture in the 
Cabinet over the issue of Naval Increases appeared immi
nent. No sooner was an agreement reached on this matter, 
then Ireland again burst into the headlines.

Following the proud tradition of William Ewart 
Gladstone, the Liberal Government had pledged itself to 
give Ireland Home Rule. The Tories, smarting yet from 
the stinging defeat of the Parliament Bill of 1911, 
hastened to pick up the gauntlet by championing the 
cause of Sir Edward Carson and his Ulstermen. The pos
sibility of an armed uprising in Ulster led to the in
famous Curragh Mutiny 'which culminated in the resigna
tion of the Secretary of State for War, Colonel Seely.1

^The Curragh Incident occurred when General 
Paget, the Commander-in-Chief in Ireland, inadvertently 
gave his officers the impression that they must either 
consent to coerce Ulster (if the occasion arose) or be 
dismissed. Many chose dismissal, but were reinstated



V
The Prime Minister, himself, then took the seals of the 
War Office.

By the stammer of 1914, the Government's troubles 
had multiplied. Militant suffragettes continued to em
barrass the Government by their campaign to destroy prop-

2erty and obstruct justice. Four years of acute labor
unrest seemed about to be climaxed by a General Strike

3in the autumn. The controversial Welsh Church Disestab
lishment Bill was before Parliament, but even more crit
ical was the crisis over Home Rule. By July, The Times 
was carrying headlines that read "Ulster in Arms." The 
Irish Nationalists were arming to meet the challenge of 
the Protestants in Northern Ireland; talk of civil war 
was rampant. The Government's control of the ship of

when the Government declared it had no intention of ask
ing their opinion of hypothetical orders. The three men 
chiefly responsible for the misunderstanding resigned: 
Colonel Seely, War Secretary; Sir John French, Chief of 
the Imperial General Staff; and Sir Spencer Ewart, the 
Adjutant-General. For detailed accounts see: Earl of 
Oxford and Asquith, Fifty Years of British Parliament 
(Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 1926), II, 166 ff., 
and George Dangerfield, The Strange Death of Liberal 
England (New York: Capricorn Books, 1961), pp. 333 ff.

2Ibid.. p. 387.

^Ibid.. pp. 389 ff.
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state seemed to be growing more and more feeble. The
Quarterly Review declared:

The personal reputation of the Government at 
this moment ¿¡July, 1 9 1 ^  stood lower than it 
had done at any time during a continuously 
damaging session.

On July 9, The Tiroes reported that Ministers were ser
iously concerned because the Government's program, chief
ly the Irish and Welsh Bills, faced severe opposition in 
Parliament. In these circumstances an early general 
election was predicted.^

Suddenly on July 24, the Cabinet turned its atten
tion to the worsening situation on the Continent. After 
that, the Cabinet devoted more and more time to the Eur
opean imbroglio. On July 30, after consultation with 
leaders of the Opposition, the Prime Minister told the 
House of Commons that the second reading of the Home Rule 
Amending Bill would be indefinitely postponed in order 
that the nation might present a united front in the face 
of the grave crisis in Europe. Five days later Great

^"The Hone Rule Truce," Quarterly Review. CCXXI 
(October, 1914), 511.

~*The Times (London), July 9, 1914, p. 8.
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Britain -was at war with Germany. Almost miraculously 
the nation closed ranks; the outrages of the suffragettes 
ceased; the General Strike never materialized. The war
ring factions in Ireland put aside their quarrel to join 
in the Empire's common cause.

The leader of His Majesty's Government in 1914 
was Herbert Henry Asquith. He had been Prime Minister 
since 1908 and continued in that office until December 
1916. When the storm broke over Europe in 1914, Mr. As
quith was chiefly occupied with the task of averting dis
aster over the Irish problem. He was weary, too, from 
trying to pacify the suffragettes and the laboring men.
But with the news of the Austrian ultimatum to Serbia,
Mr. Asquith had to focus his attention on the European 
crisis. He presided over long, contentious Cabinet ses
sions at which the question of Britain's attitude toward 
the approaching war was debated.

However, while volumes have been devoted to the 
work of Sir Edward Grey, Secretary of State for Foreign 
Affairs, in connection with Britain's entrance into World 
War I, most accounts of the origins of the War make only 
cursory references to Mr. Asquith. Yet the Prime Minister
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of Great Britain is leader of his Party, usually leader 
of the House of Commons, chairman of the Cabinet, and 
coordinator of its policies. The Prime Minister is in 
a position to exert dominant influence; and since it is 
known that the decision for British participation in 
World War I was reached only after a serious Cabinet 
crisis, the Prime Minister’s part in that crisis and 
in pre-war foreign affairs surely merit detailed con
sideration.

Nevertheless, with the exception of the official 
biography of Herbert Asquith, it seems that historians 
have overlooked the man who led the British government 
during eight years of momentous domestic changes and in
creasing tension in foreign affairs. In 1937, Winston
Churchill wrote that he did not consider this official 

6biography, ". • . a  complete or final memorial of one 
of the most important, solid, and square-cut figures of 
our time." He hoped that someday there would be a 
". . . far more vigorous and vital representation of

^Churchill was referring to The Life of Herbert 
Henry Asquith. Lord Oxford and Asquith by J. A. Spender 
and Cyril Asquith (London: Hutchinson & Co., 1932).
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this great statesman, jurist, and tribune."^ That day 
has not yet come. The official biography was written 
just four years after Asquith*s death and since then 
there has been no attempt at a fresh study of his life 
and work viewed from the detachment of time.

One must examine Asquith's own writings and those 
of his associates to determine his part in the direction 
of British foreign policy and in the crisis immediately 
preceding Britain's entrance into the first World War. 
Asquith's Fifty Years of British Parliament is a good ac
count of his views on domestic politics, though his very 
natural bias must be considered. In The Genesis of the 
War. Asquith ascribed the responsibility for the War to 
the Kaiser and German militarists, but the book is useful 
as a record of Asquith's views on British foreign policy. 
His Memories and Reflections is more or less autobiograph 
ical and contains excerpts from his notes of daily events 
Here one finds specific details, though hardly a complete 
account, of the Cabinet crisis of July-August, 1914.

Margaret, Countess of Oxford and Asquith, was an 
inveterate diarist. Her works are crammed with gossip

^Winston S. Churchill, Great Contemporaries 
(New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1937), p. 121.
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and colored by her dislike of those who dared to criti
cize her husband. Nevertheless her books are helpful in
asmuch as she recorded many of her husband's words on im
portant occasions.

Contrary to what might be expected, Sir Edward 
Grey's memoirs shed comparatively little light on As
quith's role in foreign affairs for they are chiefly de
voted to departmental aspects of foreign policy. The 
records of the proceedings in the House of Commons give 
an account of the official statements of Government pol
icy and of the transaction of Government business, but 
they do not provide any clues as to what happened behind 
the scenes.

From these sources, from newspapers, and from the 
writings of many of Herbert Asquith's associates, one 
may assemble a picture of Herbert Asquith's role in the 
events leading to the entrance of Great Britain into
World War I



CHAPTER I

HERBERT HENRY ASQUITH

Herbert Henry Asquith was sixty-two years old 
in 1914. Acknowledged by colleagues, and by political 
opponents as well, as the outstanding parliamentarian 
of his day, he had been a member of the House of Com
mons for the Scottish constituency of East Fife for 
twenty-eight years and had been Prime Minister since 
1908. Yet Mr. Asquith had neither aristocratic birth 
nor personal fortune to help him achieve his eminent 
position.

Herbert Asquith was born September 12, 1852, 
in Yorkshire of middle-class, non-conformist parents. 
Because his father died when Herbert was eight years 
old, he was educated first by his grandfather and later 
by his maternal uncles. From 1864 to 1870, he attended 
the City of London School, a comparatively new insti
tution, the pupils of which were intended for commer
cial careers, but which had also sent a number of
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students on to distinguish themselves chiefly at Cam- 
1bridge. In 1869, on the advice of the headmaster, As

quith entered competition and secured one of the two 
scholarships offered annually by Balliol College, Ox
ford. Reflecting on the fact that he was the first boy 
from the City of London School to win this prized en
trance scholarship, Asquith wrote in his memoirs,
". . . I can honestly say that, after more than fifty
years of later experience, this was the proudest moment 

2of my life." In October, 1870, he took up residence 
at Oxford and pursued his career earnestly so that he 
finished with a First Class in Greats and was elected 
a Fellow of Balliol College. He also found time to 
participate in and finally to serve as president of Ox
ford's famous debating society, the Union. John Alfred 
Spender, editor of The Westminster Gazette, claimed 
that Asquith's achievements were already legendary when 
Spender was at Balliol, and that the undergraduates * 2

^Earl of Oxford and Asquith, Memories and Re
flections: 1852-1927 (Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 
1928), I, 10.

2Ibid.. p. 17.
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were convinced that Herbert Asquith was destined to be
3Prime Minister.

Upon leaving Oxford in 1875, young Mr. Asquith 
returned to London to read law and in June of the fol
lowing year was called to the Bar at Lincoln's Inn.
Cyril Asquith, co-author of the official biography of 
Herbert Henry Asquith, stated that his father entered
the Bar with the definite intention of making it a means

4to an end, that is, to a career in politics. However, 
a decade elapsed before he was in a position to stand 
for Parliament. During this interval, the young bar
rister found it necessary to supplement his income by 
lecturing for the London Society for the Extension of 
University Teaching and by writing for the Spectator 
and The Economist."*

Soon after entering the House of Commons in 1886, 3

3J. A. Spender, Life. Journalism, and Politics 
(New York: Frederick A. Stokes Co., n.d.), I, 152. 
John Alfred Spender was a journalist and an author 
closely associated with the Liberal Party and was a 
personal friend of most of its prominent politicians. 
He was usually referred to as J. A. Spender.

^J. A. Spender and Cyril Asquith, Life of Her
bert Henry Asquith. Lord Oxford and Asquith (London: 
Hutchinson and Co., 1932), I, 38.

^Oxford, Memories. I, 80-81.
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Asquith associated himself with a small group of young 
Liberals who were considered rather radical by the 
Party's elders chiefly because of their ideas on social 
legislation. Asquith described their activities by 
saying simply, • .We displayed from time to time 
independent tendencies. • . • "** Included in this group 
was Richard Burdon Haldane who had been elected to Par
liament the year before Asquith. Haldane and Asquith 
had met a few years earlier when both were struggling 
lawyers at Lincoln's Inn, giving vent to their politi
cal aspirations through the activities of the Eighty 
Club, a club formed by younger members of the Liberal 
party to commemorate the electoral victory of 1880.^ 
This was the beginning not only of a close political 
association, but also of a lifelong friendship— pos-

g
sibly the closest Asquith had with any man. The years

^Ibid., p . 136; Earl of Oxford and Asquith, 
Fifty Years of British Parliament (Boston: Little, 
Brown, and Co., 1926), I, 170; Margaret Asquith, Margot 
Asquith: An Autobiography (New York: George H. Doran 
Co., 1920-22), II, 194.

^Oxford, Memories. I, 123.

Spender and Asquith, I, 67.8
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of forensic experience at the Oxford Union, the Bar, 
and the Eighty Club bore fruit in 1887 when Herbert As
quith gave his maiden speech, • .of which it was
justly said that the House listened to it as to the

9speech of a leader." With this auspicious debut, the 
member for East Fife found favor with the Liberal lead
ers. His assured, authoritative manner and his lucid
ity of presentation made him a formidable opponent in 
debate. Morover, he was a good party man; the Whips 
could rely on him much more than they could depend on 
some of the other bright young men with whom he was as
sociated. By 1891 it was fairly certain that Herbert 
Asquith would be included in the next Liberal Government.

Contrary to precedent the Salisbury Government 
did not immediately resign when the General Election in 
the summer of 1892 gave a slender majority of forty 
votes to the Liberals, supported by Labor and the Irish

qViscount Grey of Fallodon, Twenty-Five Years; 
1892-1916 (New York: Frederick A. Stokes Co., 1925),
I, p. xxix.

10Richard Burdon Haldane, An Autobiography (New 
York: Doubleday, Doran, and Co., Inc., 1929), p. 109; 
Oxford, Fifty Years, I, 224.
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Nationalists. Mr. Gladstone demonstrated his regard 
for the rising M. P. from East Fife by inviting him to 
make the motion for a direct vote of want of confidence 
in the Government. Asquith's motion was carried on 
August 11 after three days' debate, and Gladstone pro
ceeded to form his fourth cabinet.Asquith was a 
likely candidate for one of the law officerships in the 
new administration because he had earned a consider
able reputation at the Bar by his work as a counsel for

12the Parnell Commission; and, in addition, he had be
come a "silk," that is, a Queen's Counsel, in 1890.
Since all of his inclinations were toward politics,
rather than the judiciary, he determined to enter the

13Cabinet only in a political office. This he did in 
the position of Home Secretary.

The Liberal regime of 1892-1895 was a period of 
constant anxiety for those in the Ministry. The Govern
ment's precarious majority, the struggle over the Second * 12

U Ibid.. p. 223.
12Spender and Asquith, 1, 62. 

•^Oxford, Fifty Years. I, 224.
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Home Rule 6111, Gladstone's subsequent resignation, and 
the extreme antagonism between Lord Rosebery (Gladstone's 
successor) and Sir William Harcourt (leader of the House 
of Commons) constituted a real baptism of fire for an 
earnest and ambitious politician holding his first Min
isterial post. In the spring of 1895, the Home Secre
tary's energy was devoted chiefly to the task of pilot
ing through Commons the Government's principal legisla
tive effort— a Bill for the Disestablishment of the 
Welsh Church. Asquith admitted in his memoirs that he 
relinquished this task without regret when the Rosebery
Cabinet resigned in June after being defeated on a ques-

14tion of the Army Estimates. The forty-three year old 
ex-Minister had to support a growing family, and since 
Members of Parliament were not paid, he determined to 
return to the Bar. In his words this was, ". . . a  step 
for which, in the case of an ex-Cabinet Minister, who 
was ipso facto a Privy Councillor, there were, I believe 
no precedents. * * *

•*"̂ *lbid., pp. 257-61.

■^Oxford, Memories. I, 111. Payment of Members
of Parliament began in 1911.



During the period of Liberal opposition, As
quith rendered a valuable service to the party by a 
series of public speeches against Joseph Chamberlain's 
drive for Protection. Because of his experiences as 
lecturer on Political Economy (for the University Ex
tension Movement), as well as his journalistic work, 
the former Home Secretary was well-qualified to champ
ion the cause of Free Trade. He was particularly adept

16with provincial audiences. This conspicuous endeavor 
meant that Herbert Asquith would naturally take a prom
inent position in the next Liberal Cabinet. When Sir 
Henry Campbell-Bannerman formed his ministry in December, 
1905, Asquith took his seat as Chancellor of the Ex
chequer. His competent handling of the department and 
his work as second-in-command in the House of Commons 
made him the unquestioned successor to Campbell-Banner
man who resigned in 1908.^

Thus, twenty-two years after his entrance into 16 *

16Ibid.. p. 154.

*^Lord Crewe, quoted in Countess of Oxford and 
Asquith, Off the Record (London: Frederick Muller,
Ltd., 1943), p. 39.

8



9

Parliament, Mr, Asquith had "climbed to the top of the 
greasy pole" of British politics. What sort of man was 
he who weathered the storms of the Lloyd George Budget 
of 1909 and the Parliament Act of 1911, and who com
manded the ship of state as it passed from the turbulent 
waters of the Home Rule quarrel into the maelstrom of 
the Great War?

His academic record bears witness to his intel
lectual prowess. He read widely, . every book from
a dictionary to a detective story, and had few literary 

18exclusions." Asquith's letters to a friend, published
after the former's death, provide an insight into the
catholicity of his tastes and the enjoyment he derived
from reading. He ranged from Greek classics and the Old

19Testament to modern novels.
The fact that between 1886 and 1892 he built a 

flourishing law practice vrtiile taking an active part in 
Liberal politics reveals his capacity for hard work. At 18 *

18Countess of Oxford and Asquith, More or Less 
About Myself (New York: E. P. Dutton and Co., 1934), 
p. 143.

■^Oxford and Asquith, H.H.A., Letters of the 
Earl of Oxford and Asquith to a Friend, ed. Desmond 
MacCarthy (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1933).
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the same time, he was a devoted husband and father. His 
marriage to Helen Melland in 1877 produced five children. 
His wife possessed a rather retiring nature and it was 
not until after her death from typhoid in 1891 that Her-

20bert Asquith began to move more frequently in "Society." 

This change was climaxed by his marriage in 1894 to Mar
garet Tennant, a member of the fashionable set known as 
"The Souls." Two children were b o m  of this second mar
riage.

The pressures of busy life are very apt to be
come intolerable if a man does not develop a technique 
by which he can refresh himself apart from the main
stream of business. Herbert Asquith accomplished this 
by adhering to a strict policy of separating business 
from pleasure. He particularly disliked talking pol
itics. "He treated politics strictly as business. He 
worked at them, made his decisions, dismissed them and 
did not want to talk about them afterwards." Probably * 21

9ftSpender and Asquith, I, 71-72.
21Gilbert Murray, quoted in Countess of Oxford 

and Asquith, Off the Record, p. 35. Margaret Asquith 
stated that the only persons with whom her husband would
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one reason for this was that he belonged to viiat he re
ferred to as "the laxer of the two schools," regarding

22the social relations of politicians. Thus, for ex
ample, the Asquiths maintained friendly relations with 
Arthur Balfour and Lord Curzon, Conservative leaders 
who had also belonged to "The Souls," despite the vicis
situdes of domestic politics, Herbert Asquith neither 
possessed the material means nor sufficient leisure to 
indulge in sports, such as hunting or fishing; but he 
derived keen enjoyment from golf which he learned rather 
late in life.* 23 However his leisure was employed, he 
delighted in being surrounded by feminine company and 
his delight was reciprocated by his companions. "Women 
of every age were eager to be taken in to dinner by him.
They were fascinated by his gaiety and wit, and by his

,,24evident interest in all their doings.

discuss politics seriously were herself, Edward Grey, 
Alfred Spender, and Lord Crewe. Countess of Oxford 
and Asquith, More or Less, p. 5.

^Oxford, Memories. I, 143.

23igbid., p. 208; Countess of Oxford and Asquith, 
More or Less, p. 143.

o a Winston S. Churchill, Great Contemporarxes



12

Paradoxically, to the public and to those who 
did not know him well, Mr* Asquith appeared aloof, even 
inaccessible. Apparently this arose from a certain shy
ness and dislike of self-advertisement which made him 
almost taciturn even with close associates. His aver
sion to publicity earned him a reputation for being hos
tile to title press:

He did not despise the Press, but he did despise 
the flatters and wooers of the Press, and the 
newspapers that catered to them. He was of the old 
school that believed in the independence of both 
politicians and journalists; and though he had had 
many friends among journalists, he never sought to 
influence them; and still less would he stir a 
finger to appease journalistic enemies, or even to 
correct flagrant misrepresentations.

In his attitude toward the press and in all his profes
sional relations, an element of arrogance, primarily due 
to consciousness of his superior intellectual ability, 
could be detected, like a Greek god watching from Olym
pic heights the struggles of mortals, he gave the impres
sion of sitting on a lofty pinnacle benignly viewing

(New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1937), p. 117; Prince 
Karl Lichnowsky, The Guilt of Germany for the War of 
German Aggression (New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 
1918), pp. 56-57.

^Spender, Life. I, 152.
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other men wrestling with problems he had long since mas
tered. This was frequently manifested by a disconcert-

26ing habit of answering questions monosyllabically.
This quick understanding was one of the chief 

ingredients in his parliamentary ability. He studied a 
problem, extracted the pertinent facts, and then pre
sented a cogent case in fluent, eloquent rhetoric; 
coupled with this was his ability as a consummate tact
ician. During his premiership, Asquith utilized his 
brilliant powers as an orator and as a strategist to 
q x ide the Government^ programs through Parliament. Al
though early in his career he disclaimed any proclivity 
for the judicial life, the consensus of opinion was that 
his temperament was essentially that of a judge. No
where did he appear more Olympian or more like a judge 
than in the daily conduct of the government and in the 
Cabinet.

In Cabinet he was markedly silent. Indeed he 
never spoke a word in Council if he could get his 
way without it. He sat, like the great Judge he 
was, hearing with trained patience the case deployed

^Gilbert Murray, quoted in Countess of Oxford 
and Asquith, Off the Record, p. 34.
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on every side, now and then interjecting a question 
or brief comment, searching or pregnant, which gave 
matters a turn towards the goal he wished to reach; 
and when at the end, amid all the perplexities and 
cross-currents of ably and vehemently expressed 
opinion, he summed up, it was very rarely that the 
silence he had observed till then, did not fall on
all.27

Undoubtedly this essentially moderate and judicious tem
perament and the absence of any flamboyance contributed 
greatly to the charges that he lacked initiative and 
even that he had no original ideas. His long-time friend 
and admirer, J. A. Spender, admitted that even as a young 
man Herbert Asquith, " . . .  suffered from a certain leth
argy of temperamento" Spender suggested that his intel-

28lectual ability carried him along in spite of himself. 
Nevertheless, there is reason to believe that his easy
going manner, together with his skill as a mediator, was 
a major factor in the longevity of his Government. For 
the Liberal Cabinet of 1908-1914 contained such dynamic 
personalities as David Lloyd George and Winston Churchill 
whose disputes over expenditure for social legislation * 28

^Churchill, p. 116.

28J. A. Spender, The Public Life (London: 
Cassell and Co., Ltd., 1925), I, 107.
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versus spending for defense at times threatened to split
29the Government.

The Prime Minister's position of eminence and auth
ority and the air of detachment arising therefrom 
enabled him to use the potent instrument of Time 
with frequent advantage in domestic affairs. Re
peatedly he prevented the break-up of his Govern
ment or the resignation of important Ministers by 
refusing to allow a decision to be taken.

On the other hand, Spender admitted that Asquith would
avoid doing "disagreeable things" unless or until they

* 31 were quite necessary.
Asquith possessed to an outstanding degree a

"massive finality," that is, he always seemed absolute-
32ly sure of where he stood on every matter. Churchill,

in fact, contended that this was his former chief's 
principal characteristic. Critics and admirers alike 
testified to his consistently staunch loyalty to all 30 31

^Arthur Berriedale Keith, The British Cabinet 
System. 2nd ed. by N. H. Gibbs (London: Stevens and 
Sons, Ltd., 1952), pp. 58-59.

30Churchill, p. 124.

31Spender, Life, p. 156.
32Churchill, p. 114.
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his colleagues.
From the start of his professional life, Herbert 

Asquith had his eyes firmly fixed on a political career. 
The same intellectual certitude which made him, in the 
opinion of a junior colleague, massively final, allowed 
him to pursue his course with steady determination. Al
most simultaneously he achieved a fine reputation in 
legal circles and was admitted to Gladstone's last cab
inet without the intermediate step of an under-secretary
ship. Throughout the decade of Liberal opposition, 1895- 
1905, Asquith was an independent voice in the Party coun
cils. There was none to dispute his accession to leader
ship in party and government when Prime Minister Camp
bell-Bannerman retired in 1908. His supreme confidence, 
judiciousness, and loyalty to comrades, offset by a dis
inclination for vigorous and decisive action were all 
important factors in the make-up of Prime Minister Her
bert Asquith.

04

•^Christopher Addison, Politics from Within: 
1911-1918 (London: Herbert Jenkins, Ltd., 1924), 1, 
225; Lord Beaverbrook, Politicians and the War: 1914- 
1916 (Garden City: Doubleday, Doran, and Co., 1928), 
p. 238; Stephen McKenna, While I Remember (New York: 
George H. Doran Co., 1921), p. 193; Sir Austen Chamber 
lain, Down the Years (London: Cassell and Co., Ltd., 
1935), p. 116.



CHAPTER II

PRIME MINISTER ASQUITH

When Herbert Asquith kissed King Edward VII*s 
hands at Biarritz in April, 1908, he acceded to the po
sition which had been predicted for him not only by 
worshipful Balliol undergraduates,1 but also by one of 
his former Cabinet chiefs on the occasion of the lat
ter^ resignation as Liberal Party leader. In a speech 
on October 9, 1896, Lord Rosebery explained his resig
nation, thanked his colleagues, and paid special tri
bute to Mr. Asquith, saying:

. . .  consummate and considerable as are his 
powers of brain, in my opinion his head is no 
equal to his heart, and it is that rare com
bination of head and heart which, in my judg
ment, if my prophecy be worth anything, will _ 
conduct him to the highest office in the State.1

The holder of that office— the Prime Minister— may be

LCf. p. 2.

Quoted in J. A. Spender and Cyril Asquith, 
of Herbert Henry Asquith. Lord Oxford and Asquith 
(London: Hutchinson and Co., 1932), I, 117.

Life
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justly termed "the keystone of the Constitution.’*3 4 With 
no statutory definition of the functions of the Prime 
Minister, the only official recognition of Asquith's 
status was the Royal Warrant of December 2, 1905, which 
assigned the Chief Minister place and precedence after

4the Archbishop of York. However, by the end of Queen 
Victoria's reign the modern office of Prime Minister had 
definitely evolved. It was evident that the authority 
of the Government, that is, of the Prime Minister and 
his cabinet, rested on its control of the House of Com- 
mons. At the same time strong support from the elect
orate strengthened the Government's control over Commons. 
Clearly the Prime Minister had to function as leader of 
his party, chairman of the Cabinet, and coordinator of

3Sir Ivor Jennings, Cabinet Government (2nd ed., 
Cambridge: The University Press, 1951), p. 160.

4Earl of Oxford and Asquith, Fifty Years of 
British Parliament (Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 
1926), II, 206-7.

The first statutory recognition of the office of 
Prime Minister was the Chequers Estate Act, 1917. 
Further recognition was given by the Ministers of the 
Crown Act, 1937, which provided a salary of 10,000 for 
the combined post of Prime Minister and First Lord of 
the Treasury. Arthur Barriedale Keith, The British 
Cabinet System (2nd ed. by N. H. Gibbs, London:
Stevens and Sons, Ltd., 1952), p. 64.
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its policies; yet these are broad categories and the 
role of the Chief Minister defies precise definition.
The crux of the natter lies in the statement of Lord 
Oxford that, "The Office of Prime Minister is what its 
holder chooses and is able to make of it."**

What Herbert Asquith made of his position as 
First Minister was determined by his conception of the 
Prime Minister's role in the British governmental sys
tem. This conception was shaped by his own personality 
and by his Cabinet service under three different leaders. 
By the time Asquith moved into 10 Downing Street it was 
generally accepted that the Prime Minister should be 
leader of his party and Asquith served in this capacity 
from 1908 until October 15, 1926, less than two years 
before his death. On the other hand, there was no firm 
precedent in Asquith s day that the head of the govern
ment had to be Leader of the House of Commons. From 1894 
to 1895, Asquith had served under Lord Rosebery, who was 
in the House of Lords; and, another peer, Lord Salisbury, * 6

5

^Byrum Carter, The Office of Prime Minister 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1956), pp. 40-41.

60xford, Fifty Years. II, 207.
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headed the Conservative government from 1895 to 1902.^ 
Moreover, Asquith, together with Edward Grey and Richard 
Haldane, had seriously attempted to persuade Sir Henry 
Campbell-Bannerman to go to the House of Lords when he 
became Prime Minister in 1905* They contended that the 
Party's experiences in Opposition demonstrated that As
quith would provide more effective leadership in Commons 
than Campbell-Bannerman could; but, they acquiesced when 
the latter proved adamant in his desire to remain in the

oLower Chamber, Asquith had served as Deputy Leader of 
the House under Campbell-Bannerman and throughout his 
own period of leadership he fully accepted his responsi
bility for leading Commons, Thus, for example, he skill
fully and patiently led his party through the quarrel

^This was the last instance of a Prime Minister's 
being in the Upper Chamber, The necessity for the head 
of the Government to be in the House of Commons seems to 
have been established definitely in 1923 then Lord Cur- 
zon was rejected in favor of Stanley Baldwin. Carter, 
p. 43.

^Viscount Grey of Fallodon, Twenty-Five Years: 
1892-1916 (New York: Frederick A, Stokes Co., 1925),
I, 60 ff. See also, Earl of Oxford and Asquith, Memories 
and Reflections: 1852-1927 (Boston: Little, Brown, and 
Co,, 1928), I, 228 ff., and Richard Burdon Haldane, An 
Autobiography (New York: Doubleday, Doran, and Co., 
1929), pp. 170 ff.
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with the House of Lords, braved two general elections 
within a year, and finally obtained passage of the Par
liament Bill of 1911« He again displayed himself as 
leader prominently in the spring of 1914 as he rose re
peatedly in the House to explain and defend the Govern
ment's endeavors to solve the Irish problem.

The Prime Minister's role as head of the Cabinet 
and coordinator of policy is subject to individual in
terpretation more than are his duties as Party and 
Parliamentary leader. British experience in the nine
teenth century ranged from Sir Robert Peel's strict 
supervision of every aspect of governmental business to

9Lord Melbourne who literally exercised no control. As
quith's conception of the Prime Minister's scope of act
ivity as Cabinet head and policy coordinator requires 
careful scrutiny for therein lies the key to understand
ing his role in the conduct of foreign affairs, and, ul
timately, in Britain's intervention in Europe in August 
1914. In his commentary on Parliament, Asquith revealed 
his conviction that the complexity of modem government 
precluded anything resembling Peel's close supervision.

Q
Jennings, pp. 166-67
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Asquith stated, ". . . it is unquestionable that no Prime 
Minister now could find time or energy for such a depart
mental autocracy as Peel appears to have exercised.
He then quoted approvingly Lord Rosebery*s description 
of the office;

A First Minister is the most that can be hoped for, 
the chairman and, on most occasions, the spokesman 
of that Board of Directors which is called the Cab
inet; who has the initiation and guidance of large 
courses of public policy; but who does not, unless 
specially invoked, interfere departmentally.

Obviously Asquith considered the Prime Minister's po
sition to be “primus inter pares" and his scope of act
ivity that of a Chairman and spokesman of a Board of 
Directors, who intervened in departmental matters only 
if no other course were open.

His own experiences as a cabinet member under 
Gladstone, Rosebery, and Campbell-Bannerman undoubtedly 
helped Asquith form this opinion. After 1880, Gladstone 
had little to do with ordinary departmental administra
tion, including foreign affairs, because he was occupied 10 11

100xford, Fifty Years. II, 208.

11Ibid.
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with larger measures, such as his Irish policy. As
quith, himself, testified that in Gladstone's last Min
istry, members had a free hand in their departments so 
that the Home Office was able to make advances in fields 
like factory inspection and prison methods through ad
ministrative action where it was not possible to obtain

13new legislation. This trend continued under Lord 
Rosebery, who was primarily concerned with foreign pol
icy since he had been Foreign Secretary before he suc
ceeded Gladstone as Prime Minister. Moreover, Rosebery 
was preoccupied with the growing antagonism between the 
"Little Englanders" and the "imperialists" in his Cab
inet. The Boer War aggravated this division over foreign 
policy in the Liberal Party, so that Sir Henry Campbell- 
Bannerman had to devote his energy to preventing the two
groups in his administration from tearing each other 

14apart.
The laissez-faire attitude toward the work of the 12 * 14

12

12Jennings, p. 169.

^Oxford, Fifty Years. I, 236.
14Jennings, pp. 170-72.
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individual ministries which Asquith observed in three 
Chiefs, all of whom he respected, was well-suited to his 
particular temperament. For, in addition to what J. A. 
Spender described as "a certain lethargy of tempera- 
ment, Asquith was by nature distinctly reluctant to 
take decisions. Even his life-long friend and assoc
iate Sir Edward Grey admitted this, while insisting that
this reluctance did not ipso facto mean he was incapable

16of making decisions. Writing of Asquith, Grey said 
in his memoirs:

The inference that a man who is prone to put off 
decision is incapable of taking it, is quite un
true of Asquith. He was not disposed to meet the 
occasion and take it by the forelock, but when it 
came to him he faced and grasped it. . * '

This tendency to avoid decisive action meant that As
quith allowed his colleagues considerable freedom within 
their own spheres of business. One of those colleagues, 
David Lloyd George, who was very critical of Asquith's

^See p. 14.

^Great Britain, 5 Parliamentary Debates (Lords), 
LXX (1928), 164.

17Grey, II, 247.
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methods during the war, stated:
After Asquith made an appointment in any Department 
he was always inclined not to concern himself with 
what occurred in that Department unless and until 
Parliamentary trouble was threatened over some of 
its operations. Hie less he heard from or of a 
Department the better he was pleased. He exercised 
no close supervision over the doings of his Minis
ters. • . .18

Lady Oxford's comment that her husband declared a man 
of affairs could not become pre-eminent without learn
ing how to delegate work indicates that Asquith was con
vinced of the inpracticality of the Prime Minister's

19taking an active role in departmental affairs.
How did Herbert Asquith function in his capacity 

as Cabinet chairman and policy coordinator? Here his 
essentially judicious nature held sway and in retrospect 
this aroused severe criticism by Lloyd George tdho con
tended that:

. . . although he discussed every proposition 
advanced by others with great intelligence and 
force, he never submitted any ideas of his own for 
our consideration. . . .  he waited until proposi
tions were submitted to him. He never drove or

^•^David Lloyd George, War Memoirs. Vol. VI: 1918 
(Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 1935), p. 352.

1 qCotintess of Oxford and Asquith, More or Less 
About Myself (New York: E. P. Dutton and Co., 1934), 
p. 135.

£3 i  )  ̂
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initiated, he decided on schemes \dien they were 
placed before him. • • • He dealt with questions 
not as they arose but as they were presented to 
him.20

Nonetheless, Asquith was well-equipped to take the part
of judicator, as Lloyd George admitted:

His massive and well-ordered intellect worked with 
the precision and directness of a perfect powerful 
machine. . . .  [When questions were presented to 
h ± m j his judgment was beyond that of any political 
leader I ever met. He started no new plans, but he 
was not afraid of examining any projects if they 
were placed before him clearly, and left on his 
logical mind an impression of having been well- 
considered beforehand. He was always essentially 
the judge. When he accepted a plan he used his 

x great authority to obtain for it Cabinet sanction.2*-
A more aggressive man bent on implementing his 

own program would inevitably clash with those colleagues 
who also possessed very definite plans. The Liberal 
ministry of 1908-1914 contained a number of able men, 
such as Haldane, Churchill, and Lloyd George, each quite 
willing to take the initiative in proposing legislation 
and ready to fight tooth and nail for his pet scheme. 
Here Asquith*s sagacity enabled him to play the part of 
impartial mediator and still retain the good-will of * 21

Lloyd George, Voi. II: 1915-1916. pp. 408-11,20

21Ibid.

passim.
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his colleagues:
. • • because he was always careful not to let his 
hand appear. After five years of his Prime Min
istership, it was still in doubt whether he was a 
partisan of right wing or left, and he done [sic] 
such even justice that he had no party in his own 
Cabinet to proclaim his merits or to defend him 
against his critics.22

One of the most notable instances in which Mr. 
Asquith's judiciousness and propensity for temporizing 
prevented an open rupture in the Cabinet and success
fully concluded a bitter controversy occurred in the 
winter of 1913-14. Winston Churchill, at the time First 
Lord of the Admiralty, recounted how the Cabinet was at 
logger-heads over his programme for increased naval ex
penditures. The Prime Minister, Churchill said, appeared 
impartial, but several times when it seemed that agree
ment was impossible, he ended the discussion so a6 to 
prevent a decision adverse to the Admiralty. On one oc
casion he adjourned the matter for an entire month and 
finally, "• . • thanks to the unwearying patience of 
the Prime Minister, and to his solid, silent support, 
the Naval Estimates were accepted practically as they

J. A. Spender, Life, Journalism, and Politics 
(New York: Frederick A. Stokes Co., n.d.), p. 156.

22
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23stood,1 To handle such sharp divisions within his 

Government in a way that will preserve harmony and avoid 
a breach that might cause its fall is an important func
tion of the Prime Minister and measured by this standard 
Asquith was a successful administrator,^ He was very 
conscious of the importance of Cabinet solidarity for he 
marked the growth of the concept of corporate unity and 
responsibility as being the most significant feature in 
the development of the Cabinet system. Regarding his 
personal experience as leader he admitted, "In my own 
Cabinet, there was more than one subject of animated
controversy, but until the outbreak of War there was no

25resignation on any ground of policy,"
Besides the Leader's own personality and idea of 

his position, two other factors— the character and abil
ity of his colleagues and the circumstances of the time—

26help determine \ghat he makes of his office. Grey, * 24 25

^ "Hi ins ton Churchill, The World Crisis, Vol. I: 
1911-1914. pp. 182-88.

24Carter, pp, 209, 212,

250xford, Fifty Years, pp. 214-15.
26Carter, p. 195.
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Haldane, Lloyd George, and Churchill were exceptionally 
able men in a group which as a \rtiole was very competent. 
Undoubtedly Asquith perceived this and his own person
ality fitted him for the task of encouraging, supporting, 
and on occasion moderating or restraining their zeal. He 
may be categorized as one who "• * . provided effective 
leadership without attempting to initiate basic poli
cies."^ Prevailing circumstances also accounted for As
quith's apparently moderate and lenient handling of his 
Administration. As previously stated, by the turn of 
the century it was clear that the authority of the Gov
ernment depended on its control of the House of Com
mons.* 2® The general election in December 1910 left the
Liberals dependent on the support of the Irish Nation-

29alists and Labor for a majority in the Lower House.
This condition alone was sufficient to induce Asquith to 
be cautious in his handling of explosive matters, like

27Ibid.. p. 199.

2®See p. 18.

29The actual figures were: Liberals, 272; Con
servatives, 272; Irish Nationalists, 84; Labor, 42. 
Oxford, Fifty Years. II, 107.
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the Naval Estimates, the Ulster crisis, and the question 
of British military intervention on the Continent, in 
order to prevent the collapse of the Government due to 
lack of Parliamentary support.

Experience and natural inclination led Herbert 
Asquith to maintain a laissez-faire attitude toward the 
departmental work of his ministers unless he was called 
upon to settle a dispute. Instead of taking the initi
ative in formulating policies, he applied his powerful 
intellect to judging the merits of policies presented 
by his talented colleagues and capably managed his 
Government's programs in Parliament, Neither dynamic 
nor aggressive, he was a conciliator par excellence \dio 
kept his Administration together despite varied and 
grave controversies both inside and outside the Cabinet, 
Asquith's conception of his Office is quite acceptable 
by modem standards, at least in time of peace, but 
whatever his relations with other departments might be, 
the Prime Minister is expected to maintain fairly close 
contact with the Foreign Office, "In the business of 30 31

30Carter, pp. 210-12,
31Ibid., p, 233; Jennings, p, 198.
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32the Foreign Office he is essentially concerned . . . ” 

because the politically significant matters occurring in 

that department are too numerous for the Cabinet to con

sider each item. The Cabinet formulates the general 

lines of foreign policy and the Foreign Secretary, in 

conjunction with the Prime Minister, implements them.

It is up to the Foreign Secretary to distinguish between 

details and principles and consult the Prime Minister 

chiefly on the latter. In addition to advising the For

eign Secretary on important questions, the Prime Minis

ter’s responsibility for foreign policy requires that 

he keep himself well-informed of the activities of the 

Foreign Office in order to ascertain that the policies 

sanctioned by the Cabinet are being carried out, and to 

draw attention to any deviations which occur. The Cab

inet is kept informed of the general state of foreign

affairs, but it gives prior consent only to major de-
33velopments of policy. * 33

"^Keith, p. 66.

33Sir Ivor Jennings, Cabinet Government (2nd ed.; 
Cambridge: The University Press, 1951), pp. 198-200; 
Byrum E. Carter, The Office of Prime Minister (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1956), p. 234.
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As has been shown, his previous Cabinet exper
iences, his own personality, and the composition of his 
Ministry, all led Herbert Asquith as Prime Minister to 
exercise a minimum of control over departmental admin
istration. The nature of his relationship with his Sec
retary of State for Foreign Affairs made this even more 
true in regard to the Foreign Office for Asquith prob
ably had more confidence in Sir Edward Grey than in any 
other political associate; yet it is difficult to im
agine a greater contrast in background and personality 
than that between these two men. Asquith sprang from 
distinctly middle-class origins, utilized his intellect 
to distinguish himself first in the academic realm, then 
at the Bar, and, finally, worked his way up in Liberal 
politics by hard work and sheer force of character.

On the other hand, Sir Edward Grey, born April 25, 
1862, was of the Northumberland gentry, and he inherited 
a proud tradition of service to the British monarchy.
He was a descendant of that Earl Grey associated with 
the Reform Bill of 1832, and Sir Edward*s grandfather,
Sir George Grey, had been Home Secretary in the 1840's 
and 1850's. Whereas Asquith was truly a'feelf-made" 
man in terms of his career, Grey was self-made in regard
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to his intellectual development. From 1873 to 1876, he 
attended Temple Grove preparatory school at East Sheen; 
then, in September 1876, he went to Winchester, a well- 
known preparatory institution in southern England. In 
a fragmentary autobiography dictated shortly before his 
death, Grey conceded that stimulated by competition, he 
strove to excel in school simply for the sake of success. 
This stimulus evaporated after a year at Winchester be
cause he was restrained from progressing as rapidly as 
he wished. He thus lost both the desire and habit of 
work, and this attitude carried over into his university 
career, which was spent playing tennis and idling in the 
countryside. During his four years at Oxford, 1880-1884, 
Grey managed to secure a second in Classical Moderations 
and a third in Jurisprudence, but neglected to take the 
Bachelor of Arts degree to which these entitled him— a 
striking contrast to Asquith's brilliant and scholastic 
record! Finally, in January of 1884, Benjamin Jowett, 
Master of Balliol, sent Grey down for "incorrigible idle
ness."3^ He returned to Fallodon, his country estate,

^George Macaulay Trevelyan, Grey of Fallodon 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1937), pp. 11, 14-15,
20, 24.
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to assume the position, as head of the family, which had 
devolved on him at his grandfather's death in 1882.

After this inglorious departure from the academic
world, Edward Grey began a period of real self-education
which he described in his memoirs:

In 1884, after a long spell of what is generally 
called idleness, but *diich was in my case very 
active and strenuous pursuit of pleasure in the 
form of sport and games, interest in all manner 
of serious things came suddenly. I began to read 
good literature, poetry excited me to enthusiasm 
and I read everything serious, however prolix, 
with interest.

With this intellectual growth came a budding interest 
in politics which prompted him to accept an invitation 
to chair a meeting protesting the House of Lords' re
jection of the Liberal Franchise Bill of 1884. Grey 
stated that a sense of fair play and sympathy for the 
countrymen around him caused him to believe that agri
cultural workers should be enfranchised on the same

37terms as workers in the boroughs had been in 1867.

■^Edward's father had died in 1874.

^Grey, I, xxiv-xxv.

Ibid.. p. xxv.37
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For Asquith, politics was the vocation which he 
had chosen early in life and each advancement was ac
cepted as the fruit of diligence in his calling. By 
contrast, Grey began his political career in answer to 
an invitation to render public service and it was his 
sense of duty that enjoined him to remain in Parlia
ment as long as his constituents returned him and to 
accept office when it was offered.^® Undoubtedly he 
exaggerated his aversion to public life; but his attach
ment to Fallodon and to the pleasures of country life 
constituted a strong counterpoise to the stimulation 
derived from his work. This attitude evoked from Glad
stone the comment, "I never knew in a man such aptitude

39for political life and such disinclination for it."
The association between these two dissimilar men, 

Herbert Asquith and Edward Grey, dated from their early 
Parliamentary careers. Each made his maiden speech in 
1887, and together they sat and voted with that group 
of younger Liberals which Asquith described as ". . . * 39

^Ibid.. p. 61.
39Trevelyan, p. 67
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more or less advanced Radicals."^0 As has been noted, 
Richard Bur don Haldane was also a member of this group, ̂  
and in 1888 he and Grey became mavericks by speaking and 
voting for the Conservatives' Irish Land Purchase scheme. 
Grey said that, ", . .an association and friendship
thus began \jhich endured and strengthened as years went 

i »42on.
In the fourth Gladstonian Ministry, formed in 

1892, Asquith became the Home Secretary and Grey was 
appointed Parliamentary Under-Secretary for Foreign 
Affairs. This post involved little or no activity at 
the policy-making level, but the Under-Secretary had to 
be thoroughly familiar with all the work of the Foreign 
Office in order to explain and defend it in the House 
of Commons. Since both Foreign Secretaries under whom 
Grey served (Lord Rosebery and Lord Kimberley) were 
peers, he had more responsibility than if his chief had 
also been in the Lower House; and it was this apprentice-

^Oxford, I, 136. Cf. p. 4.

^See p. 4.

^Grey, I, xxix.
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ship which, in the eyes of his closest associates, Her
bert Asquith and Richard Haldane, gave him the best 
claim to the Foreign Office in the next Liberal Govern
ment. Therefore, when Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman, 
the Liberal leader, held a preliminary conference with 
Asquith in November, 1905, regarding the possibility of 
a Liberal Ministry in the near future, Asquith, who was 
clearly to be the second man in the Cabinet, firmly ex
pressed his view that Grey should have the Foreign Of
fice. Campbell-Bannerman indicated that he preferred 
Lord Elgin for this post, but Asquith expatiated on
Grey's qualifications and insisted that this would be a

43popular appointment both at home and abroad. The 
Prime Minister designate acquiesced, and, although Grey 
hesitated before deciding to join the Liberal Govern
ment in December, it was understood that if he joined, 
it would be as Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs. 
Referring to Grey's hesitation, Asquith said, ". • . 1  
was most anxious that Grey should come in and go to 
the Foreign Office, for which his qualifications were

Margaret Asquith, Margot Asquith: An Auto
biography (New York: George H. Doran Co., 1920-22), 
H I . 94-98; Spender and Asquith, I, 172.

43
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unique. . «

Thus, years of association produced mutual re
spect and confidence, plus a cordial personal relation
ship, which enabled the two men to work together most 
harmoniously. J. A. Spender, a trenchant observer, 
stated:

. . .  the two men seemed to know each other's minds 
instinctively and through all tire difficult years 
that followed (after Asquith became Prime Minister} 
their pre-established harmony saved the friction 
that so often set in between Prime Ministers and 
Foreign Secretaries.^

Both men publicly testified to their mutually satisfact
ory relationship in the course of a Parliamentary debate 
on Woman Suffrage in 1913. Because this was a private 
member's bill, the members of the Government were free 
to choose their stand. In the course of their speeches, 
Asquith and Grey declared that this was the only instance 44 45

44Oxford, Memories. I, 231.
45Spender and Asquith, 1, 200. The only dissent

ing opinion as to the relationship between Asquith and 
Grey was Lord Beaverbook's rather cryptic remark that 
"His (Asquith's) relations with Grey were of that dis
tant but friendly kind which an ocean might have with a 
contiguous mountain peak." Lord Beaverbrook, Poli
ticians and the War, 1914-1916 (Garden City: Doubleday, 
Doran, and Co., 1928), pp. 245-46.



of serious disagreement on a political issue through
39

out their long association. Grey went on to say:
One of the things I prize most is that this ac
quaintanceship and intimacy of political cooper
ation through many years have long been merged in 
much more intimate and warm feelings of personal 
friendship.

Despite their professed compatibility, Asquith 
and Grey in office were a real antithesis. Asquith ap
proached each day's business with the zest of a man who 
was satisfied to be pursuing his chosen career. Grey 
had accepted office in 1905 because as his wife said, 
"'if we had refused office . . .  we could not have just
ified the decision to the constituents.'"46 47 Barely two 
months after Grey became Secretary of State for Foreign 
Affairs, his wife was killed in a carriage accident. 
They had been married for twenty years; she had shared 
his dislike for the frivolities of society and her de
votion to the simple joys of country-life matched his 
own. Her death left a deep void and the pressures of 
his work provided a welcome surcease. Nevertheless, 
Grey was more than content to be absorbed in foreign

46Great Britain, 5 Parliamentary Debates (Com
mons), LII (1913), 1927-28.

47Grey, I, 61.
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affairs and to concern himself as little as possible 
with other political issues. After working hours, As
quith enjoyed society, bridge, and golf during week-ends 
in the country. Grey preferred a quiet dinner with a 
few friends, and on his brief vacations he retreated to 
his fishiig cottage in Hampshire.

Herbert Asquith's keen perceptiveness and his 
ability to present a forceful, cogent argument, together 
with his patience, tact, and persuasiveness, made him a 
successful Party and Cabinet chairman. Never one to 
seek the limelight, he was well content to allow his 
very able colleagues to formulate and initiate programs 
while he acted as general overseer. His superb parlia
mentary manner enabled him to fulfill his duties as 
Leader of the House of Commons most effectively.

The Prime Minister is responsible for seeing that 
the Foreign Office adheres to the general foreign policy 
lines formulated by the Cabinet. Perforce, then, the 
Chief Minister must work closely with his Foreign Secre
tary. Herbert Asquith was singularly fortunate in hav
ing as his Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs a man 
whom he liked and trusted. Beginning in 1886, they sat 
together in Parliament, entered the Government together
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in 1892,, and again in 1905. Asquith, the sociable 
family man, and Grey, the introverted, childless, widower, 
seemed to have just two principal things in common: a 
mutual friend, Richard Haldane, and a devotion to the 
Liberal Party. Nevertheless, they saw eye to eye on 
foreign policy and worked togetiier without friction.



CHAPTER III

THE PRIME MINISTER AND FOREIGN POLICY, 1908-1914

Aside from his inherent dislike of close super
vision, Prime Minister Asquith's trust in Sir Edward 
Grey would not have disposed him to keep a tight rein 
on his Foreign Secretary. The two men agreed perfectly 
on the principles upon vdiich British foreign policy was 
based. They had inherited many of these principles
from their Conservative predecessors because they ac-

1cepted the idea of continuity in foreign policy. Be
tween 1900 and 1905, when Grey went to the Foreign Of
fice, British foreign policy had undergone an almost 
revolutionary change. With European sympathies active
ly pro-Boer, the complacent grandeur of "splendid iso
lation" had been cold comfort to Great Britain during 
the Boer War. The Anglo-Japanese Alliance in 1902 was

^Ronald Buchanan McCallum, Asquith (London: 
Duckworth, 1936), p. 103. Cf. Grey*s speech in London 
on October 21, 1905, quoted in George Macauley Tre
velyan, Grev of Fallodon (Houghton Mifflin Co., Boston, 
1937), p. 104.
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the first step away from isolationism, and the year 1904 
saw the formation of the Anglo-French Entente which was 
largely the work of the Foreign Secretary, Lord Lans- 
downe, encouraged by King Edward VII. In a speech in 
October 1905 \rtien the fall of the Conservative Govern
ment appeared imminent, Grey announced that the new Ad
ministration would maintain both the Japanese alliance
and the agreement with France, while working for im-

2proved relations with Russia and Germany.
Although Asquith and Grey had differed with Sir

Henry Campbell-Bannerman, Liberal party leader, on the
3issue of the Boer War, there were no disagreements be

tween them on foreign policy once Campbell-Bannerman 
formed his Government in December 1905. Not long after 
this the new Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs was 
confronted by the question of naval and military consul
tations between English and French officers. These

^Ibid., pp. 102-4.

3 ,Asquith and Grey followed Lord Rosebery's lead
in maintaining that once the War had begun the Conserva
tive Government should be supported in their prosecution 
of it. Campbell-Bannerman had criticized both the War 
and the Government's treatment of the Boers.
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conversations had been started while Lord Lansdowne was 
at the Foreign Office, and in January 1906 when the ten
sion between France and Germany in Morocco made war not 
unlikely, the French Ambassador at London, Paul Cambon, 
asked Sir Edward Grey whether the new Administration 
would support France in its quarrel. Grey consulted 
Prime Minister Campbell-Bannerman and Lord Ripon, Lib
eral spokesman for the Foreign Office in the House of 
Lords, then told the French Ambassador that at present 
he could promise no more than diplomatic support since 
a decision to support France in a war with Germany would 
depend on the circumstances in which the war began. At 
the same time he authorized the continuance of direct 
naval conversations and the initiation of direct mili
tary consul tat ions (hitherto the latter had been con
ducted through an intermediary). Grey stipulated that 
these did not bind his Government in any way and that 
they were not prepared to convert the Entente into an 
Alliance. These actions accorded with Campbell-Banner
man's statement soon after taking Office that he agreed

i 4with the main lines of Lord Lansdowne's foreign policy.

discount Grey of Fallodon, Twentv-Five Years:
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In August, 1907, Grey concluded an agreement with Russia 
that paved the way for more cordial relations between 
the two nations, and in October of that year Prime Min
ister Campbell-Bannerman paid tribute to Sir Edward's 
skillful management of foreign affairs. In a speech at 
Dunfermline on October 22, he noted that in accordance 
with the traditions of the Liberal Party, "We have 
thrown our vhole energies on the side of peace, amity, 
and arbitration. • • ."* ** He cited the recent arrange
ment with Russia as a conspicuous example of the ful
fillment of Liberal aims.

The autumn following his accession to the premier
ship, Herbert Asquith reiterated the main tenets of Brit
ish foreign policy. Addressing the Guildhall Banquet on 
November 9, 1908, he declared that the Administration de
sired to cooperate with all the European nations to re
move the causes of friction and distrust; but he also 
said that Britain would remain loyal to its existing

1892-1916 (New York: Frederick A. Stokes Co., 1925),
I, 69 ff.; J. A. Spender, The Life of the Right Hon.
Sir Henry Campbell-Baxmerman (London: Hodder and 
Stoughton Ltd., n. d.), II, 249 ff.

•*Ibid.. pp. 368-69.
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friendships. Referring to that speech in his account of 
the background to World War I, Asquith maintained that 
his Government adhered to the idea enunciated in that 
address. Asquith and Grey were convinced of the desir
ability of maintaining England's special relations with 
France and Russia while not converting these into a 
formal alliance. On occasion they endeavored to work 
out solutions to the vexatious differences with Germany 
over colonies, the Bagdad Railway, and especially the 
size of their respective navies, because they still paid 
allegiance to the Liberal program of "peace, retrench
ment, and reform." More amicable relations with Germany 
would have relieved them of the necessity of large mili
tary expenditures and left the way clear for Liberal 
social legislation. Nevertheless, the two men shared an 
undercurrent of suspicion of certain elements inside the 
German Empire so that they felt impelled, as Asquith 
stated, to prepare ". . . by the reconstruction of our 
array and large additions to our navy for the worst event
ualities.^ 6 *

6Herbert Henry Asquith, The Genesis of the War 
(New York: George H. Doran Co., 1923), pp. 22-25.

^Ibid., p. 107.



Grey on the principles of British foreign policy there 
is no evidence that the Prime Minister relinquished his 
basic responsibility to be well-informed on foreign af
fairs and to give advice and make suggestions whenever 
he deemed it necessary. Mr. Asquith kept up-to-date on 
the state of foreign relations through frequent contact 
with the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs and by 
seeing the important Foreign Office Correspondence. In 
his account of the origins of the World War, Asquith 
spoke of his accord with his Foreign Secretary and said, 
"Between him and myself there was daily intimacy and un-

Qbroken confidence." The British diplomatic documents 
for 1908-1914 disclose that Asquith scrutinized them and 
occasionally made suggestions. Frequently his marginal 
comments on these Foreign Office papers were typically 
laconic, such as "I agree." Again, referring to a naval 
attache's account of an interview with the Kaiser, he

Qwrote, "Very characteristic." Another example of 8

8Ibid.. p. 17.

^George P. Gooch and Harold Temperley (eds.), 
British Documents on the Origins of the War: 1898-1914
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Asquith's attention to these matters was a dispatch con
cerning the projected Anglo-German convention on African 
territory in vriiich he suggested the omission of a word, 
then approved Germany's draft of a preamble to the Con
vention.^^

Asquith recognized the Cabinet's vital role in 
foreign policy and the British documents contain various 
minutes in vdiich Asquith marked matters for the Cabinet's 
attention. One of these was a dispatch of July 10, 1912, 
from the British ambassador in Rome urging the use of 
British influence to wean Italy, as much as possible, 
from the Triple Alliance. Asquith noted that this should 
be circulated to the Cabinet.'*''*" Inasmuch as the pressure 
of departmental duties usually prevented Ministers from 
closely following the intricacies of the daily work of 
the Foreign Office, Asquith believed that frequent Cabi
net meetings enabled them to keep in touch with over-all * 10

(London: H. M. Stationery Office, 1928), Vol. X, Part II, 
481, 482. Hereafter these will be cited as British Doc
uments .

10Ibid.. no. 338.

Ibid.. no. 396.11
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trends and developments in foreign affairs. This was a 
particularly important consideration in Asquith's Cabi-
net for those "Little Englanders," or Pacifists, who had
trusted Campbell-Bannerman implicitly, were more inclined
to keep a wary eye on Asquith and his Foreign Secretary
who had strayed rather far from the Liberal fold on Im-
perial affairs. Consequently, " . . .  every step he
took in external affairs was watched with prim vigilance

1 3by the Eldezs . Thus Asquith contended:
Important questions of foreign policy were always 
laid before the Cabinet, where they were open to 
the fullest investigation and discussion before final 
and binding decisions were taken. ^

Regarding the much-criticized Anglo-French mili
tary and naval conversations, it seems that the Foreign 
Secretary and his successive Prime Ministers (Campbell-
Bannerman and Asquith) regarded these as semi-technical

15matters which did not require Cabinet-level approval. 12

12See p. 43» 3*

"^Winston S. Churchill, The World Crisis Vol. I: 
1911-1914 (New York: Charles Scribner * s Sons, 1923), 
pp. 28-29.

^Asquith, pp. 17-19.

Donald G. Bishop, The Administration of British

I

15
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As has already been noted, these consultations had orig
inated in the spring of 1905 while Lord Lansdowne was

16Foreign Secretary in the Balfour Cabinet. Germany's 
hostile attitude toward French claims in Morocco seemed 
to constitute a direct challenge to the recently con
cluded Anglo-French Entente because Great Britain had 
given France a free hand in Morocco in return for Bri
tain's having freedom of action in Egypt. Under these 
conditions it had been deemed advisable for the mili
tary and naval experts of the two countries to explore 
the possibilities of joint action in case war came be
cause of a German threat to the Entente. With the situ
ation in Morocco still very critical in January 1906, it 
was natural for the French to be concerned about the at
titude of Britain's new Liberal Government.

Foreign Relations (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 
1961), p. 113; Arthur Berriedale Keith, The British Cab
inet System (2nd ed. by N. H. Gibbs, London: Stevens 
and Sons, Ltd., 1952), p. 69; Sir Ivor Jennings, Cabinet 
Government (2nd ed., Cambridge: The University Press, 
1951), pp. 200-1; Harold Nicolson, Portrait of a Diplo
matist: Being the Life of Sir Arthur Nicolson. First 
Lord Caraock. and a Study of the Origins of the Great 
War (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1930), p. 130.

16See p. 44.
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Grey Informed Ambassador Cambon that Britain's 

decision regarding a Franco-German war would be deter
mined by the circumstances surrounding die outbreak of 
such a war. Cambon had hoped that the Entente Cordiale 
might be converted into a definite alliance, but Grey 
was adamant that neither the Cabinet nor Parliament was 
prepared to sanction this step. Grey agreed that the 
conversations between the military and naval staffs 
might continue so long as it was clearly understood that 
these did not place Britain under any obligation to as
sist France if the latter went to war.^ Nevertheless, 
before sanctioning the consultations between the British 
and French Staffs in January 1906, Sir Edward Grey con
sulted Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman and Lord Ripon. 
Neither of these experienced statesmen insisted on

17British Documents. Ill, 169-203, contain, in 
the opinion of the editors, a full account of the Anglo- 
French and Anglo-Belgian conversations of January-April 
1906. The British and French diplomatic documents are 
supplemented by excerpts from the papers and memoirs of 
various persons who figured in these discussions and by 
records from the archives of the War Office and Admir
alty. Keith Eubank, Paul Cambon: Master Diplomatist 
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1960), pp. 113-14, 
stated that by allowing the consultations to continue 
Grey was consenting to a de facto alliance and that form
al declarations were then unnecessary.
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Cabinet discussion of the Conversations and by Febru
ary the First Moroccan Crisis had passed and other mat
ters claimed the Ministers' attention.

In 1911, tension between France and Germany again 
developed in Morocco. The question of Anglo-French mil
itary cooperation came to the forefront and the conver
sations became more active as a result of the Agadir 
Crisis that summer. Asquith's note to Grey on Septem
ber 5, 1911, showed that the Prime Minister was aware of 
his duty to see that the Foreign Office did not over
step the bounds of the Cabinet's policy. He told Grey 
that such conversations were apt to be dangerous and 
that the French should be discouraged from presuming 
that British military aid was assured if war broke out 
between France and Germany • Asquith warned both the 
Foreign Office and the War Office that the British
Government could not commit itself in advance to assist-

19ing France in the event of war with Germany. As a

18

*®Grey, I, 69 ff.; Spender, Life of Campbell- 
Bannerman. II, 249 ff.; Lord Hankey, The Supreme Com
mand: 1914-1918 (London: George Allen and Unwin, Ltd., 
1961), I, 63=64.

■^Grey, I, 92; J. A. Spender and Cyril Asquith, 
Life of Herbert Henry Asquith. Lord Oxford and Asquith
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result of the hostility between France and Germany over 
Morocco in the summer and autumn of 1911, the military 
and naval consultations were brought before the Cabinet 
and finally in November 1912, Sir Edward Grey and Paul 
Cambon, the French Ambassador in London, exchanged let- 
ters formally stating that neither side was committed to 
assist the other in the event of war. The letters also 
stated that if peace were threatened, the two govern
ments would discuss possible joint actions and would con
sider whether to implement the plans prepared by their 
military and naval experts. Asquith stated that the de
finition of the Entente contained in Grey's correspond-

20ence with Cambon was discussed in detail by the Cabinet.
21The fact that the Committee of Imperial Defence knew 

of the plans for concerted Anglo-French military action

(London: Hutchinson and Co., 1932), I, 349. Asquith's 
letter does not appear in the British Documents, perhaps 
because it was a private letter.

20Asquith, p. 18. See British Documents. X,
Part II, 416, 417, for the complete text of the letters. 
Eubank, pp. 152 ff., sheds no new light on this ex
change; he merely gives his opinion that Britain under
took a moral obligation.

See p. 59 for a description of this committee.21
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indicates that there was no deliberate intention to de
ceive the Cabinet, since the Prime Minister, the Foreign 
Secretary, the Secretary of State for War, the Chancel
lor of the Exchequer, and the First Lord of the Admiralty 
were ex officio members of this Committee and various 
other Cabinet members were invited to attend specific 
m e e t i n g s H e n c e ,  there was no attempt to deceive Cab
inet members; rather, in the haphazard fashion of pre
war Cabinets there simply was no system for organizing 
the agenda or for coordinating the Work of Cabinet com
mittees.^

The Agadir Crisis produced another incident which 
revealed Asquith in his role of general overseer and con
sultant on foreign policy. This incident was the Chan
cellor of the Exchequer's Mansion House Speech on July 21, 
1911. Lloyd George believed that Germany should be

^Grey, I, 93; Hankey, I, 46-47, 63. Haldane re
corded an incident when Lord Morley complained that he 
had been ignorant of the discussions with the French. 
Haldane was able to show him records of Defence Commit
tee proceedings at which the joint plans were presented 
in detail. Richard Burdon Haldane, An Autobiography 
(New York: Doubleday, Doran, and Co., Inc., 1929), 
pp. 243 ff.

^^Hankey, I, 47.
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warned that in view of Great Britain's interests in the 
Mediterranean, she could not countenance Germany's con
tinued disturbances in Morocco. He felt that a public 
statement to this effect from a notably pacific Minis
ter might have a restraining influence on German belli
cosity. Therefore, he informed the Prime Minister of 
his wish to make such a declaration when he addressed 
the bankers of the City of London at their annual ban
quet for the Chancellor of the Exchequer. Asquith ap
proved the speech and also obtained Sir Edward Grey's

• 24consent to Lloyd George's utterance.
The Haldane Mission, in February 1912, illustrates 

Asquith's role in foreign affairs as well as his general 
attitude toward the international situation. Winston 
Churchill related that he and David Lloyd George be
lieved that some effort should be made to retard the 
naval race with Germany. They consulted the Foreign 
Secretary, then obtained the Prime Minister's approval 
to send Sir Ernest Cassel, a prominent London financier

^^David Lloyd George, War Memoirs, Vol. I: 1914- 
1915 (Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 1935), pp. 39-41; 
Grey, I, 217; Asquith, p. 93; Churchill, I, 43.
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of Germanic birth, as their emissary to Berlin, When 
he reported to Churchill that the Kaiser and his Chan
cellor, Herr von Bethmann-Hollweg, were favorably dis
posed to a discussion of Anglo-German problems, the Cab
inet selected Viscount Haldane, the Lord Chancellor, to

25go to Berlin to discuss matters. Although the dis
cussions of the proposals Which Haldane brought from 
Germany dragged on for some time, the terms were unac
ceptable to the British \dio insisted on a limitation of 
naval armaments as the basis for any further agreement. 
The Germans, on the other hand, wanted a political 
agreement to precede any armament settlement. In a let
ter to Grey during the course of the discussions, As
quith stated that he believed that only a promise of 
British neutrality in the event of a continental war
woiild be acceptable to Germany and that this was a pro-

26mise Britain could not give. For as Asquith had
pointed out in his Guildhall Speech in 1908, Britain

27would not jeopardize her existing friendships and a 25

25Ibid.. pp. 95 ff.

^British Documents, VI, 571.

See p. 4 5 .27
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promise to Germany of non-intervention in case of war 
would violate the British agreement with France to con
sult together if hostilities broke out in Europe,

While it would have been very uncharacteristic 
for Asquith to have taken a real initiative in the con
duct of foreign affairs, he was particularly assiduous 
in guiding and facilitating the work of national de
fense. As he said:

. . .  the possibility of Great Britain being en
gaged, however much against her will, in a Euro
pean war had for years been in the minds of those 
who were responsible for her Government. Though 
working to avoid this . . .  we were often conscious 
. . .  that the peace of Europe was at the mercy of 
a chapter of unforeseen and unforeseeable accidents 
. . . .  It was therefore our manifest duty, and we 
never lost sight of it, to prepare for tfie worst.28

The Boer War had exposed some glaring defects in Britain's 
military organization. Therefore, Richard Haldane, Sec
retary of State for War in Campbell-Bannerman's Cabinet, 
undertook the complete transformation of Britain's de
fense posture, and when Asquith became Prime Minister he 
encouraged this effort. Haldane's Army Reforms resulted 
in the establishment of a six division Expeditionary 
Force ready for instant mobilization and a Territorial

^Asquith, pp. 166-67. Italics my own.



Reserve array for home defense and the creation of an 
Army General Staff. The spectre of war raised by the 
Agadir Crisis in 1911 revealed the grave need for co
ordination of plans between the War Office and the Ad
miralty. Reginald McKenna, at that time First Lord of 
the Admiralty, supported his board of naval experts in 
their refusal to organize a Naval General Staff. Hal
dane informed the Prime Minister that he would resign 
unless such a Staff were formed to cooperate with his 
Department in formulating war plans. Consequently, in 
October 1911, the Prime Minister arranged for Churchill 
and McKenna to exchange offices and with Churchill at
the Admiralty, the desired reoganization proceeded 

29apace.
Asquith also demonstrated his belief in the nec

essity of naval preparedness by his determined support
. 30of the Admiralty s bid for Naval Increases for 1914. * 30

58

^Churchill, pp. 56, 66.
30See p. 27. Arthur Jacob Marder had access to 

the Asquith Papers in Bodleian Library, Oxford, for his 
work From the Dreadnought to Scapa Flow: The Royal Navy 
in the Fisher Era. Vol. I: The Road to War 1904-1914 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1961). Although he 
made only a few passing references to Asquith, these
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So strongly did Asquith feel about this subject that he
told his wife that rather than yield to the economy-
minded Ministers he would dissolve Parliament and risk 

31an election« This would indeed have been a drastic 
step in view of the Government's reduced majority after 
the second General Election in 1910 and the tense state 
of domestic politics« However, in the end, the First 
Lord of the Admiralty obtained the Increases, thanks to 
his Chief's technique of postponing a decision until 
the former could persuade his colleagues to accept his 
point of view*

One of the most important cogs in Britain's de
fense mechanism was the Committee of Imperial Defence 
whose task was to survey the strategical problems of de
fending the Empire, to discover solutions to these prob
lems, and to coordinate the work of the departments in-

32volved in defense. Arthur Balfour, Conservative Prime

references indicate that throughout his premiership, 
Asquith favored strengthening the Navy.

31Spender and Asquith, II, 76«
32Ihid., p. 175; Viscount Haldane, Before the War. 

(London: Cassell and Co«, Ltd«, 1920), p« 161« Cf.
Great Britain, 5 Parliamentary Debates (Commons) XLI
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Minister, formally organized the Committee of Imperial 
Defence in May 1904. It was an advisory body, subord
inate to the Cabinet, and in strict constitutional the
ory the Prime Minister was the only permanent member; 
at his own discretion he summoned those whom he wished 
to assist him in the work of the Committee. De facto, 
not only the Cabinet heads and chief officers of the 
fighting services, but also those Ministers concerned 
with the wider aspects of Imperial defense, such as the 
Chancellor of the Exchequer, and the Colonial and Ind
ian Secretaries, participated regularly in this work.
They were aided by technical experts from the various 

33departments•
Much of the Committee's effectiveness depended 

on the Chief Minister's willingness to encourage the 
Committee's work. Asquith's belief in the importance 
of the Committee of Imperial Defence was a distinct 
contrast to his immediate predecessor's mistrust of 
it. Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman had led the Radical-

(1912), 1385-1398, in vhich the Prime Minister gave a 
detailed explanation of the purposes and activities of 
the Committee of Imperial Defence.

^Hankey, I, 46-48.
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Pacifist element of the Liberal Party, which opposed any-
34thing resembling a "forward policy" in foreign affairs» 

Although Asquith was usually content to allow the Com
mittee's technical and secretarial staff to ferret out 
the problems to be investigated, he diligently organized
the necessary sub-committees and frequently chaired them 

35himself. He also gave his attention to the necessity 
of associating the Dominions in the business of defend
ing the Empire. Thus, on the occasion of an Imperial 
Conference in London in May 1911, Asquith invited the 
Dominion Premiers to attend a series of meetings of the 
Committee of Imperial Defence to consider the problem 
of coordinating the defense of the Empire. At Asquith's 
request, Sir Edward Grey presented to the meeting a
comprehensive and confidential exposition of Great

. 36Britain's foreign policy.
l 'Asquith, himself, believed that the compilation / / 

of the War Book was probably the most important task of

34Ibid., 50, 51; Churchill, p. 28.

33Hankey, I, 52, 69, 71, 144.

36Asquith, p. 188. See British Documents. VI, 
Appendix V for the full text of this speech.
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the committee. The War Book contained, in minute detail, 
all of the steps to be taken in preparation for, and 
entrance into, war. Telegrams were drafted and classi
fied according to their urgency and the necessary Orders 
in Council were drawn up and accompanied the King any- 
where he traveled so that he could sign them at a mo
ment's notice. Lord Hankey, Secretary to the Committee 
of Imperial Defence, stated that the completion of the 
War Book (which occurred by a strange coincidence in
July 1914) owed much to Asquith's firm support against

37the opposition of certain government bureaus.
Herbert Asquith's handling of his responsibility 

for foreign affairs accorded with his over-all conduct 
of his Office. He exercised no close supervision and 
seldom initiated action. By nature he was disinclined 
to such action and, furthermore, he possessed a deep 
and abiding faith in his Foreign Secretary's ability 
to implement the policies upon which they agreed so 
well. Nonetheless, he kept himself informed on foreign 
affairs and both by word and deed demonstrated his con
viction that the ultimate responsibility for foreign

37Ibid.. p. 183; Hankey, 1, pp. 122-23
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policy lay with the Cabinet, Moreover, his Cabinet rec
ognized his responsible role in foreign affairs by con
sulting him on any departures from ordinary practice, 
as evidenced by Lloyd George's consultation about his 
speech during the Agadir crisis and at the outset of 
the negotiations leading to the Haldane Mission, Whether 
the apparent secrecy surrounding the Anglo-French Con-

IlSversations was due to oversight or to an error in judg
ment, it did not arise from a predetermined effort at
concealment, for Asquith and Grey readily discussed the

, 38matter with the Cabinet when the issue was raised,
Asquith adhered to his determination that Brit- 

ish policy should be directed toward the maintenance 
of peace and the balance of power, but his statements 
and diligence concerning the sphere of defense dis
played a realistic appraisal of the international sit
uation and revealed his desire to do all in his power 
to protect his country's interests. His record of at
tention to foreign affairs would indicate that the Eur
opean crisis in 1914 would find him neither unaware nor 
indifferent; while his bond with Grey and his interest

38Grey, I, 94.



in and knowledge of defense preparations would vitally 
influence his attitude in the crisis.
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CHAPTER IV

THE PRIME MINISTER IN THE CRISIS;
JULY-AUGUST 1914

In the spring of 1914, the First Minister of 
King George V^ could regard the horizon of foreign af
fairs with equanimity. It seemed fairly certain that 
Parliament would approve the Cabinet's request for Naval 
increases so that Britain was assured of continued dread
nought superiority over Germany, and as a result of the 
work of the Committee of Imperial Defence, the British 
Empire was in a high state of military and naval pre
paredness. At the same time the international situation 
appeared more tranquil than it had for many months. Un
der Sir Edward Grey's capable leadership the Ambassadors 
of the Great Powers had prevented the Balkan Wars of 
1912-1913 from erupting into a major European conflagra
tion. Moreover, Britain and Germany were nearing a

^Edward VII died May 6, 1910.
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settlement of the irksome Bagdad Railway dispute and had 
reached an agreement for the disposition of certain Afri
can territories. Finally, the visit of a British squad
ron to the German naval base at Kiel had produced a burst 
of cordiality between the two nations that was heralded 
as an important step toward easing the strained relations 
that had existed between Britain and Germany for nearly 
a decade.

Unfortunately Mr. Asquith could not look at the
domestic scene with the same complacency. Although the

2near disaster of the Curragh Incident had been narrowly
averted by the resignation of the principal figures and
by the Prime Minister's taking over the War Office, the
quarrel over Home Rule had not abated. By July it had
degenerated into a sordid squabble over the boundaries
of a few parishes in Ulster. Much of the odium of the
Irish struggle fell directly on the Prime Minister.
For example, the Quarterly Review insisted that

For twenty years he has held a season-ticket on 
the line of least resistance and has gone where
ver the train of events has carried him, lucidly

2See pp. iv-v.
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justifying his position at whatever point he 
has happened to find himself.^

Surrounded as he was by the pressures and animosities of
the Irish situation, there is little wonder that the
Prime Minister's first reference in his memoirs to the
Austro-Serbian conflict was on July 24 when the Foreign
Office learned of the Austrian ultimatum to Serbia.

Asquith's preoccupation with domestic affairs 
was shared by the nation as a whole. Until July 7 The 
Times, for instance, was mainly concerned with reporting 
the details of the Archduke's funeral, the arrangements 
made for his children, and the investigation of the Sar
ajevo crime. The real center of interest was the grave 
crisis in Ireland. Even as the press reported the un
certainty in European capitals about the steps Austria- 
Hungary would take to obtain satisfaction from Serbia 
there seemed to be no thought that England would be ser
iously affected by the latest disturbance in the Balkans. 
Finally on July 22, a ieauer in The Times noted:

The growing tension between Austria-Hungary and 
Servia has created a situation in European

^"Home Rule Crisis," Quarterly Review. XXII 
(July, 1914), p. 276.
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politics too serious to be ignored, even amongst 
the deep anxieties which weigh upon us at home.^

The newspaper disclaimed any desire to exaggerate the
situation; but it urged the European Powers to realize
that the Austro-Serbian quarrel might rouse pro-Slav
sentiments in Russia which would make it inpossible to
localize the conflict between the Dual Monarchy and
Serbia, Two days later, The Morning Post, which was
usually hostile to Asquith's Government, sounded an
acerbic note:

There is a tendency to hold that the fate of the 
Balkan States does not matter to this country.
It is a view which would not have been held in the 
days when the strategy of the Mediterranean used 
to be studied,^

This was a foretaste of the jingoism that was 
soon flagrantly adopted by the Tory Press. Nevertheless 
until late on the day of July 24, British attention was 
focused chiefly on the leaders of the political parties 
who gathered at Buckingham Palace on July 21 in a last 
desperate search for a remedy for the Irish malady which 
threatened to envelope the entire nation in the fever of

Srhe Times (London), July 22, 1914, p. 9.

~*The Morning Post (London), July 24, 1914, p. 6,



civil war. On July 24 the Conference broke down with 
the Irish question no closer to being solved than when 
the meeting began. Later that day the Prime Minister in
formed the Irish Nationalist leaders that the Government 
was determined to proceed in Parliament with the Home 
Rule Amendment which would permit Ulster counties to 
vote themselves out of Home Rule for a time.

At 3:15 P. M. on July 24 the Cabinet met and 
wearily discussed the abortive Buckingham Palace Con
ference; but as Asquith said, ". • • the real interest 
was Grey's statement of the European situation which is 
about as bad as it can possibly be."^ The Foreign Sec
retary read the terms of Austria's ultimatum to Serbia to 
the Cabinet; Asquith described the note as "bullying and 
humiliating," and said that Serbia could hardly meet 
Austria's demands, tfe went on to say that if Austria 
marched on Serbia, Russia would inevitably come to the 
latter's defense which would make it difficult for

^Earl of Oxford and Asquith, Memories and Re- 
flections (Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 1928), II, 
7-8.

^Ibid.. p. 8.
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Germany and France to remain aloof from the situation. 
Asquith ended his notes for July 24 with the ominous re
mark, • .we are within measurable distance of a real

g
Armageddon." Yet it seems safe to say that the British 
Cabinet did not seriously contemplate the prospect of 
the nation becoming directly involved in the approaching 
disaster because in his letter reporting to the King the 
Cabinet meetings of July 24 and 25, Asquith told his Sov
ereign that the Cabinet had decided that the Irish Amend
ing Bill would be brought before Parliament the following 
week. He also stated that the Foreign Secretary was go
ing to suggest mediation at Vienna and St. Petersburg by
the Four Powers which had no direct interests in Serbia,

q
that is, by Great Britain, France, Germany, and Italy. 8 9

8Ibid.

9J. A. Spender and Cyril Asquith, Life of Herbert 
Henrv Asquith. Lord Oxford and Asquith (London: Hutch
inson and Co., 1932), II, 79-80. Ellen Rose Pearey in 
"The British Cabinet Crisis of August, 1914" (unpub
lished Master's thesis, Dept, of History, The Creighton 
University, Omaha, Nebraska, 1951), p« 10, states that 
contenporary accounts do not record any Cabinet meetings 
between Friday, July 24 and Monday, July 27. According 
to Spender and Asquith, \ho had access to the Royal Ar
chives, the Prime Minister must have submitted one report 
on the two meetings (July 24 and 25) in a letter on the 
25th. Mrs. Pearey did not include the official biography 
of Asquith in her sources.
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Apparently nothing of any real significance oc
curred at the Cabinet on July 2 5 but the newspapers 
for that day indicate that tension was mounting. The 
Daily Telegraph's leader was entitled "Europe's Peril," 
and the paper also reported that Ministers cancelled 
their week-end engagements not because of the Ulster 
problem (as might have been expected), but due to the

11grave questions raised by the quarrel in eastern Europe.

The Times' leader, "Europe and the Crisis," stated that
the situation was very serious. The leading Northcliffe
organ also reported that in Paris there was increasing
anxiety and the very strong conviction that the Entente

12must resist Austrian demands. The Manchester Guardian 
contended that Sir Edward Grey had the duty to keep 
Britain out of either camp on the Continent in order

^^Luigi Albertini, The Origins of the War of 
1914. trans, and ed. by Isabella M. Massey. Voi. Ill:
The Epilogue of the Crisis of July 1914. The Declaration 
of War and Neutrality (London: Oxford University Press, 
1957), p. 371.

^The Daily Telegraph (London), July 25, 1914,
pp. 10, 11.

The Times. July 25, 1914, pp. 9, 10.12
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. not to destroy our influence for good in Europe.
13• • This theme of non-intervention in all circum

stances was maintained by the Liberal press throughout 
the entire crisis.

By late Saturday the situation was not deemed so
serious as to prevent some Ministers from seeking a brief
respite in the country. On Sunday, July 26, the news
of the severance of Austro-Serbian diplomatic relations
and of Serbian mobilization reached London. First Lord
of the Admiralty Winston Churchill returned from the
country and learned that the First Sea Lord, Prince
Louis of Battenberg, according to previous instructions,
had ordered the Fleet, which had been assembled for ma-

14neuvers, not to disperse. Hie situation appeared so 
critical that Sir Arthur Nicolson, who was in charge of 
the Foreign Office while Sir Edward Grey spent Sunday at 
his Hampshire fishing cottage, circulated a previously- 
prepared proposal that the French, German, Italian, and 
British Ambassadors hold a Conference in London similar

^^The Manchester Guardian. July 25, 1914, p. 8.

^Sfinston S. Churchill, World Crisis. Voi. Is 
1911-1914 (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1923), 
p. 209.
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to that which settled the Balkan disputes in 1912-13.^
In his notes for the 26th, Asquith wrote that the Euro
pean picture was the worst in four decades; he spoke of 
the possibility of its thrusting Ulster into the back- 
ground.* 16 17

In the next two days, Sir Edward Grey's propos
als came to naught: France and Russia opposed the idea 
of Four Power mediation between Austria and Russia; Ger
many rejected the proposed conference of Ambassadors.^ 
Oddly enough, Asquith's memoirs omit any mention of the 
events of Monday and Tuesday, July 27 and 28; but by 
Monday the gravity of the situation was generally recog
nized* The Times reported that Sir John Simon, Attorney- 
General, and Mr. F. D. Acland, Under-Secretary for For
eign Affairs, addressing Liberal meetings, had called at
tention to the situation and said that the Government 
would expend every effort for peace* The paper also

■^Viscount Grey of Fallodon, Twenty-Five Years: 
1892-1916 (New York: Frederick A. Stokes Co., 1925),
I, 305.

16Oxford, Memories. II, 8.
17Sidney Bradshaw Fay, The Origins of the World 

War (2nd ed. rev., New York: The MacMillan Co., 1961),
II, 400-1.
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announced that the King had cancelled his out-of-town 
engagements in order to remain in close touch with his 
Ministers, Finally in a leading article, the paper pro
claimed that the Empire would adhere firmly to the prin
ciples of its existing friendships and the balance of

18power in Europe, The Foreign Secretary told the House
of Commons on the 27th that if the dispute between the
Dual Monarchy and Serbia expanded to an Austro-Russian
conflict all of Europe and Britain would be directly 

19concerned,
Churchill said that beginning on Monday, July 27,

Cabinets were held once or twice daily to consider the
20European crisis. The Cabinet, according to the Prime

Minister, • was till the last moment absolutely and
I might almost say passionately united in its desire for

21the preservation of peace•" Nevertheless there were 18 * 20

18The Times (July 27, 1914), pp, 7, 9,

■^Great Britain, 5 Parliamentary Debates (Com
mons), LXV (1914), 937-38. Hereafter these will be 
cited as Hansard.

20Churchill, I, 210.

^^Herbert Henry Asquith, The Genesis of the War 
(New York: George H. Doran Co., 1923), p. 323.
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serious differences of opinion among the Ministers as to 
exactly how far this desire for peace should be carried. 
Churchill said that the majority opposed Britain's be
coming involved in the quarrel unless she were directly

22attacked, which was most unlikely. On the other hand, 
it was soon clear that there was a definite group who 
believed that Great Britain could not remain aloof from 
what was rapidly developing into a question involving 
all Europe. Lord Morley, " . . .  the doyen of the Cab
inet, the only remaining personal link that bound us to

n othe heroic age of the 'men that strove with gods,'"'“  

said that it was around July 27 that Sir Edward Grey told 
his colleagues in the Cabinet that the Government must 
decide whether to support actively France and Russia or 
to remain absolutely neutral. Grey stated that he did not 
think he could remain in office if the latter course were 
adqo ted. He believed that if all efforts to preserve the 
peace failed and a major war began, Britain could not 
stand and watch France crushed by Germany who would then

22Churchill, I, 211.
23Asquith, p. 324.
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completely dominate Europe. Thus, Morley said, the Min
isters came face-to-face with the fact that the continued 
existence of the Government was jeopardized»^

However the Cabinet did not make a decision then 
because almost a week elapsed before any of the major 
powers were at war with each other. During that week the 
Foreign Secretary worked unceasingly to prevent war; yet 
he was firmly convinced that in the event of a major con
flict, it was contrary to Britain's interest to allow 
France to fight alone in the West. At the same time he 
\«s fairly certain that the Cabinet, Parliament, and the 
country would disagree with him. Grey's long-time con
fidant, Richard Haldane, at that time Lord Chancellor, 
and Winston Churchill supported Grey in his desire for 
intervention on behalf of France. The Prime Minister 
also inclined to this view, but he was most anxious to 
prevent a rupture in his Government. Above all he wished 
to lead a united Ministry and nation in whatever course 
was finally chosen. So the Prime Minister and his Foreign

24John Viscount Morley, Memorandum on Resignation 
(New York: The Macmillan Co., 1928), pp. 1-2.

25Grey, I, 302-3
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Secretary, long-accustomed to pulling together in har
ness, bided their time, waiting for force of circum
stances to guide their next move.

There has been much criticism of this "wait and 
see" policy. It has been contended that if Germany had 
been warned that Britain would definitely side with 
France and Russia, then Germany would have been more en
ergetic in restraining Austria's bellicose moves. The 
alternative would have been to tell France and Russia 
that Britain would remain neutral if they became involved 
in war. Faced with the almost certain prospect of Brit
ish neutrality, Russia might have been more hesitant in
picking up the Austrian challenge and France would have

26restrained her ally. However both Asquith and Grey 
claimed that the differences of opinion within the Cab
inet precluded the possibility of a definite stand until 
it was very clear that Britain's interests were directly

26Fay, II, 556. Albertini, on the other hand, 
said that Britain should have done both things, that 
is;

. . .  pressure [[should have been putj on both 
groups to make them show the utmost readiness 
for conciliation, failing which Germany would 
be faced with English intervention, vrtiile France 
and Russia would have to reckon with English neu
trality. Albertini, III, 367.
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at stake. To have attempted to get the Cabinet to take 
a definite stand earlier probably would have, in As
quith's and Grey's minds, precipitated the break-up of

27the Government. The crux of the matter seems to have
l

been that a majority of the Ministers failed to see 
clearly that the intending struggle on the Continent did 
involve British interests. This shortsightedness made 
it difficult, if not impossible, for the Foreign Secre
tary either to reassure France and Russia or to threaten
Germany.

On Tuesday, July 28, Mr. Asquith reported to the
i/

King that the Cabinet that day was mainly devoted to 
considering the problem in eastern Europe. They had 
agreed, he said, to consider the nature of British ob
ligations regarding Belgian neutrality at their next 
meeting. Asquith's biographers revealed that between 
July 28 and August 4, he was in constant oral communi-

^Spender and Asquith, II, 95; Grey, I, 333-35.

^®Bernadotte Schmitt, The Coming of the War 
1914 (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1930), II, 
117; Arthur Berriedale Keith, The British Cabinet 
System (2nd ed. by N. H. Gibbs. London: Stevens and 
Sons, Ltd., 1952), pp. 70-71.
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cation with the King, so that there were only four writ-
29ten records of Cabinet proceedings in that period.

The Prime Minister told the House of Commons on July 28 
that there were no new developments in the foreign situ
ation definite enough to warrant a statement beyond that 
made by the Foreign Secretary the previous day because 
the Government did not yet have definite information on
the rumored outbreak of hostilities between Austria and 

30Serbia. Also on Tuesday, the First Lord of the Admir
alty, feverishly anxious lest a decision for war find 
Britain unprepared, decided it was imperative that the 
Fleet should go to its War Station. He hesitated to men
tion this to the Cabinet for fear it would consider such 
a move injurious to the chances of preserving peace. He 
further rationalized that it would be very unusual to 
inform the Cabinet of movements of the Fleet in home 
waters. Therfore after consulting his advisors at the 
Admiralty, he obtained the Prime Minister's approval of 
the proposed Fleet movement. By the morning of July 30, * 30

2^Spender and Asquith, II, 80-81.

30Hansard. LXV (1914), 1123.
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the Fleet had reached its War Station in the North Sea.3*
Wednesday, July 24, the Cabinet discussed Belgium

and the Prime Minister reported to the King that it was
not clear how far the Treaty of 1839 bound an individual
state to uphold Belgian neutrality. It seemed, he said,
more a question of policy than of legal obligations.
The Cabinet finally agreed that the Foreign Secretary
should tell the French and German Ambassadors that Great
Britain could not pledge itself to remain neutral under
all conditions or definitely to join the Entente in any 
x 32given circumstances. This reluctance to make a de

cision for neutrality or to place Britain positively on 
the side of the Entente reveals that the Cabinet was 
still sharply divided as to which path the nation should 
follow; albeit the European situation was, " . . .  one of 
extreme gravity." On July 28, just two days after 
mobilizing against Serbia, Austria-Hungary declared war 
on her; and on Wednesday, the 29th, the bombardment of

31Churchill, I, 224-26.

3^Spender and Asquith, II, 81.

33Hansard, LXV (1914), 1324
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Belgrade, the Serbian capital city, began. Consequently, 
Russia ordered mobilization in four southern provinces.

That the Cabinet, despite its pacific inclina
tions, was forced to consider the possibility of British 
involvement in a war is shown by the fact that on July 29
it authorized the initiation of "Precautionary Period"

34regulations. Mrs. Asquith recorded in her diary that 
her husband told her that by 3:30 P. M. on Wednesday, 
telegrams had been sent to Government Offices throughout 
the Empire alerting them to prepare for war. The offi
cial "warning" telegram had been sent to the Fleet, and
arrangements were made to inform the Press what news

35might be printed. Thus the carefully-prepared, pains
takingly detailed plans of the Committee of Imperial 34

34This was a preliminary to actual mobilization, 
involving • • measures of a defensive, preparatory, 
non-provocative and unobtrusive character, intended to 
safeguard the country against being caught unawares.
. . ." Lord Hahkey, The Supreme Command: 1914-1918 
(London: George Allen and Unwin Ltd., 1961), I, 153. 
Examples of these measures were the guarding of bridges 
and other strategic places, clearance of certain harbors 
for naval and military use, and examination of ships 
entering British ports.

■^Margaret Asquith, Margot Asquith: An Auto
biography (New York: George H. Doran Co., 1922), IV, 
15-16; Churchill, I, 220.
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Defence started to go into operation. Asquith noted in
his memoirs that he sat up very late the night of July 29
talking things over with Sir Edward Grey and Lord Hal- 

36dane, the two men with whom he worked most closely 
throughout the critical period preceding Britain's de
cision to enter the War.

In his notes for July 29, Herbert Asquith de
clared that the Irish question had been definitely over-

37shadowed by the almost certain prospect of war. The
Times voiced this thought in a leader entitled, "Close
the Ranks," in *diich it urged that domestic differences
be healed in order that the nation be ready to face the

38threat from abroad. As if in answer to this plea, Mr. 
Andrew Bonar Law, Conservative Party leader, suggested 
to the Prime Minister on Thursday, July 30, that the 
reading of the Irish Amending Bill in the House of Com
mons be postponed. Sir Edward Carson, leader of the 
rebellious Ulstermen, agreed with Bonar Law's contention

36Oxford, Memories. II, 9.

37Ibid.. pp. 8-9.
38The Times (July 29, 1914), p. 9.
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that the continued publicizing of Britain's internal dis
sensions would weaken the country's good influence a- 
broad. The Prime Minister consulted Grey and Lloyd
George ■who agreed with him that the Government should

39accept the Opposition's proposal. Consequently, Mr.
Asquith told the House of Commons:

The issues of war and peace are hanging in the 
balance and with them the risk of a catastrophe 
of which it is impossible to measure either the 
dimensions or the effects. In these circumstances 
it is of vital importance in the interests of 
the whole world that this country, which has no 
interests of its own directly at stake, should 
present a united front, and be able to speak and 
act with the authority of an undivided nation.

For the duration of the crisis, he continued, the Govern
ment, with the concurrence of the Leader of the Opposi
tion, would confine itself to necessary and noncontro- 
versial business. The following day The Morning Post 
under the heading, "Union is Strength," rejoiced that 
"The two great parties of the State are therefore at one, 
and may use their united strength to support Sir Edward 
Grey in the present crisis. This rapprochement * 40 41

onOxford, Memories. II, 9.
40Hansard. LXV (1914), 1601. Italics my own.
41The Morning Post (July 31, 1914), p. 6
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between the political parties was the first step toward 
the overwhelming national unity which was achieved by 
August 4*

Nonetheless the promised land of national solid
arity appeared very remote on July 30. The chief obsta
cles were the neutralists within the Cabinet who repre
sented widespread Liberal sentiment throughout the coun
try. The Manchester Guardian complained that the Prime 
Minister and the Foreign Secretary did not openly declare 
that Britain would remain aloof from Europe's quarrels.
It insisted, "We care as little for Belgrade as Belgrade

42does for Manchester." The Cabinet also knew that 
business interests throughout the United Kingdom were 
very much opposed to British intervention on the Conti
nent. Lord Morley wrote that he thought it was at the 
Prime Minister's suggestion that the Chancellor of the 
Exchequer had consulted the leaders of finance and in-

4dustry in order to present their views to the Ministers. 
Asquith, in his notes for the 30th, said:

The City, which is in a terrible state of depression * *

^2The Manchester Guardian. July 30, 1914, p. 6.

Morley, p. 5.43
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and paralysis, is for the time being all against 
English intervention. The prospect is very black.

The Prime Minister was too astute a politician 
to underestimate the importance of public opinion. He, 
himself, believed that Britain could not afford to play 
the role of a disinterested spectator while France and 
Germany engaged in an all-out power struggle on the Con
tinent; but he realized that the pacifist attitude of 
the financiers gave added weight to the neutralist bloc 
in the Cabinet. Although he greatly desired to preserve 
the solidarity of his Government, he was determined to 
avoid a firm commitment to neutrality. Asquith made this 
clear on the afternoon of the 30th as he told his wife 
that conditions were serious enough to warrant postponing
the Irish Amending Bill, adding:

. . .  our fellows don't all agree with me about 
the situation but times are too serious for any
personal consideration and whether X-—  or Z--
[sicj do or do not resign matters little to me, 
as long as Crewe and Grey are there; I don't in
tend to be caught napping. 44 45

44Oxford, Memories. II, 10.
45M. Asquith, Autobiography. IV, 17. Asquith had 

been associated with the Marquess of Crewe since the days 
of Campbell-Bannerman's Government. In 1914, Crewe was 
Secretary of State for India. In notes dated April 16, 
1915, the Prime Minister stated that he rated Lord Crewe's 
judgment the highest of any of his colleagues. Oxford, 
Memories. II, 88.
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In spite of the cautious attitude of the Govern

ment, an important decision was taken on July 30. On 
that day, the Foreign Office received the report of a 
meeting between the German Chancellor, Herr von Bethmann- 
Hollweg and the British Ambassador to Berlin, Sir Edward 
Goschen, in which Bethmann-Hollweg said that in return 
for assurances of British neutrality, Germany would guar
antee that it desired no territorial aggrandizement at 
France's expense in Europe, although Germany could not 
make a similar guarantee with regard to French colonies. 
Germany would pledge itself to respect the neutrality of 
the Netherlands; but the most the Chancellor could say 
about Belgium was that if it did not take sides against 
Germany, Belgian integrity would be respected at the end 
of the war. More than this Germany could not guarantee 
because its military operations would be guided by 
actions taken by France.

A minute by Sir Eyre Crowe, Senior Clerk at the 
Foreign Office, expressed the immediate reaction of the

^George P. Gooch and Harold Temperley (eds.), 
British Documents on the Origins of the War: 1898-1914 
(London: H. M. Stationery Office, 1928), XI, 293. 
Hereafter these will be cited as British Documents.
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British officials, Crowe remarked, "The only comment
that need be made on these astounding proposals is that
they really reflect discredit on the statesman who makes
them," "It is needless to say," wrote Herbert Asquith,
"that the British Government would not for a moment en-

„48tertain the idea of neutrality on such terms. If 
France were shorn of her overseas possessions, she might 
well lose her position as a Great Power, and Britain's 
"material interests" precluded her remaining passive 
while this happened. Neither could Britain bind herself 
in advance to refrain from acting on behalf of Belgium. 
This was the gist of the reply which Sir Edward Grey in-

49structed Ambassador Goschen to make to Bethmann-Hollweg, 
Grey felt it was essential that Berlin be in

formed as soon as possible that Britain would not even 
consider making such a bargain. Therefore, he drafted 
the reply, then took it to 10 Downing Street for the * 49

^ Ibid. Sidney B. Fay described Bethmann- 
Hollweg' s move as a ", . . most unfortunate and foolish 
blunder. It made the worst possible impression in 
London." Fay, II, 501.

^®Asquith, p. 306.
49British Documents. XI, 303.
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Prime Minister's approval. They decided to send the 
message immediately because they were certain that when 
the Cabinet met that afternoon it would agree that Ger
many's bid for neutrality must be rejected, and in this

50the two men were correct. There is no evidence that 
this move aroused opposition or criticism.

Still the Cabinet could not bring itself to take 
a positive stand either for or against intervention.
Paul Cambon, French Ambassador to the Court of St. James, 
was pressing Sir Edward Grey to give assurances that 
Britain would support France. On Friday, July 31, Grey 
told Cambon that the Cabinet that day had concluded that 
they could not give any sort of pledge as yet. The com
mercial and financial situation was particularly danger
ous and might well be a decisive factor in determining

51Britain's course. The Prime Minister said that public 
opinion and the question of Belgian neutrality, about 
which the Cabinet had a "very interesting discussion" 
on Friday morning would determine Britain's actions, and 
therefore no assurances could fre given France at the

*^Grey, I, 315-19.
51British Documents, XI, 367.
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moment. In moving for adjournment of the House that
evening, Mr. Asquith stated that Russia had proclaimed
general mobilization and that identical German action
was imminent. In these circumstances, he preferred not

53to answer questions until Monday.
Late on the night of July 31, Sir William Tyrrell, 

Grey's private secretary, arrived at 10 Downing Street 
with a message from Berlin revealing that unless Russian 
general mobilization were immediately halted, Germany 
would be forced to mobilize and begin war. Apparently 
Tyrrell had expected to find his Chief with the Prime 
Minister, but Sir Edward was not there; so Tyrrell, As
quith, and his private secretaries, Sir Maurice Bonham 
Carter and Mr. J. E. Drummond, drafted an appeal for the 
King to send to the Czar asking that he stop Russian mo
bilization so peace negotiations could continue. The 
Prime Minister and Tyrrell arrived at Buckingham Palace 
about 1:30 A. M. and Asquith wrote:

The king was hauled out of his bed, and one of 
my strangest experiences was sitting with him,

Hansard. LXV (1914), 1787-88.

5?Oxford, Memories, II, 10.
53
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clad in a dressing gown, 
and tiie proposed answer.

This frantic effort to salvage the peace of Europe was
futile; by the time the Czar received the appeal of

55George V Germany had declared war on Russia.
Saturday, August 1, was indeed a gloomy day for 

Britain. The Times contained a number of letters urging 
British neutrality, but its leading articles pressed 
strongly for Britain to support actively its friends. 
These articles urged British intervention on three 
points:

1) Britain was honor-bound to support its 
friends, France and Russia.

2) Britain must uphold civilized relations 
among nations and maintain international law.

3) Britain's vital interests demanded that 
France be preserved:

The Power which dominates France will dominate 
Belgium and the Netherlands and threaten, as 
did Louis XIV and Napoleon, the very basis of

■^Oxford, Memories, XI, 10; Albertini, III, 378; 
British Documents. XI, 384.

55Albertini, III, 126.
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56the Empire's existence— British sea-power.

On the other hand, the Liberal press remained staunchly 
in favor of neutrality. The Guardian declared, "Being 
free as regards Europe we are not free as regards our 
own people, but must decide in favor of neutrality.

With a state of war existing between Germany 
and Russia, France ordered mobilization on Saturday and 
Ambassador Cambon desperately reminded Grey that the 
French Fleet had been concentrated in the Mediterranean
since 1912 and that France relied upon the British Fleet

x 58to protect her northern and western coasts. Cambon
must have spoken to Grey after the Cabinet adjourned
on Saturday for the latter told Sir Arthur Nicolson, * 57 58

~̂ The Times (August 1, 1914), pp. 6, 9.
57The Manchester Guardian (August 1, 1914), p. 8.
58Grey stated that this arrangement had been made 

as a result of the Anglo-French Naval Conversations and 
thus, aside from Britain's natural desire not to have a 
hostile German Fleet in the North Sea and the Channel, 
the Conversations had created an obligation. Twenty-Five 
Years. II, 2-3. Churchill maintained that even if 
Britain did not exist, France would have made the same 
disposition of her Fleet because it was safer in the Med
iterranean and there it could guard her African communi
cations. He wrote a letter to this effect to the Prime 
Minister on August 23, 1912. World Crisis. I, 115.
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Permanent Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, 
that he had spoken to the Prime Minister and would en
deavor to have the matter of the defense of the French

59coasts settled the following day.
The Cabinet refused to sanction the mobilization

of the Fleet on August 1 despite the forceful pleas of
60the First Lord of the Admiralty, The Prime Minister

wrote that the main point of discussion and controversy
61on Saturday had been Belgian neutrality. It has al

ready been noted that on July 30 the German Chancellor
had intimated that Germany might feel compelled to cross 

62Belgium. Therefore, on the 31st, Sir Edward Grey ad
dressed a request to the French and German Governments 
asking for assurance that they would respect the neutral
ity of Belgium so long as no other Power violated it. 
Germany's answer to this was very evasive, so that on * 60 * 62 63

^British Documents. XI, 424.

60Churchill, I, 231.

^Oxford, Memories. II, 11.

62See pp. 83-84.
63Grey, I, 319-20; British Documents. XI, 383.
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August 1, the Foreign Secretary succeeded in obtaining
the Cabinet's permission to inform the German Ambassador,
Prince Lichnowsky, that a refusal to respect Belgium's
integrity would seriously influence British public opin-

64ion against a policy of non-intervention. Nevertheless, 
the Belgian Government, itself, persisted until the last 
minute in believing that Germany would not cross Belgian 
frontiers. No one knew exactly what action Belgium would 
take until she actually rejected the German ultimatum on 
August 3.^

Thus, on August 1, a portion of the British Cab
inet still refused to countenance the idea of British 
intervention. The Prime Minister remarked that they had 
"parted in fairly amicable mood," and would meet at 
11:00 A. M. the next day, Sunday, August 2. He, himself, 
was convinced that ". . • if it comes to war . . .  we 
shall have a split in the Cabinet." He was determined 
that if Sir Edward Grey resigned, as he would if ". . . 
an out-and-out and uncompromising policy of non-inter-

^Sforley 
Albertini, III,

65Ibid..

, p. 13; British Documents. XI, 
388-99.

pp. 443 ff.; Fay, II, 541-42.

448;
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vention at all costs is adopted . . .", Asquith would fol
low suit, although such action would mean that, " . . .  the 
’whole thing would break up." The Prime Minister seemed 
to think that perhaps they would get by with only the 
loss of Lord Morley and possibly of Sir John Simon.

On Saturday evening, the news of Germany's de
claration of war on Russia reached England. When Church
ill learned of this, he hastened to 10 Downing Street 
where he found Grey, Haldane, and Crewe with the Prime 
Minister. The First Lord -of the Admiralty informed his 
Chief that in spite of the Cabinet decision against mo
bilization of the Fleet, he intended to order immediate 
mobilization and would assume full personal responsibil
ity to the Cabinet. "The Prime Minister, vho felt him
self bound to the Cabinet said not a single word, but it 
was clear from his look that he was quite content." '

Britain's ostensible position on the evening of 
August 1 was summarized by Raymond Poincare, President 
of the Third French Republic, who lamented: * 67

^Oxford, Memories. II, 11.

67Churchill, I, 231.
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. . . England has not decided to take her part, 
and if she does, it seems as if it would not be 
on land. If it were only a question of Asquith, 
Churchill and Grey, everything would be well, but 
more and more do these Ministers seem to have to 
reckon with the opposition of some of their col
leagues.^®

Yet steps had been taken that would almost certainly pre
cipitate a decision one way or the other. Grey had de
livered a strong warning to Germany about the violation 
of Belgium, and on Sunday he intended to place the ques
tion of the undefended French coasts before the Cabinet. 
Furthermore, the Cabinet would have to decide if it would 
accept Churchill's actions with regard to the Fleet. Fin
ally the Prime Minister was prepared to see the break-up 
of his Government rather than betray his convictions that 
Britain could not remain neutral \diile France and Germany 
were at war.

The Cabinet sat from 11:00 A. M. till 2:00 P. M.
on Sunday. Seemingly it ratified the mobilization of the
Fleet without argument for Churchill merely states that it

69was sanctioned, and no one else mentioned it. However, 69

®®Raymond Poincaref, The Memoirs of Raymond Poin- 
care, trans. Sir George Arthur (New York: Doubleday, 
Doran, and Co., 1928), II, 268.

69Churchill, I, 231. On p. 234, Churchill stated
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the question of the defense of the French coasts brought 
the Government very close to an open rupture. At last, 
the Foreign Secretary was authorized to tell Cambon that, 
subject to Parliamentary support, Great Britain would 
act to prevent the German Fleet from entering the North 
Sea and the Channel to undertake hostile operations 
against French coasts or French shipping. This decision 
led Mr. John Burns, President of the Board of Trade and 
Labor's representative in the Cabinet, to declare that 
this was " . . .  tantamount to a declaration of war. . ." 
against Germany and to resign at once. The Prime Min
ister managed to persuade him to wait until the evening 
session of the Cabinet before making a final decision.^ 

In his account of the Cabinet crisis, Lord Morley, 
the leading pacifist among the Ministers, defended the 
decision to protect the French coasts for two reasons.
He said:

1) We owed it to France, in view of the Entente, 
and also of her value to us in the Mediterranean.

2) We could not acquiesce in Franco-German naval *

that the Cabinet gave formal sanction to the already com
pleted mobilization of the Fleet on Monday, August 3. It 
seems odd that this would have been delayed a vAiole day.

^^Morley, p. 11; Oxford, Memories, II, 12
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conflict in the narrow seas, on our doorstep, 
so to say.71

Morley stated that he felt that ultimately he would re
sign, but he would do so not because of a particular de
cision by the Cabinet, but . .on the general policy 
of armed intervention, as against diplomatic energy and 
armed neutrality."72 Morley actually took this step on 
the evening of that same day, August 2.

There was, the Prime Minister said, a strong 
party in the Cabinet against any intervention. "Grey,
of course, will never consent to this, and I shall not

„73separate myself from him. Churchill said that at the
morning Cabinet session it looked as if a majority of the

74members would resign. The Prime Minister wrote that he
supposed that a considerable number of Liberals in the

75House of Commons were also opposed to intervention. 71 72 73 * 75

71Morley, p. 11.

72Ibid., p. 12.

73lbid.

7^Churchill, I, 232.
75Oxford, Memories. II, 12



98

Around noon on August 2, Bonar Law, the Conserv
ative leader, had notified Mr, Asquith in writing that 
the Opposition would support the Government in any 
measures it took on behalf of France and Russia. Undoubt
edly this helped strengthen the resolve of those Minis
ters who were convinced that Britain could not stand a- 
side, because now if the very worst occurred and the 
Government split, a Coalition could probably be formed.

The Cabinet had discussed Belgium in the morning 
and it took it up again that evening. Without formulat
ing a precise definition it was agreed that

. . .  a substantial violation of Belgian neutral
ity would put Britain in a situation analogous to 
that of 1870 as contemplated by Gladstone when it 
was held that interference with Belgian inde
pendence would force Britain to take action.'®

In other words it was generally recognized by the Govern
ment that if Belgium resisted a German attempt to cross 
its territory, Britain would be obliged to enter the

77war. Only after much discussion was the decision 
reached and John Burns persisted in his resignation; Lord * 77

^Spender and Asquith, II, 82.

77Ibid., 91.
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Morley told the Prime Minister that he, too, felt im
pelled to resign. At Mr. Asquith's request, Morley 
agreed to sleep on the decision. "I left him," said 
Morley, "trying to deal with Burns— in vain."^

At the Cabinet on the morning of Monday, August 3, 
the Earl of Beauchamp, First Commissioner of Works, and 
the Attorney-General, Sir John Simon, added their resig
nations to the two tendered the previous day; but Asquith 
reported to the King that he hoped to induce them to with
draw their resignations \rfiich they did later the same

When the Cabinet met that morning it was con
fronted with the knowledge that Germany had violated the 
neutrality of Luxemberg and that the King of the Belgians 
had appealed to King George for "diplomatic intervention" 
to uphold Belgian neutrality. These developments, to
gether with the agreement reached on Sunday evening re
garding British obligations toward Belgium, led the Cab
inet to authorize the immediate mobilization of the * *

^^Morley, p. 21.
7QOxford, Memories, II, 13.
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Army, In addition, the Ministers agreed on the princi
pal points which Sir Edward Grey was to make in his speech

81to the House of Commons Monday afternoon.
In that speech, the Secretary of State for Foreign 

Affairs sketched the development of the Anglo-French En
tente. He emphasized that His Majesty's Government had 
not entered into any binding engagement until August 2, 
when the Cabinet decided Britain could not allow the Ger
man Fleet to enter the North Sea or the Channel to attack 
the French coasts. He then discussed the history of the 
obligations toward Belgium and told the House that Ger
many had refused to guarantee that she would uphold her 
obligations under the Treaty of 1839. He concluded:

. . .  if we were to say that all those things 
mattered nothing, were as nothing, and to say we 
would stand aside we should, I believe, sacrifice 
our respect and good name and reputation before 
the world, and should not escape the most serious 80 81

80

80The Prime Minister who was then holding the 
seals of the War Office (see pp. iv-V) requested Lord 
Haldane, a former War Secretary, to direct mobilization 
operations because Asquith was overwhelmed with business. 
Viscount Haldane, Before the War (London: Cassell and 
Co., Ltd., 1920, p. 35. On August 5, the Prime Minister 
persuaded Lord Kitchener to take over the War Office.

81Churchill, I, 211, 234.
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and grave consequences.

The speech was met with an ovation that indicated that 
the House thoroughly approved the Foreign Secretary's 
actions so far and would continue to back him.82 83

Bonar Law pledged the support of the Conserva
tive Party and John Redmond, leader of the Irish Nation
alists, stated that the Irishmen, who had been arming 
for a fratricidal struggle, would use their weapons for 
the defense of Erin's shores. Only Ramsay Macdonald and

82

82Hansard, LXV (1914), 1809-27.
83There was no vote on the decision to go to war. 

Speaking of the problem of commitments that might oblige 
Great Britain to enter a war, Donald Bishop, in The Ad
ministration of British Foreign Relations (Syracuse: 
Syracuse University Press, 1961), p. 24, stated that the 
decisive factor in the decision for war seems to be not 
that there is a definite obligation (such as the guar
antee of Belgian neutrality), but whether the prevailing 
conditions appear to threaten British interests. This de
cision is made by the Executive, that is, the Cabinet,

. . . not by the legislature which is informed but 
not genuinely consulted, serving more as a rubber 
stamp for accomplished decisions than as an equal, 
coordinate branch of the government.

This is a decided contrast to the Constitution of the 
United States in which power to declare war is explicitly 
given to Congress. On the other hand, if the British 
Parliament really opposed the Cabinet's decision for war, 
it could by a vote of no confidence cause the fall of the 
Ministry, but it is unlikely that this would be done in a 
moment of national peril.



102
a few isolated members of the Labor party protested that 
British intervention on the Continent was unwarranted be
cause the Foreign Secretary had failed to show clearly 
that there was real danger to Britain in the current sit
uation* They asked if stronger attempts might not be 
made to negotiate with Germany concerning the unprotected 
French coasts and Belgian neutrality. They also contended,
and this was typical of Labor’s pre-war stand, that the

84war would serve to strengthen despotism in Russia. How
ever, these protests of a very small minority were drowned 
in the wave of popular support for the Government's de
cision.

On August 4, the news that German troops had act
ually entered Belgium reached London. Germany was again 
asked to assure Britain by midnight Tuesday that Belgian 
neutrality would be respected. Failing this, Sir Edward 
Goschen was instructed to ask for his passports and to say: 84

84Hansard. LXV (1914), 1828 ff. Ramsay Macdonald 
subsequently resigned as leader of the Parliamentary 
Labor Party because he disagreed with his Party's policy 
of supporting the War.
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. . . that His Majesty's Government feel bound 
to take all steps in their power to uphold the 
neutrality of Belgium and the observance of a 
Treaty to which Germany is as much a party asourselves.

That night several members of the Government sat with the 
Prime Minister in the Cabinet Room at 10 Downing Street. 
Midnight came; Berlin had not sent a satisfactory reply 
to Britain's ultimatum. The British Empire was at war.*^ 
Herbert Asquith wrote, "The whole thing fills me with 
sadness."^

Thursday, August 6, Prime Minister Asquith rose 
in the House of Commons to ask for a vote of credit of one 
million pounds for the prosecution of the war. He began 
by paying tribute to his Foreign Secretary's efforts to 
preserve peace. These efforts having been frustrated, 
Great Britain was forced into war. Why had she taken this 
step? Britain entered the war, he said, " . . .  to fulfill 85 86

85British Documents. XI, 314.

86Grey, II, 18.

^Oxford, Memories« II, 26.
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a solemn international obligation," and:
. . .  secondly, we are fighting to vindicate the 
principle . . .  that small nationalities are not 
to be crushed, in defiance of international good 
faith, by the arbitrary will of a strong and over
mastering power.88

Convinced of the wisdom and justice of its cause, and 
believing that there was a great trust to be fulfilled,
His Majesty's Government was, the Prime Minister as
serted, confident that Parliament and the country would 
give complete support.

After this eloquent presentation of Britain's 
case, the House of Commons unanimously approved the vote 
of credit. The Prime Minister's speech evoked widespread 
approbation. Once again he had proved himself a master of 
Parliamentary oratory and his conduct as spokesman and 
leader of the nation won the wholehearted confidence of

OQthe country. Just two weeks before this, Mr. Asquith 
had been confronted with the awful spectre of civil war, * 7

104
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Hansard. LXV (1914), 2074-83.

Sir Almeric Fitzroy, Memoirs (3rd ed., London: 
Hutchinson and Co., 1925), II, 561-62; The Times (August
7, 1914), p. 7.

89
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and if he declined to consider this contingency serious
ly, he at least realized that before long his Government 
would have to face the country in a general election.
The path to national unity had been relatively brief, 
but torturous.

Like all other sane men, Asquith had deplored the 
very idea that a quarrel in the Balkans would give birth 
to a major war; yet from the time London learned of Aus
tria's ultimatum to Serbia, he perceived that Russia 
would very likely come to Serbia's assistance; and thus
Germany and France would be drawn into the quarrel in sup-

90port of their allies. The Prime Minister, like every
one else, fervently hoped that Sir Edward Grey might lead 
the way toward a diplomatic solution of the eastern Europ
ean imbroglio; but at the same time Asquith was convinced, 
sooner and more clearly than many others, that if war
came, the British Empire could not stand by while Germany

91established its hegemony in Europe. However, the

^®See p. 70.
91Spender and Asquith, II, 100; M. Asquith, 

Autobiography. IV, 33; Countess of Oxford and Asquith, 
Off the Record (London: Frederick Muller, Ltd., 1943), 
p. 4u; Winston S. Churchill, Great Contemporaries 
(New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1937), p. 123.
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possibility of obtaining the consent of the Cabinet, Par
liament, and the nation for British military intervention 
on the Continent was highly problematical.

The Liberal Party, especially, refused to contem
plate any policy except neutrality, A majority of the 
Cabinet believed that Britain had no obligation to take 
up arms against the Central Powers unless Britain came 
under direct attack. A rupture in the Government during 
those last critical days of July 1914 would have serious
ly weakened the nation just vhen it needed all its strength 
to face the challenge from abroad. So Me. Asquith cau
tiously and patiently led the way through the storm.

Throughout the critical period, he worked closely 
with his Foreign Secretary. Contrary to what might be 
expected, the British Documents for the outbreak of the 
War do not contain any minutes by the Prime Minister. 
However, it is quite possible that under the pressure of 
events most of the communications between the Prime Min
ister and Sir Edward Grey were direct, and therefore Mr. 
Asquith did not bother with formal minutes. The import
ance that Grey attached to the Prime Minister's knowledge 
and approval of Foreign Office actions is indicated by an
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incident described by Grey in his memoirs. On July 30,
Grey consulted Asquith on the answer to be given to the

92strong German bid for British neutrality. The two 
men decided to send the reply immediately on the assump
tion that Cabinet homologation would be forthcoming.
Grey related that on his return to the Foreign Office 
his advisors suggested that part of the reply (propos
ing a definite Anglo-German rapprochement if the cur
rent crisis were surmounted) might offend France. Grey 
stated that because the message as a whole had been ap
proved by the Prime Minister he declined to make any

Q3alterations. J
Fully cognizant of the uncertain temper of most 

of his Cabinet colleagues, the Prime Minister was care
ful not to precipitate a premature decision. His let
ters to the King and the testimony of Ministers reveal 
that the steps taken by the Foreign Secretary were dis
cussed in the Cabinet. "There was complete agreement 
in the Cabinet upon every telegram sent by Sir Edward

^See p. 86.

^Grey, I, 319.
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Grey and in his handling of the crisis." Still the at
titude of the Cabinet imposed a real check on the Prime 
Minister's own inclination for:

. . .  there was . . .  an invincible refusal on the 
part of the majority to contemplate British inter
vention by force of arms should the Foreign Secre
tary's efforts fail and a European war begin.^

Aware that Sir Edward Grey would resign if a pol
icy of non-intervention at all costs were adopted, As
quith resolved that ". . . if Grey resigned he would not

„96remain an hour in 10 Downing Street. This was utterly 
characteristic of Prime Minister Asquith. He was in
tensely loyal to his political colleagues and he placed 
a high value on Cabinet and Party harmony. However, at 
this crucial moment in history, Asquith's supreme loyalty 
was to the man with whom he had worked so closely for 
many years. In all their years of association, Asquith 
and Grey had agreed completely on foreign policy. In

94.Churchill, World Crisis. I, 228.

Îbid.
96Countess of Oxford and Asquith, More or Less 

About Myself (New York: E. P. Dutton and Co., Inc., 
1934), p. 7.
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July and August 1914, both believed that their country 
could not isolate itself from a major European conflagra
tion. Herbert Asquith's Office was important to him— it 
was the goal of a lifetime; but honor was more important 
for he was a man of high personal standards. If a major
ity in the Cabinet had insisted on unconditional neutral
ity it would have been a repudiation of Grey and his pol
icy; Grey would have resigned, and Asquith, who had been 
Grey's firm supporter, would have followed his colleague.

A measure of salvation came when the Opposition 
leaders proposed a truce in the political warfare and 
later expressed the view that Britain must support France 
and Russia. Moreover, the Prime Minister was determined 
that Britain would be ready if war came. Thus he encour
aged his intrepid First Lord of the Admiralty in prepar
ing the Fleet for war in advance of Cabinet decisions.

As the turn of events guided most of the Minis
ters, as well as the public, toward the conviction that 
British intervention was imperative, Mr. Asquith labored
to preserve his Government intact. Nevertheless, he had

97to accept the resignation of two members: Lord Morley

97A unique interpretation of Lord Morley's
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and Mr. John Burns. At the last, the Cabinet placed its
trust in the Prime Minister and the Foreign Secretary for
'‘compelled by the force of events," the drafting of the
ultimatum to Germany and the declaration of war were left

98to the Chief Minister and his closest colleague.

resignation was given by Christopher Addison who was Par
liamentary Under-Secretary for the Board of Education in 
1914:

Lord Morley resigned, as we were told, not because 
he disapproved of the action taken by the Govern
ment, but because he felt physically unable to bear 
his share of the heavy responsibility which the 
conduct of the war would entail.

Christopher Addison, Politics From Within: 1911-1918 
(London: Herbert Jenkins Ltd., 1924), I, 38-39. This 
is not borne out by any other accounts of the event.

^Churchill, World Crisis. I, 234; Spender and 
Asquith, II, 93.



CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION

Herbert Henry Asquith started life under no par
ticular aegis except the sturdy self-reliant character
istic of tiie English middle-class. Intelligent and de
termined, he achieved scholastic excellence, then set out
to make a name for himself at the Bar as a springboard to

\ .

a career in politics. His debating experience at Oxford, 
his activities in the Eighty Club, and his journalistic 
experiences, all contributed to developing keen powers of 
expression so that his maiden speech in the House of Com
mons elicited much more approbation than the usual polite 
applause given neophytes.

This was a portent of his almost meteoric rise in 
the political world. In 1892, just six years after he 
first took his seat in Parliament, Mr. Asquith became 
Home Secretary in Gladstone's last Ministry. Asquith's 
ascent to power was a striking contrast to the more grad
ual rise of his two closest associates, Edward Grey and
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Richard Haldane. Grey was only a Parliamentary Under
secretary in the Liberal Government of 1892-95 and Hal
dane did not hold a Government post until he became Sec- 
retary of State for War in the Liberal Cabinet formed 
in 1905. It was largely due to Asquith*s efforts that 
Grey entered Campbell-Bannerman's Ministry in the im
portant position of Secretary of State for Foreign Af
fairs, Asquith, himself, had his choice of offices in 
1905. He became Chancellor of the Exchequer and deputy 
leader of the House of Commons. His succession to 
Campbell-Bannerman in 1908 was undisputed.

Asquith's oratorical prowess and his mastery of
Parliamentary tactics enabled him to maintain his Party
in power despite the fact that it was sorely tested by
such controversial measures as the Lloyd George Budget
of 1909 and the Parliament Bill of 1911. His handling
of the Cabinet was equally skillful for:

. . .  \diat is wanted in the Cabinet is not a 
dominating personality but a good chairman. . . . 
Indeed, a Prime Minister in peace time ought not 
to have a policy. If he has able ministers, he 
ought to rely on them, and policies should come 
from Departmental ministers, assisted as they are 
by all the knowledge and experience that their

b m m s



Departments can offer.'1'
Asquith conformed to this definition almost perfectly.
He did not believe that the Prime Minister should attempt 
to exercise close supervision of governmental departments, 
and by temperament he was not disposed to take the initi
ative in proposing Government programs. Moreover, he had 
a number of very able Ministers who were quite competent 
both in the management of their departments and in the 
formulation of policy.

Mr. Asquith's judicious nature led him to listen 
quietly as his colleagues propounded their legislative 
schemes; then from an abundance of evidence and opinions, 
he would extract the pertinent facts and present a sum
mary which was visually acceptable to all. When trouble 
arose in Government departments, he did not descend from 
his Olympian heights to act until all other expedients 
had failed; but then he moved decisively. For example, 
in 1911 the Prime Minister replaced Reginald McKenna as 
First Lord of the Admiralty because the Admiralty's re
fusal to concert its war plans with those of the War

V
(Cambridge :

Ivor Jennings, The British Constitution 
The University Press, 1941), p. 160.



Office threatened Cabinet harmony and was obstructing 
the effective build-up of the nation*s defenses. Again, 
in March 1914, when the Curragh Incident seemed about to 
erupt into a major scandal, the Prime Minister restored 
confidence in the Government by taking over the duties 
of the Secretary of State for War.

Herbert Asquith's laissez-faire attitude toward 
his Ministers' conduct of domestic affairs applied, as 
well, to the work of the Foreign Office. The personal 
and professional relationship of Asquith and his Secre
tary of State for Foreign Affairs, Sir Edward Grey, was 
extremely amiable, although their personalities were di
ametrically opposed. Asquith concurred with the lines 
along which foreign policy had been formulated during 
the Campbell-Bannerman Administration. Therefore, as 
Prime Minister, Mr. Asquith was content to act as over
seer of the conduct of foreign affairs in order to en
sure that the Foreign Office adhered to the over-all 
trends of foreign policy laid down by the Cabinet. The 
principal criticism of Asquith in this capacity is that 
he probably should have emphasized more vigorously the 
fact that the Anglo-French military and naval consul

114
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tations could not bind Britain in advance to side with 
France in the event of war. However, the failure to 
realize that these created an obligation of sorts, de
spite formal assurances to the contrary, must ultimately! 
be termed a collective failure because eventually the 
entire Cabinet approved the Conversations.

Asquith assiduously fostered the work of national 
defense throughout his premiership. He supported Hal
dane's program of army reforms and encouraged the in
crease of British naval power. Under the Prime Minis
ter's diligent supervision and chairmanship, the Com
mittee of Imperial Defence, by 1914, had prepared a com
prehensive plan of action for the entrance of the British 
Empire into war.

In July 1914 at the same time that war clouds be
gan looming darkly on the European horizon, Mr. Asquith's 
Government was in greater jeopardy than it had been at 
any time since the struggle to reform the House of Lords. 
Increasing hostility to the Ministry's legislative pro
gram merely seemed to produce growing ineptitude on the 
part of the Government. It was as if the turmoil of 
nine years of domestic and international crises were S

S B B S
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finally taking its toll in the enfeeblement of the men 
who had to deal with them.

The news of the Austrian ultimatum fell on a dis
tracted British nation— a nation rent by the factiousness 
of laborers, militant suffragettes, and Irishmen. The 
distraught Cabinet could hardly contemplate the notion 
that Britain might be drawn into war because of a quarrel 
in eastern Europe. Furthermore, certain Ministers were 
convinced that the nation would repudiate a proposal to 
aid France if she went to war merely because of her alli
ance with Russia. The Cabinet encouraged Sir Edward 
Grey's endeavors to find a peaceful solution to the dang
erous situation on the Continent, but the majority con
tended that if these efforts failed, Britain must remain 
neutral.

The Prime Minister, on the other hand, believed
that Austria's heavy-handed attempts to crush Serbia
would almost certainly bring Russia, France, and Germany
into the fray. Then, in his view, there would be:

. . .  an open clash of forces and ideas, in which 
Great Britain, however technically free, was bound 
to make her choice. The question . . . was not 
whether she was bound to France, but whether bound 
or free, she could possibly remain a spectator 
while the Central Powers worked their will upon
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Europe 2

Asquith saw that the maintenance of a balance of power 
on the Continent was as vital to Great Britain in 1914 
as it had been when Louis XIV or Napoleon had attempted
to upset that balance. Throughout his years as First 
Minister, he had supported the development of an effi
cient defensive organization. He did this, not from 
bellicose motives, but because he realized that inci
dents like Fashoda and the Boer War had revealed that 
"splendid isolation" was no longer feasible. He

2J. A. Spender and Cyril Asquith, Life of Herbert 
Henry Asquith. Lord Oxford and Asquith (London: Hutch
inson and Co., 1932), II, 100. Luigi Albertini in The 
Origins of the War of 1914. trans. and ed. by Isabella 
M. Massey (London: Oxford University Press, 1957),
Vol. Ill: The Epilogue of the Crisis of July 1914.
The Declarations of War and of Neutrality, p. 514, 
praised Asquith for having perceived at the outset that 
Britain would have to fight to uphold principles of 
morality and justice, as well as the balance of power. 
Albertini said:

It is Asquith’s supreme merit to have felt and ex
pressed these principles from the outset. Therein 
he shows himself a finer figure than Grey for whom 
the Austro-Serbian conflict was a matter of no in
terest and who would not have lifted a finger to 
save Serbia from being crushed if this could have 
been done without bringing Russia upon the scene.

^Herbert Henry Asquith, The Genesis of the War 
(New York: George H. Doran Co., 1923), pp. 104 ff.
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believed that if all else failed, the British Empire 
must be ready to defend its vital interests in the cruc
ible of war.

’'Asquith," wrote Winston Churchill, "was a man
\dio knew where he stood on every question of life and

4affairs in an altogether unusual degree," and the cri
sis of July-August 1914 was no exception. However, the 
Prime Minister was hampered throughout the crisis by 
those colleagues who thought Britain should observe a 
rigid policy of non-intervention. The attitude of the 
Liberal Press indicated that the greater portion of the 
Party agreed with this view. The Cabinet also knew that 
business leaders were very much opposed to Britain's be
coming involved in the European war. The considerations 
of a life-time devoted to politics dictated that Mr. 
Asquith would not risk the break-up of his Government 
by attempting prematurely to secure a decision for inter
vention. If Great Britain decided to meet the challenge 
of the Central Powers, he desired that it do so under 
Liberal leadership.

Never was his penchant for temporizing used to

\jinston S. Churchill, Great Contemporaries 
(New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1937), p. 113.
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better advantage than in the last days before the War. 
Believing as he did that Britain was not committed to 
give either France or Russia military or naval aid,“* 
he was willing to abide by the Cabinet’s refusal to 
take a definite stand. That Asquith attached great im
portance to Cabinet solidarity is evidenced by the sat
isfaction with xdiich he noted that no member of his 
Cabinet resigned on a question of policy until 1914,^
and by his sincere regret at the loss of two colleagues,

7Morley and Burns, in August 1914. In spite of his wish
\

that a united Liberal Government remain in power, the 
Prime Minister was determined that if the Cabinet fin
ally decided on absolute non-intervention and Sir Edward 
Grey resigned, as he insisted he would do; then Asquith, 
too, would resign. Agreeing with Grey that in the last 
analysis Britain could not stand aside from the conflict, * 6

^Earl of Oxford and Asquith, Memories and Re
flections: 1852-1927) (Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 
1928), II, 12.

6Earl of Oxford and Asquith, Fifty Years of 
British Parliament (Boston: little, Brown, and Co.,
1926), II, 214-15.

Asquith, pp. 323-25.7

m
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Asquith would not sacrifice principle merely for the sake 
of office.

Nevertheless, he continued to hope that the course 
of events would lead his wavering colleagues to see that 
Britain's vital interests were at stake. Being familiar 
with the work of the Committee on Imperial Defence and 
of the War Office, he knew that all was in readiness for 
the initiation of war. He must have felt considerable 
relief as he told his wife on July 29 that with Cabinet 
approval the "Precautionary Period" steps had gone into

Oeffect. Anxious that nothing be left undone, Mr. As
quith sanctioned Winston Churchill's naval preparations 
when the Cabinet probably would have put the brake on 
them.

Asquith had no liking for the idea of coalition
governments which he said, " . . .  have hardly ever

9turned out well in our history." Yet the knowledge that 
the Conservatives believed that Britain must stand by 8 9

8See p. 79.
9John Viscount Morley, Memorandum on Resignation; 

August 1914 (New York: The Macmillan Co., 1928), p. 29.
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France and Russia and would support the Government in 
any measures it took for that purpose must have encour
aged him on August 2 to exert pressure on the Cabinet to
assure France that Britain would not allow Germany to , , „ 10attack the French coasts. Possibly, too, he used the 
Opposition's support to help dissuade Lord Beauchamp 
and Sir John Simon from resigning. The Prime Minister 
might have made the point that by August 3 war appeared 
inevitable and the Liberals should preserve as much co
hesion as possible in order not to give the Conservatives 
a reason for suggesting a coalition.

The events of August 3-6 demonstrate prominently 
the joint leadership and partnership of Asquith and Grey. 
On the morning of August 3 the Cabinet approved the mo
bilization of idle Army and the general outline of Grey's 
statement to Parliament that afternoon. After that, it 
seems, the Prime Minister and the Foreign Secretary were 
given a free hand. Spender noted:

There is curiously no letter to the King recording 
the Cabinet of 4th August, but the recollection of 
the survivors is that the drafting of the ultimatum 
was left to Asquith and Grey, and that the conse-

See pp. 95-96
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quential steps were taken for granted.^

Churchill stated that

No decision had been taken to send an ultimatum to 
Germany or to declare war upon Germany, still less J  
to send an army to France. These supreme decisions 
were never taken at any Cabinet. They were com
pelled by the force of events, and rest on the 
authority of the Prime Minister. 2

Thus, on August 3, Sir Edward Grey presented the 
case for Britain's entrance into war to the House of 
Commons. He and the Prime Minister took the responsi
bility for the ultimatum to Germany and for the declar
ation of war. On August 5 the Prime Minister convened 
a War Council conposed of representatives of the Cabinet, 
the Navy, and the Army. It was this extraordinary body 
which decided to dispatch the British Expeditionary 
Force to the Continent immediately. Then, on August 6, 
Prime Minister Asquith went before the House of Commons 
and eloquently set forth the principles for which the 
British had gone to war. Proudly he declaimed:

I do not believe any nation ever entered into a 
great controversy— and this is one of the greatest

11Spender and Asquith, II, 93.

Kinston S. Churchill, The World Crisis (New 
York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1923), Vol. I: 1911- 
1914. p. 234.
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history will ever know— with a clearer conscience 
and stronger conviction that it is fighting . . . 
in defence of principles the maintenance of which 
is vital to the civilization of the world, and 
with the full conviction, not only of the wisdom 
and justice, but of the obligations which lay upon 
us to challenge this great issue.13

To Asquith the tactics of Austria-Hungary and Germany 
meant that Great Britain could not afford to remain 
isolated from the European quarrel in 1914. The over
whelming acceptance of his speech in Parliament and 
throughout the nation proved that the Prime Minister, 
by his patience and sagacity, had led a united Govern
ment and people into the Great War.

13Great Britain, 5 Parliamentary Debates 
(Commons), LXV (1914), 2080.
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Newspapers
The Daily Telegraph (London) June-August 1914.

This Tory paper was very critical of the 
Liberal Government, especially of Lloyd George 
and the Budget, but appeared reasonably favor
able to the Prime Minister.

The Manchester Guardian June-August 1914.
This Liberal paper had a tradition of oppo

sition to heavy defense spending and opposed the 
war until the very day of British intervention.

The Morning Post (London) June-August 1914.
Openly hostile to Asquith and his Government, 

The Morning Post urged British intervention soon 
after the Austrian ultimatum to Serbia.

The Times (London) March, June-August 1914.
This was the most important paper in the 

Northcliffe chain. A Conservative organ, it was 
critical of the Government, and by late July was 
extremely jingoistic.

The Westminster Gazette (London) June-August 1914.
Although the editor of Hie Westminster Gazette. 

J, A. Spender, was closely associated with members 
of the Government, this paper staunchly advocated 
a policy of neutrality.

Diplomatic Documents
Gooch, G. P. and Temperley, H. (ed.). British Documents 

on the Origins of the War 1898-1914. Vol. Ill: 
The Testing of the Entente 1904-6. Vol. VI:
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Anglo-German Tension: Armaments and Negotiations 
1907-12. Vol. X Part II: The Last Years of Peace. 
Vol. XI: The Outbreak of War.

Public Documents

Great Britain. Parliamentary Debates (5th Series).
(Commons.) Vols. XLI (1912), LII (1913), LXV 
(1914). (Lords.) LXX (1928).

Periodicals

Punch, or the London Charviari. July-August 1914.
\

The Quarterly Review. 1914-1915.

Memoirs

Asquith, Herbert Henry. The Genesis of the War. New 
York: George H. Doran Co., 1923.

This account of the origins of the War pro
vides an insight into the Prime Minister's ideas 
and activities concerning British foreign policy 
and defense preparations.

Chamberlain, Sir Austen. Down the Years. London: 
Cassell & Co., Ltd., 1935.

As a Tory leader and a member of Asquith's 
war-time Coalition, Austen Chamberlain's comments 
on Asquith are very interesting.

Churchill, Winston. The World Crisis. Vol. I: 1911- 
1914. New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1923.

From this account it is evident that



126
Churchill found in his Chief firm support for 
the work of building Britain's naval prepared
ness.

Fitzroy, Sir Aimeric. Memoirs. 2 vols. 3rd ed.
London: Hutchinson & Co., 1925.

Appointed Clerk of the Privy Council in 1898, 
the author was in a position to observe the lead
ing figures in political circles.

Grey of Fallodon, Viscount. Twenty-Five Years: 1892-
1916. 2 vols. New York: Frederick A. Stokes
Co., 1925.

Centered mainly around Grey's work at the 
Foreign Office, this work contains some personal 
autobiographical data. His references to Asquith 
are chiefly incidental ones.

Haldane, Richard Burdon. An Autobiography. New York: 
Doubleday, Doran & Co., 1929.

Because of his close association with both 
Asquith and Grey, Haldane's autobiography is 
very valuable.

. Before the War. London: Cassell &
Co., Ltd., 1920.

Although severely critical of Germany, Hal
dane's account of the eight years preceding the 
War, provides helpful information on the prepar
ation of Britain's military defenses.

Lennox, Lady Algernon Gordon (ed.). The Diary of Lord 
Bertie of Thame 1914-1918. 2 vols. London:
Hodder & Stoughton, 1924.

Lord Bertie was the British Ambassador at 
Paris in 1914; his diary reveals his view of the 
crisis of July-August 1914.

Lichnowsky, Prince Karl. Heading For the Abyss. New 
York: Payson & Clarke Ltd., 1928.

Prince Lichnowsky, the German Ambassador to 
London in 1914, absolved Great Britain of any 
responsibility for the World War.
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Lloyd George, David. War Memoirs. Vol. I: 1914-1915. 

Vol. 11J 1915-1916. Vol. VI: 1918. Boston: 
Little, Brown & Co., 1935.

While these are mainly devoted to Lloyd 
George's work during the War, they also contain 
comments on Prime Minister Asquith.

Morley, John Viscount. Memorandum on Resignation
August 1914. New York: The Macmillan Co., 1928.

Based on Lord Morley's notes and assisted by 
the recollections of Mr. John Burns, this is the 
most complete account available of the British 
Cabinet crisis preceding Britain's entrance into 
the War.

_______________• Recollections. 2 vols. New York:
The Macmillan Co., 1917.

These volumes are helpful because of Morley's 
comments on Asquith, both as a friend and as a 

- political colleague.
Oxford and Asquith, Earl of. Fifty Years of British 

Parliament. 2 vols. Boston: Little, Brown 
& Co., 1926.

In these volumes Asquith recorded his account 
of his career in the House of Commons and also 
reflected on the British system of government.

Oxford and Asquith, Earl of. Letters of the Earl of
Oxford and Asquith to a Friend. Edited by Des
mond MacCarthy. London: Geoffrey Bles, 1933.

These letters to a dear friend who was apart 
from the mainstream of Asquith's life give an 
insight into his personality and character.

_______________. Memories and Reflections 1852-1927.
2 vols. Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1928.

In addition to some autobiographical material, 
these volumes contain Asquith's observations on 
various persons and incidents that figured prom
inently in his public life.

Oxford and Asquith, Margaret, Countess of. Margot As
quith: An Autobiography. 4 vols. New York:
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George H. Doran Co., 1920, 1922.

The first volume is mainly devoted to Lady 
Oxford s youthful escapades, and all four volumes 
contain much gossip about English society. How
ever, Lady Oxford also wrote about her husband and 
his career to a considerable extent.

---------------• More Or Less About Myself. New York:
E. P. Dutton & Co., Inc., 1934.

This work is a complement to Lady Oxford's 
autobiography and provides more detailed accounts 
of some of the things mentioned in the previous work.

* Off the Record. London: Frederick Muller Ltd., 1943.
While this is mainly devoted to events which 

occurred after Lady Oxford's autobiography was 
written, it does contain some helpful remarks 
about her husband.

Poincare’, Raymond. The Memoirs of Raymond Poincare!
Translated by Sir George Arthur. 3 vols. New 
York: Doubleday, Doran & Co., 1928.

In the second volume, the President of the 
French Republic in 1914 recorded his thoughts 
and actions during the crisis preceding the out
break of World War I. He kept in close contact 
with Paul Cambon, French Ambassador in London, 
and thus Poincare was able to record how the de
liberations of the British Cabinet appeared in 
France.

Spender, J. A. Life. Journalism and Politics. 2 vols. 
New York: Frederick A. Stokes Co., n.d.

The author edited The Westminster Gazette 
for twenty-six years, and he was closely con- 
nected with the Liberal Party. This more or 
less autobiographical work contains very little 
information on the crisis immediately preceding 
Britain's entrance into World War I, but there 
is valuable material on Liberal politics and 
politicians in the first two decades of the 
twentieth century.

■ ■
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Books

Addison, Christopher. Politics From Within 1911-1918.
2 vols• London: Herbert Jenkins Ltd., 1924.

Since the author was Parliamentary Under
secretary for Education in 1914, he provided 
some helpful comments on the decision for War 
from the viewpoint of a minor government official.

Albertini, Luigi. The Origins of the War of 1914.
Translated and edited by Isabella M. Massey.
3 vols. London: Oxford University Press, 1957.

The author of this extremely detailed and 
we11-documented study was very critical of 
Britain's hesitancy in the period just prior 
to the outbreak of World War I.

Beaverbrook, Lord. Politicians and the War 1914-1916. 
Garden City: Doubleday, Doran & Co., 1928.

Lord Beaverbrook described the attitudes and 
actions of the leaders of the Conservative Party 
during the crisis of July-August 1914.

Bishop, Donald. The Administration of British Foreign 
Relations. Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 
1951 •

This recent book is a study of the role of the 
Prime Minister, the Foreign Secretary, the Cabi
net, and Parliament in the making of foreign policy.

Cameron, James. 1914. New York: Rinehart & Co., 1959.
Politics, arts, society, and economics are 

all described in this very readable account of 
Great Britain in 1914.

Carter, Byrum E. The Office of Prime Minister. Prince
ton: Princeton University Press, 1956.

This is a scholarly study of the historical 
development and all facets of the office of 
Prime Minister.

Churchill, Winston S* Great Contemporaries. New York:
G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1937.

Herbert Asquith and John Morley are among 
the subjects of this group of essays on leading
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British statesmen of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries.

Dangerfield, George. The Strange Death of Liberal 
England. New York: Capricorn Books, 1961.

The vicissitudes of British domestic politics 
between 1910 and August 1914 are described in 
detail by Dangerfield.

DeMendelssohn, Peter. The Age of Churchill. Vol. I: 
Heritage and Adventure 1874-1911.

The author of this new and comprehensive bi
ography of Winston Churchill presents a fresh 
discussion of topics such as the controversies 
over increased naval spending and Asquith as 
Prime Minister.

Eubank, Keith. Paul Cambon: Master Diplomatist.
Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1960.

This is a very sympathetic view of the man 
who was France's Ambassador to London in 1914.
It offers nothing new on Franco-British re
lations prior to World War I.

Fay, Sidney Bradshaw. The Origins of the World War.
2 vols. 2nd ed. revised. New York: The Mac
millan Co., 1961.

As a standard revisionist study of the origins 
of the War, this work is essential to any study 
dealing with this topic.

Gywnn, Stephen (ed.). The Letters and Friendships of 
Sir Cecil Spring Rice: A Record. 2 vols.
Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1929.

The correspondence of this member of the 
British foreign service contains a few helpful 
comments on Sir Edward Grey.

Hankey, Lord. The Supreme Command: 1914-1918. 2 vols.
London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1961.

Lord Hankey was associated with the work of 
the Committee of Imperial Defence for many years 
and thus could describe Britain's defense pre
parations from first-hand knowledge.

Hendrick, Burton J. The Life and Letters of Walter
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Hines Page. 3 vols. Garden City: Doubleday, 
Page & Co., 1922, 1925.

There are a few brief references to Herbert 
Asquith in this biography of the United States’ 
Ambassador to Great Britain in 1914. This work 
is very favorable to Sir Edward Grey.

Jennings, W. Ivor. The British Constitution. Cambridge 
The University Press, 1941.

_______________. Cabinet Government. 2nd ed. revised.
Cambridge: The University Press, 1951.

These well-documented studies are useful for 
a general understanding of the British govern
mental system.

Keith, Arthur Berriedale. The British Cabinet System.
2nd ed. by N. H. Gibbs. London: Stevens & Sons 
Ltd., 1952.

This is a scholarly study of the development 
and functioning of the Cabinet.

Lichnowsky, Prince Karl. The Guilt of Germany for the 
War of German Aggression. New York: G. P. Put- 
nam's Sons, 1918.

Prince Lichnowsky*s bitter indictment of Ger
many also contains some comments on the character 
and personality of Asquith, as well as of Grey.

Lutz, Hermann. Lord Grey and the World War. Translated 
by E. W. Dickes. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
1928.

The author is severely critical of Grey's 
conduct of British foreign policy, but does not 
devote any attention to the Prime Minister.

Marder, Arthur Jacob. From the Dreadnought to Scapa
Flow: The Royal N a w  in the Fisher Era. Vol. I: 
The Road to War. 1904-1914. London: Oxford 
University Press, 1961.

This is a study of the problems of reforming 
and reorganizing the Royal Navy; it includes com
ments on the attitudes of the various sections of 
the Liberal Government and Party toward the Navy.
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McCallum, Ronald Buchanan. Asquith. London: Duckworth, 

1936.
This is a brief general survey of the life of 

Herbert Asquith with some few comments on his 
relationship with Grey.

McKenna, Stephen. While I Remember. New York: George 
H. Doran Co., 1921.

In this book, a rather disillusioned young 
Liberal reminisced about the world as he knew it 
before the outbreak of the War.

Nicolson, Harold. Portrait of a Diplomatist: Being the 
Life of Sir Arthur Nicolson First Lord Caraock. 
and a Study of the Origins of the Great War. 
Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1930.

This is a useful survey of British foreign 
policy prior to World War I.

Playne, Caroline E. The Pre-War Mind in Britain: An 
Historical Review. London: George Allen &
Unwin Ltd., 1928.

This is an attempt at a psychological study 
of the forces that influenced the British de
cision for war in 1914. It is extremely crit
ical of Grey, but has little to say about Asquith.

Schmitt, Bemadotte E. The Coming of the War, 1914.
2 vols. New York! Charles Scribner * s Sons, 1930.

This general work on the War is less critical 
of Grey and British policy than either Fay or 
Albertini.

Spender, J. A. The Life of the Right Hon. Sir Henry
Campbell-Bannerman. 2 vols. London: Hodder & 
Stoughton Ltd., n.d.

This gives a good inside picture of the Lib
eral Party, especially the problems encountered 
during the period of Opposition, 1895-1905. It 
also contains a discussion of the Anglo-French 
Naval Conversations in 1906.

Spender, J. A. The Public Life. 2 vols. London:
Cassell & Co., Ltd., 1925.



This is a general study of British politics, 
the House of Commons, and outstanding political 
figures by a man who was personally acquainted 
with many public figures of the first decades of 
the twentieth century.

Spender, J. A. and Asquith, Cyril. Life of Herbert
Henry Asquith. Lord Oxford and Asquith. 2 vols. 
London: Hutchinson & Co., 1932.

Although the authors are almost completely 
uncritical of Asquith, this work is valuable 
because it is the only complete treatment of his 
life and work, and it was done by two men who 
knew him well.

Trevelyan, George Macaulay. Grey of Fallodon. Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1937.

This work is more useful because of its pre
sentation of Grey's private life than for its 
apologia for British foreign policy under Grey.
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Unpublished Material
Pearey, Ellen Rose. "The British Cabinet Crisis of

August 1914." Unpublished Master's Thesis. The 
Creigjhton University. Omaha, Nebraska, 1951.

This is helpful since it is a lucid exposition 
of the Government crisis drawn from various 
rather fragmented accounts.
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