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PREFACE

In a world in which an increasing number of his
torians are competing for a diminishing supply of history, 
interest was predictably stimulated by the release of the 
Grey Papers in the 1950s. This release happily coincided 
with a generation of exceptionally talented young historians, 
on both sides of the Atlantic, and an enormous enrichment of 
the literature on the Edwardian Age has resulted.

Among this spate of publications, Grey’s name was 
conspicuously missing until the appearance of Dr. Keith 
Robbins' Sir Edward Grey, in 1971. The book was well worth 
waiting for; it is a thoroughly documented, full-length 
portrait, bearing all the hallmarks of genuine scholarship. 
It is the first biography of Grey since Trevelyan's magnifi
cent study in 1937. Since it seems most unlikely that any 
further material will come to light on Grey, Dr. Robbins' 
book is probably definitive. The paucity of documentary 
records in the Grey family led him to research the unpub
lished manuscripts of fifty-six families. This writer is 
greatly indebted to Dr, Robbins for his quotations from 
Grey's correspondence with Ella Pease, Louise Creighton and 
Kate Littleton; in these letters the normally reticent Grey 
expressed his convictions on moral, social, and political 
questions with surprising frankness.
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Grey once said: "It is easy to tell the truth; the 
difficulty is in getting it believed." This aphorism is 
applicable to Grey's own account in Twenty-Five Years.
Neither Trevelyan, Dr. Robbins, nor the Grey Papers 
contradict Grey on fact. The controversy is over in
tangibles: was Grey under the thumb of the senior officials 
of the Foreign Office? Did he deceive the Cabinet over the 
Anglo-French staff talks? Did he neglect his work to feed 
the ducks at Fallodon? There is one point on which most of 
Grey's admirers and detractors are in agreement: they both 
refer to him, with monotonous repetition, as the "Gentle. 
Grey." This view the writer finds completely unacceptable.

The primary focus of this study is on the character
of Sir Edward Grey as reflected in his diplomacy and the 
impact of his foreign policy on the course of European 
history.

The bulk of the research work was done at the Office 
of Public Records, in London, on the Grey Papers (800 series, 
vols. 35-112). A brief visit to Cambridge gave an oppor
tunity for a cursory but fruitful examination of the.
Hardinge MS.

Research on Grey presents unusual difficulties. His
private papers have entirely disappeared through a series of
misfortunes which insured that records would either be 
destroyed or never written: his week-end cottage in Hampshire 
and his ancestral home at Fallodon, were both destroyed by
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fire; his two wives predeceased him; two of his brothers 
were killed in Africa and he left .no children. A frag
mentary autobiography and a journal kept for three months 
in 1883, though quoted by Trevelyan, have subsequently 
vanished.

In view of these difficulties, since the writer 
could not emulate the scale of Dr. Robbins' research— and 
to rely on secondary material was unthinkable— the Grey 
Papers were accepted as a compromise. In general, the 
decision has proved satisfactory. The Grey Papers provide a 
fairly complete record of the Grey years and show no 
evidence of having been tampered with in any way.

I owe a debt of gratitude to a large number of 
individuals and institutions in the United Kingdom, the 
Republic of West Germany, and The University of Arizona..
In England, the staff of the Imperial War Museum helped me 
to clear up a number of points in connection with mobiliza
tion in 1914; the British Museum and London University 
generously accorded me full library privileges; His Grace, 
the Duke of Buckingham and Dr. P. J. Olney, Curator of Birds 
at the London Zoological Society, searched their records for 
information on Grey's purchase of Red-breasted Geese from 
Siberia in 1913 (limitations on length have prevented me 
from including this charming story). In the professional 
world, I again thank Mr, A, J , P. Taylor for allowing me to 
disturb his work on Lord Beaverbrook; I treasure the memory
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of a happy day spent at Canterbury with Dr. Richard 
Langhorne, perhaps the greatest living authority on naval 
diplomacy in England; at Cambridge, I was received by that 
most erudite and gracious of ladies, Dr. Zara Steiner, the 
outstanding expert on British Foreign Office history.

In Germany, I thank Dr. Herbert Schroder, former 
German Ambassador and life-long friend, for his advice and 
encouragement; I am also grateful to Dr. Weinandy of the 
Auswartiges Amt for his painstaking research of Prince 
Lichnowsky1s official correspondence in connection with 
Mrs. Belloc-Lownde's allegations.

At The University of Arizona, Professors J. Robert 
Vignery and Thomas Parker have given me valuable hints on 
thesis writing; visiting Professor, Sir John Wheeler- 
Bennett, has discussed Anglo-German relations with me at 
length. My greatest debt is to Professor Richard Cosgrove, 
who has cheerfully borne the brunt of the time-consuming 
supervision of this thesis„
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ABSTRACT

The new Foreign Secretary in 1905 was of sufficient 
stature that his inclusion in any liberal cabinet was 
inevitable. The essence of his foreign policy— inherited 
from Lansdowne, but modified and expanded by Grey:— was: 
naval supremacy, American friendship, European peace, and 
preservation of the Entente Cordiale.

Grey was a capable, tough but scrupulously honest 
man, solely motivated by British interests; a humanitarian 
pragmatist, he attempted reforms through a concert of 
nations. There is no convincing evidence that Foreign 
Office officials or any pressure groups influenced his 
policy. •

The Franco-Russian Alliance, the Entente Cordiale 
and Agadir— aggravated by the Mansion House speech— were 
major steps to conflict, but the fatal element was Anglo- 
German naval rivalry,. Britain could risk neither loss of 
naval supremacy nor French defeat, while Germany refused to 
accept second place in Europe.

An inevitability is seen in the events following 
1870. Statesmen recognized the dangers, but were unable to 
control the events that led to a war that nobody wanted. 
Grey's diplomacy was decisive in what proved a pyrrhic 
victory„
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CHAPTER I1

. EARLY YEARS

The babe that came whimpering into the world on
April 25, 1862, to the delight of his father, Major Grey,
was no ordinary infant. Destined to high.office, Edward
Grey was to exert an enormous influence on his times. Born
a commoner, he died a Privy Counsellor, a Knight of the
Garter, and a peer of the realm. He was Minister for
Foreign Affairs during eleven of the most critical years in
Britain's history.

By 1914 Sir Edward Grey, continuing the policy of
Lord Lansdowne, had steered Britain back into a position of
strength she had not enjoyed for several decades. But Grey
failed in his most cherished obj ective-’-the prevention of a
European holocaust. While history has largely absolved him
from responsibility for the war, no single individual bears
more responsibility for England's entry into that war than

2Sir Edward Grey. The fateful decision of August 4, 1914,

1. The bulk of material for the two introductory 
chapters was taken from the sole sources available for Grey's 
early life: George M. Trevelyan, Grey of Fallodon (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1937), Chapters 1-5, and Keith Robbins,
Sir Edward Grey (London: Cassell, 1971) , Chapters 1-6. 
Exceptions are noted in footnotes.

2. See Chapter 4.
1



was not only a death warrant for an entire generation; it 
hastened the demise of the Liberal Party and the dissolution 
of the British Empire.

Sir Edward (then Viscount) Grey died in 1933, half 
blind and broken in health by the inhuman burden of office 
and by a series of personal sorrows that would have earlier 
destroyed a lesser man. But Sir Edward Grey was in no 
sense an ordinary man. Beneath a deceptively mild exterior 
was an extraordinary tenacity, and a fixity of purpose; he 
was equally impervious both to the rattle of sabers and to 
the subtle arguments of his Foreign Office officials. Even 
in the brilliance of the Edwardian setting, he was sui 
generis. It is hoped that the uniqueness that was Grey will
emerge from the following pages.

The Greys of Howick and Fallodon
The first historical mention of the Grey family is 

of a Sir John Grey, a Knight of Berwick who lived around 
1370. Later references to titles in Normandyf suggest that 
the Greys came to Northumberland in the eleventh century. A 
baronetcy was created in 1619 and raised to the peerage four 
years later. Both these titles became extinct. An out
standing member of the Grey family was Sir Charles Grey, He 
fought at Minden and in the American War of Independence. 
Significantly, he added some valuable sugar islands to the 
British Empire. There is a strong genetic continuity in the



Grey family, and this commercial instinct shows up in 
Grey's later diplomacy. The Greys were soldier-statesmen, 
and although scorning personal gain, they were always 
acutely aware of the close connection between war, 
diplomacy and economics.

For his services Sir Charles was rewarded with a 
peerage and he became the first Earl Grey. Remarkable 
though his achievements were by normal standards, he has 
been eclipsed in history by his more famous son, the second 
Earl Grey of Reform Act fame. This towering figure estab
lished himself and his family at the then recently rebuilt 
home at Howick. Sir Charles' younger brother, George, 
lived in the older country home of Fallodon, five miles 
away. Edward Grey was descended from the Greys of Fallodon;
therefore, he was not a direct descendent of the second

2.Earl, as is sometimes stated.
Shortly after Edward Grey's birth, his parents were 

invited to live at Fallodon with the grandfather, Sir George 
Grey, a former cabinet minister and a close friend of 
Gladstone. Major Grey was equerry to the Prince of Wa,les, 
the future Edward VII, and little Edward Grey's godfather.
It was at Fallodon that Grey's six brothers and sisters were 
born. Since Major Grey's attendance on his Royal Master 
kept him from home much of the time, old Sir George Grey

1. Zara Steiner, The Foreign Office and Foreign 
Policy, 1898-^1914 (Cambridge: University Press, 1969), p. 83.



became a most willing de facto father to his grandchildren. 
Major Grey died at Sandringham in 1874, a victim of the 
vagaries of Victorian plumbing, and thus, until his own 
death in 1882, Sir George Grey was, in the opinion of George 
Trevelyan, the greatest single influence upon Edward Grey.
No doubt, Sir George's successful challenge to the powerful 
Percy family in the political arena, appealed to the fighting 
spirit of the adolescent. Sir George's dictum that "martial 
law was the absence of all law" impressed the young man so 
strongly that he wrote it in his memoirs nearly half a 
century later. The seeds of whig liberalism that Sir George 
planted in young Grey's mind were to yield a rich harvest 
in later years.

One may assume that Sir George's death had a 
sobering as well as a saddening effect upon Edward Grey. 
Actually, the young baronet in 1882, then an undergraduate 
at Oxford, merely extended the responsibility he had felt so 
keenly since his father's death. He fulfilled his duties to 
his family as faithfully as he was later to serve his 
country,

Halcyon Days

Temple Grove School (1873^1876)
Grey briefly attended a local school before he 

attended Temple Grove, There is no record that this school 
left the slightest impression upon him. It is of interest



merely in that it showed an early sign of one of his most 
important traits: the need for competition in order that he 
might match himself against others. Grey complained later 
that there were no organized games or scholastic achieve
ment awards to spur him on. Temple Grove left many fond 
memories of his first learning to measure himself against . 
his peers and of forming some opinion of his own strengths 
arid weaknesses. This sense of competition is a clue to much 
of his later motivation.

Grey recalls:
During the last year, I was sometimes head of 

the school. My greatest competitor was Monty 
James (later Provost of Eton) . . .  he had a real 
gift for scholarship, which I have not . . .  I 
would use my brains merely to excel in competition 
without having any real talent.

Much of Grey Vs diplomacy in later years can be seen 
as playing to win and in this he was generally successful.
He was never defeated in a parliamentary election, even 
increasing his majority in years of liberal defeat; he was 
four times tennis champion of England and won a reluctant 
bride who had spurned some of the most eligible young men in 
England, Dorothy Widdrington had stated her intentions of 
becoming a nurse and never, never marrying until the 
handsome young squire and neighbor, Sir Edward Grey, changed 
her mind. Grey was a fighter with a determination to win. 
But one must note the all important proviso "within the



rules." To the will to win he added a tenacity that made 
him a dangerous, though always a generous, foe.

The Wykemist (187 6-1880)
The impact of the public school on upper class 

Englishmen was enormous. However, memoirs must be read with 
caution. Nostalgic sentiment too often obscures facts. It 
was common in the writings of the period for successful 
people to wax eloquent about some paragon of pedagogic 
virtue they met in the classroom and to attribute their

Isuccess in politics, the army or the Stock Exchange to an 
obscure schoolmaster. It was a socially approved stance.
It is difficult to believe, as Trevelyan suggests, that Dr. 
Bidding's inability to imbue Grey with a love for the 
classics affected the later course of British foreign 
policy. But after one has made allowance for modern 
skepticism, the fact remains that Winchester played a key 
role in Grey’s development, as the public school did in the 
development of all the young men from whose ranks the 
majority of Britain's rulers would eventually be chosen.

The importance of the public school on England's 
future great can hardly be overestimated. Socially, an 
upper class Englishman's identification was with his public 
school as it was geographically with his county. Among 
those who attended Oxford or Cambridge, serious students 
were the exception, The aristocracy tended to regard



Oxford and Cambridge more as suitable places for sowing wild 
oats and exercising their muscles than for improving their 
minds.

With minor exceptions, public schools were boarding 
schools; therefore, the pupils only saw their families 
during the holidays. Even then the parents might be abroad 
so the young were left to the care of servants and a
cordially detested tutor. Parents who were on duty in
India might not see their children for several years. Thus,
the public school became the nearest to a home that a boy 
had ever known. He often returned with gratitude, at the 
end of a boring summer, to the school's familiar routine.

Though the worst of the nineteenth century public 
school brutalities had disappeared by Grey's time, the boys 
still lived a harsh and spartan life by modern standards.
Even minor infractions of the rules were followed by 
punishment that was sure, swift, and extremely painful, The
cane was used freely, and flogging was performed by an ex- 
N „C .0„ chosen more for his muscle than for his compassion. 
This attitude is reflected in Grey's subsequent sternness 
toward terrorist activities.

Classroom education was concentrated on classical 
studies. The classics were considered of far less importance 
than the lessons learned on the playing fields, Through 
participation in organized competitive games, played 
according to a rigidly observed code of rules, the young



learned discipline, esprit de corps, and the essential 
coordination of muscle and eye that Grey so often referred 
to when he discussed the merits of hard ball games over 
soft. Mens sana in corpore sano was hammered into every 
small boy along with the Apostle's Creed. The absolute 
faith of the British ruling classes in this system was 
mirrored in the dictum: "The Battle of Waterloo was won on 
the playing fields of Eton."

The public school system has been dealt with at such 
great length because it is of vital importance to the under
standing of Grey's foreign policy. Grey always remained a 
British public school boy. This is not to imply that his 
decisions were based upon schoo1-boy reasoning; he was one 
of the shrewdest diplomats in Europe, but his diplomacy was 
cast in a Wykamist mold. This fact has been noted by 
Frankl:

The values instilled in Grey in his boyhood 
and youth were formidable influences in after 
life. Some men , » . manage to bury the values
of their formative years beneath the acquired 
tastes of maturity. , . . His [Gray's] faith in
the ideals he had been brought up to respect grew 
more unshakeable with age.^

Grey even seriously regretted that all foreign
2diplomats could not attend British public schools!

1. W. H. Frankl, "Britain's War Aims in the First 
World War" (Unpublished dissertation, London University, 
1967), p. 14.

2, Harold Nicolson, Portrait of a Diplomatist (New 
York: Houghton Mifflin, 1930), p. 311, cited by Frankl, 
"Britain's War Aims," p. 22.
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Herbert Fisher wrote a revealing article on Grey 

shortly before the letter's death. In spite of the time 
gap between this article and the memory that inspired it, 
there is sufficient corroborating evidence to accept the 
facts at face value:

He [Grey] seemed a solitary figure. . . . w e
knew there was a famous old grandfather up in 
Northumberland to whom he wrote long letters 
every Sunday. Something made him stand out from 
other prefects . . . a certain self-sufficiency
and aloofness . . . his tastes seemed fully
formed, and his mind constituted in convictions 
rather than opinions. . . . Our House-master
always predicted a great political future for 
him . . . save in politics he was a conservative.

Balliol
New College, Oxford, was the traditional choice for

Wykamists. Why Grey chose Balliol is not known. Dr.
Steiner considers Balliol a fortunate choice in view of
Grey's subsequent career. Further, the College had a long
diplomatic tradition and Grey came under the influence of

2the great Jowett. The writer disagrees with both conclu
sions. There is no denying the diplomatic traditions of 
Balliol or the greatness of the classicist, Jowett, but the 
question is: What influence did either have upon Grey's 
career? Neither Campbell-Bannerman nor Asquith cared 
whether Grey had been to Oxford or not; both men were solely

1, The Wykamist, April, 1933, cited by Trevelyan, 
Grey of Fallodon, p. 18.

2. Steiner, The Foreign Office, p. 18,
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concerned with Grey1s value to the Liberal Party. It is 
even less likely, as Robbins dryly suggests, that the 
future of British liberalism was influenced by Balliol's 
failure to inspire Grey with an enthusiasm for classical 
learning.

Yet, one person Grey met during the Balliol years
may well have exerted an influence upon him. Louise
Creighton, the wife of Mandell Creighton, a famous scholar
and later Bishop of London, tutored Grey during his Oxford
days; and it was through the Creightons that Grey met his
first wife, Dorothy Widdrington. Louise Creighton was an
intimate friend of Dorothy and wrote her biography after

1Dorothy's tragic death in 190 6.
Neither of Grey's two biographers were able to 

resist the temptation to dramatize the contrast between 
Grey's ignominious academic career at Oxford and his. 
vindication forty years later, when he was elected 
Chancellor of the University.

The facts are that the minute book of Balliol for 
January 19, 1884, signed by Jowett, contains the following 
entry: "Sir Edward Grey, having been repeatedly admonished 
for idleness, and having shown himself entirely ignorant of 
the work set him in vacation as a condition of residence, 
was sent down, but allowed to come up to pass his

1. Biography was printed privately by Grey.
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examination in June." The two incidents are, of course, 
completely unconnected and of little importance. In 1884, 
a routine disciplinary action was taken against a 
recalcitrant student and in 1928, homage was paid to a great 
statesman. To read more into either event is to apply the 
values of the twentieth century to the 1880s.

Some critics have insisted that Grey's success was 
due to his great name, Robbins contrasts him unfavorably 
with the struggling Asquith and, at the same time, with Lord 
Curzon who also had a great name but, in Robbins' opinion, 
made better use of it. Asquith was a brilliant young man 
with political ambitions and no money. The high financial 
rewards of a successful barrister allowed him to enter upon 
an unpaid parliamentary career, which was the sole forum for 
political advance. An outstanding degree was the necessary 
first step. Grey, though not a rich man, was under no such 
compulsion. So far as Curzon is concerned, none would 
dispute his importance, but who could reasonably insist 
that his impact on history was in any way comparable to 
Grey's? Grey's humanity and solicitude for his subordinates 
is in marked contrast to Curzon1s vindictive arrogance, 
typified by his inhuman treatment of Eyre Crowe (see 
Chapter 3).

Nobody can deny that Grey was born with a great 
name. But, to what extent did it further his political 
career? The British aristocracy has never been



closed to talented newcomers. In 1905, about a third of 
the cabinet had little or nothing to recommend them beyond 
their own ability. The five hundred families supposed to 
rule England supplied some two thousand young men a year, 
all blessed with great names, but only a tiny fraction ever 
achieved the slightest prominence. Grey's family connec
tions were responsible for his obtaining his first job— an 
unpaid secretaryship; yet, every subsequent advancement 
resulted from his proving his own worth. Without marked 
ability, the scion of the oldest and wealthiest family in 
the country could never get beyond a government clerkship. 
To such people, the first rung on the political ladder was 
open; the second required demonstrated ability.

Along with the advantage of a great name, Grey has 
been accused by some of owing his position to inherited 
wealth. Lloyd George considers that everything was handed 
to Grey on a silver platter, as a matter of course. Far 
from being a rich man, for the first twenty years of his 
career, Grey was very short of money. When Sir George Grey 
died in 1882, Grey inherited, besides the baronetcy, 
Fallodon and some two thousand acres of mediocre agricul
tural land, Ee also inherited the complete financial 
responsibility for his mother and six brothers and sisters. 
After he married in 1885, he was compelled to rent Fallodon 
during the summer. However, he did have enough money to 
permit him to take unpaid employment. It is not surprising



13
that Grey was one of the first advocates of salaries for 
members of the House of Commons,

The importance of family and wealth seem to have 
impressed future historians more than the uninhibited young 
men who enjoyed those advantages. The high spirits of these 
healthy young men was a feature of Oxford life in the 1380s. 
Their activities were rough compared with modern standards: 
Grey once led a group to the quarters of the Marquis of 
Bath, with the intention of "debagging him" (depriving him 
of his trousers). History does not record the reason for 
the assault, but no doubt his Lordship had transgressed and 
was required to pay the penalty. Anticipating the attack, 
he had prudently barred the heavy oaken door against the 
approaching attackers, but the precaution availed him 
little. Anticipating the move, Grey and his cohorts had 
cunningly provided themselves with red-hot pokers which they 
used to bore holes through the door. No doubt, the story 
was repeated with many a chuckle in the West End clubs of 
London, a few days later. Later, Grey's normalcy was an 
important political asset.

Normalcy was treasured by Edwardians: it was 
acceptable to be a "jig" (clever), but a "swot" (one who 
studied diligently) was frowned upon. Failure to study was 
on a par with stealing apples from an orchard. The word 
"idleness" is used in connection with Grey by both his 
biographers, by Jowett and by Grey himself. But the word
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is a misnomer if understood in today's connotations. In 
Grey's tirtie it only meant failure to study adequately. In 
fact. Grey was a very active young man at Oxford. He 
exercised both his mind and his body, but at his own pace 
and according to his own psychic needs.

The atmosphere of Oxford was ideally suited for the 
development of Grey's full potential. His deep concern for 
nature approached pantheism in its all embracing uni
versality. It was completely devoid of the fatuous 
sentimentality that has so often been attributed to him.
This deep understanding extended to all men and all 
nations; it is. reflected in the fairness of his diplomacy 
and his hopes for a League of Nations. In many ways,
Grey was closer to the young people of today than he was to 
his own generation. He was deeply concerned over what is 
today called the "environment": the problems of over
population, cities' encroachment on rural areas, and 
pollution. He even objected to parties in the country 
during the winter because they disturbed the tranquility of 
the land during the natural period of rest.

Grey spent his childhood among the austere beauties 
of Northumberland, He was used to the mists on the 
Cheviots and the angry moods of the North Sea, His 
adolescence in Hampshire allowed him to appreciate the 
softer moods of nature. What an impression the breath
taking beauties of Oxfordshire in the 1880s must have made



on this highly sensitive young manI Grey developed at 
Winchester, but he matured at Oxford. When Grey left 
Oxford, he was fully developed, physically, mentally, and 
emotionally, in accordance with his own nature. Such was 
the essential impact of Oxford upon Grey.



CHAPTER 2

THE LONG APPRENTICESHIP

Grey returned to Oxford for his final examinations 
in the summer of 1884. He obtained a third class pass— an 
equivocal performance for the future friend and political 
intimate of Asquith and Haldane! To Grey, it was a matter 
of indifference; he did not even trouble to complete the 
formalities for granting the degree.

Though his friends tried to console him, the brief 
exile at Fallodon spelled sheer joy to the young naturalist. 
He purchased his first wild ducks and started on that 
serious study of aviculture that was to delight his admirers 
and infuriate his.enemies. Several charming volumes on 
angling and wild life remain as permanent monuments to his
devoted years of field work.

At this period of Grey's life, one would have been 
justified in thinking that he would spend his. life in 
Northumberland, enjoying the rural tranquility available to 
a man in his position. In fact. Grey even thought so him
self, but the call to sterner duty and the urge for 
achievement was in his blood. Almost immediately after 
returning to Fallodon, he wrote to Lord Northbrook, a
kinsman and a cabinet minister, to ask his assistance in
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finding "suitable, unpaid employment." Sir Evelyn Baring—  

the future Lord Cromer— happened to be in London for a 
conference on Egypt and accepted Grey as his secretary.
This was the beginning of a life-time friendship between 
the two men. Years later when Cromer, his health broken 
and much of his private fortune spent in the service of his 
country, could no longer bear the burden of office, it was 
Grey who succeeded in obtaining for him an ambassador's 
pension and a monetary grant from parliament.

Both biographers dismiss the "unpaid employment" as 
a mere sop to Grey’s social conscience, a view that the 
writer finds untenable. Grey had far too high an opinion 
of his own potential to consider a private secretaryship an 
adequate measure of his own worth or a satisfactory dis-*- 
charge of his debt to society. Grey’s request to Lord 
Northbrook meant that he was interested in a political 
career. What other significance could it have had? Both 
Baring and, later, Childers at the Treasury where Grey also 
worked had plenty of routine clerical staff without Grey’s 
amateurish efforts„ Grey mentions making five speeches 
while at the Treasury; hardly a normal clerical duty!
Young men, like Grey, were given such opportunities to prove 
their worth. The glowing accounts of Grey’s performance 
indicates that he passed the test with flying colors.

Had there been no general election in 1885, he would 
have probably been given a chance at a bye-election; he was
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far too good a political bet for any party to ignore> a 
view his family seems to have shared, A cousin, Miss Ryder, 
wrote enthusiastically to Lord Northbrook: "I hope he will 
walk in the ways of his grandfather. . . . Like all the
Greys, he must be a liberal." Dorothy echoed her young 
husband's own views in a letter to her friend, Ella Pease: 
"Edward quite wants to go into the House."

Even in 1885, Grey already showed that marked 
ambivalence toward political life that would later provide 
so much ammunition for his opponents. Throughout his entire 
career, he was to repeat, with monotonous regularity, his 
dislike of the soul destroying drudgery under London's 
murky skies. He also thought that politics adversely 
affected the moral fiber of a politician. His Journal of 
June, 1885, reads: "He [Gladstone] strongly advocated 
political life Ifor Grey] . . .  yet, how much nobler a 
being, how much more exalted . . . Mr. Gladstone would have
been [without] the influence of politics."^

In face of all the evidence, it would be puerile to 
question Grey's sincerity. Even his wish that they might 
be defeated at the polls (Dorothy called it their "cowardly 
hope") rings true. On the other hand, to suppose that Grey 
neither sought nor enjoyed office is equally absurd. He 
admitted in 1925: "It [public office] means sacrifice. , . .

1, Cited by Trevelyan, Grey of Fallodon, p. 35.
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A man may know this, and yet not be without a feeling of 
elation when he enters the room of the Secretary of State 
for the first time as the head of a great office."

Grey was torn between two intense and completely
irreconcilable desires: the urge to rural tranquility and
the drive to power. His strong sense of social obligation
re-enforced his drive to office. His wife concurred in the
matter of public duty, especially toward their constituents.
In 1905, during the uncertainties of Relugus, she may well
have tipped the scales in favor of Grey's entering the

1Campbell-Bannerman Government.
Grey always returned from his country visits 

refreshed. The thought of Fallodon seems to have brightened 
even his darkest days. Nevertheless, though there is no 
evidence that internal conflicts affected Grey's judgment or 
his ability to deal with the inhuman burden that was placed 
upon him, overwork and family misfortunes may have been the 
cause of his premature aging and death at the relatively 
early age of 71,

Dorothy Widdrington
In a more general study, Grey's bride would deserve 

detailed mention on her own merits. The justification for 
the space accorded to her in this paper is the possible 
effect of her tragic death, just prior to the opening of

1, See Chapter 3,
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the Algeciras Conference, on Grey's judgment and the 
baffling question of their marital relations„

The Widdringtons, like the Greys, were of ancient, 
tough Northumbrian stock, A ballad of the border-land tells 
of a common ancestor who, "When his legs were cutted off, 
did fight upon the stumps." But the young couple shared 
more than a common ancestry: there was an almost uncanny 
similarity in their tastes. Dorothy's devotion to nature 
was as whole-hearted as Grey's, and she surpassed him in 
aversion to social functions. Both Grey's biographers 
relate incidents that indicate his strong liking for 
children. This trait Dorothy did not share with her 
husband, but there was no difference in the deep sense of 
obligation they both felt toward their neighbors and to 
society at large. There is plenty of evidence to indicate 
that Grey's natural bent in this direction was reinforced 
by his wife, She was, undoubtedly, an important influence 
on Grey for the twenty years of their married life.

During her adolescence, Dorothy had difficulties 
with her mother’— certainly, not an unusual occurrence! Her 
dislike for children and social functions seems genuine 
enough. Her mother wanted her to make a "good marriage,"
How much of her antisocial attitude was innate, and how much 
was due to too much urging on her mother's part, we can 
never know. The desire to become a nurse rather than a wife 
is common enough in romantic young girls.
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The matter would never have been mentioned, had not 

Mrs. Belloc-Lowndes— a sister of the well-known historian—  

written A Passing World, in 1948. In this book the author, 
who claimed great intimacy with the Greys, states that after 
the honeymoon, Dorothy told Edward that she could not stand 
the physical side of marriage and they agreed to live 
together as brother and sister. Some years later, Dorothy 
is supposed to have proposed that they resume normal 
relations but Grey, pointing out how well they had managed, 
preferred to continue as before. Mrs. Belloc-Lowndes also 
states that Prince Lichnowsky was aware of the facts and had 
told her he had incorporated them in an official report to 
Berlin. -

This story, so far as the writer is aware, has not 
been mentioned by anybody except Keith.Robbins, who repeats 
it briefly without comment. No reviews of the book have been 
found and careful research on the writer's behalf,.in the 
German Foreign Office archives, at Bonn, have failed to 
bring to light any mention of the incident by Prince 
Lichnowsky or anybody else,

In view of Mrs„ Lowndes’ reputation for society 
gossip and the amount of scandal in her other volumes, plus 
the failure of any of the many important people with whom 
she claimed intimacy, to mention her in their memoirs, leads

1, German Ambassador to Great Britain, 1912-14„
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one to conclude that she was, at the best, repeating idle 
gossip. That a man of Prince Lichnowsky’s character would 
repeat such a story, much less put it in an official 
report, is unthinkable. There is, of course, the possi
bility that the story has some foundation, but in default 
of any better evidence than Mrs, Lowndes has presented, the 
writer must reject it.

The view that Grey's judgment was warped by grief 
and that he could not function properly during the Algeciras 
Conference must also be rejected, for the reason that there 
is not an iota of evidence to support it. Grey said that 
the best antidote to grief was work; he had the foreign 
office dispatches sent to him a few days after the funeral 
and returned to London a week later. His sorrow was 
intense, but normal.

The Political Neophyte
In July, 1884, the House of Lords rejected a bill 

to enfranchise the counties as the towns had been in 1867. 
Grey was invited to chair a meeting of protest in Alnwick, 
near Fallodon, He felt strongly that the rural population 
deserved the same treatment that had been accorded the 
townspeople years earlier. He accepted the invitation, and 
his speech made so good an impression that he became a 
possible choice for liberal candidate at the coming elec
tions .
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It was during the summer of 1884 that Grey's plans 

for the future took shape. He wrote in his journal, January, 
1885: "I looked forward to idleness [at Fallodon] . . . now
I have made five political speeches. . . . Before, I never
opened my mouth in public . . .  new ideas are forming 
daily."

R. P. Churchill makes the astounding statement that 
Grey was "given a safe seat." Nothing could be farther from 
the truth. North Northumberland had been solidly conserva
tive since 1852. Grey was finally chosen by the local 
Liberal Committee over four other candidates to face the 
formidable Percy family„

The outcome of the election was uncertain— -in the 
mind of the candidate at least. His journal shows him very 
despondent, but in the event, he won by a sizeable majority. 
Strangely enough, much of his opposition came from his own 
family, who considered him far too radical. His cousin 
Albert, a life-long friend, wrote that he had ruined his 
chances by unsound views on land tenure. His aunt hoped 
that marriage with the more conservative Widdringtons would 
check Grey's radicalism. (In fact, Dorothy adopted Edward's 
views.) After the election, Grey and Lord Percy went 
fishing together. Much of the confidence that Grey 
inspired in the House of Commons can be explained by his 
acceptance in conservative as well as liberal circles. One
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disgruntled conservative, grumbled that "Grey was the only 
gentleman in the Liberal Party."

How radical was Grey? A note in his journal for ' 
1885, is highly illuminating: "Moral progress . . . better
distribution of wealth . . . these are [objectives] which
ought to arouse men in my position to labour."

In domestic politics, whether in Ireland or England, 
it was land that most interested Grey. Medieval statutes, 
designed to keep great estates intact, had made land 
transfer extremely difficult, if not impossible. Grey 
believed that land should be available to anybody willing 
and able to pay a reasonable price for it. Yet, he never 
advocated forced sale of land, except where needed for 
public purposes.

Further, Grey never followed party lines blindly.
He often disagreed with Gladstone and, even more frequently, 
with Campbell-Bannerman. He espoused Home Rule because he 
was against coercion as a policy. As he expressed it: "Of 
course the Irish agitators are violent . . . [but] one
cannot deplore the violence, without deploring its neces
sity," Even in his early twenties, Grey had strong con
victions and the courage to express them.

Parliamentary Undersecretary 
The years 1892-1895 were decisive in formulating 

Grey's political stance in 1905. It was in 1893 that he



25
worried about the rough side, as he saw it, of German 
diplomacy and its possible future implications for Britain. 
He felt that an understanding with France would offer fewer 
dangers.

By 189 5, Grey was recognized as one of the most 
important men in the Liberal Party and a future cabinet 
minister. The rather frequent picture of Grey, in 1905, 
depicting him as inexperienced, lacking in self-confidence, 
and depending for his decisions upon the benign advice of 
his subordinates in the Foreign Office, seems to have been 
drawn by writers who not only ignore his twenty years in 
parliament and his effectiveness in junior office but also 
ignore his political status in 1895.

The specific reason for Grey's appointment as 
Parliamentary Under-Secretary to the Foreign Office in 1892 
is not known, It is likely that Rosebery suggested it to 
Gladstone. Grey himself was a little surprised and 
"regretted that he brought so little knowledge to the 
office." Significantly, the fact that he was included in 
the Government did not surprise him. He had, anticipating 
his later actions at Relugas in 1905, vociferously advocated 
cabinet rank for several of his friends, Grey's alleged 
"shyness," "gentleness," and "lack of confidence" are 
easier to find in the minds of his detractors than in the 
historical record.
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Gladstone knew perfectly well that Grey often dis

agreed with him, but both he and Campbell-Bannerman were too 
astute politicians to allow minor differences to deprive 
them of so valuable a man. At only thirty, Grey was already 
a junior minister. As his aunt. Lady Grey, pointed out: 
"Younger even than his dear grandfather, when he entered the 
government." Robbins includes some striking quotations that 
are indicative of Grey's increasing stature during these 
years: "Hamilton [thought likely] . . . promotion
eventually to Foreign Secretary . . . some talk about his
being appointed Viceroy of India." Rosebery's reasons for 
refusing to entertain this suggestion are illuminating: "It 
would be a thousand pities if his [Grey's] parliamentary 
career were interfered with . . , he would come back with a
peerage and be shelved„ He is one of the few men making

ifor a leader in the House of Commons" (italics are mine).
Most of Grey's predecessors had been in the House of 

Lords and were freed from the burden of answering questions 
in the House of Commons, Not only did Grey have this onerous 
task in addition to the huge work load the minister normally 
carried, but the years 1905-1914 were among the most 
turbulent in the history of the House„ Grey's tact and 
the prestige he enjoyed served the Liberals well during the 
troubled decade ahead, His three years as Parliamentary 
undersecretary provided invaluable experience for the 
future. He has left an interesting account of his duties as
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a junior minister in the Foreign Office:

His [Undersecretary] business is not to be an 
expert, but to be trained . . . public affairs.
The theory is not government by experts, but by 
men of proved capacity presiding over experts who 
are civil servants . . .  little share in policy 
• . . has access to minister . . . made statements
in the House in accordance with cabinet policy 
. . . had to interpret policy so as not to offend
either party, without being present at cabinet 
meetings, and the opposition on the alert for 
openings.

Grey's parliamentary skill was demonstrated in his 
first brush with the House over the Uganda question.
Although Gladstone had declared himself satisfied with 
Salisbury's foreign policy, the Uganda question still cut 
across departmental lines. Further, there were emotion- 
packed issues, such as the slave trade and subsidies to 
private companies. Grey, in his zeal to support Rosebery, 
gave the impression that he had attacked Gladstone. The 
uproar that followed would, in the case of a less con
ciliatory man, have resulted in his resignation. But Grey 
gave a charming and profuse apology and the incident was 
forgotten.

However, in this controversy, Gladstone laid down a 
principle for Grey1s future guidance when he wrote to 
Rosebery and pointed out that agreement between Prime 
Minister and the Foreign Secretary is customary, for it is 
these two ministers who make foreign policy. (This could be 
cited in defense of Grey's failure to inform the entire
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cabinet of the authorization of "unofficial staff talks" 
with the French in 1906. See Chapter 4.)

The Grey Declaration .
For over a decade Anglo-French relations in Siam 

had been strained almost to the breaking point. The
basic issues were generally strategic rather than a
territorial advantage. With tensions running high and 
naval commanders nervous, there was always the danger that 
war might arise through some trivial accident. Such an 
incident nearly precipitated war in 1893. The French were 
in the middle of a boundary dispute with the King of Siam.
Great Britain was not directly involved, but watched the
situation nervously as her commercial interests in that 
country were important. She ordered a gunboat to Bangkok 
to "safe-guard British interests" and, incidentally, to warn 
France that infringement of British rights in that area 
would not be tolerated. The French, claiming a pacific 
blockade,ordered a British gunboat to leave Siamese waters, 
The captain telegraphed London for instructions. A few 
hours after thd arrival of this message at the Foreign 
Office, another telegram arrived stating that a French 
warship had trained her guns on a British cruiser at anchor 
in the mouth of the Menam River below Bangkok. According to 
naval etiquette, this was a gross insult that would have 
justified the British vessel opening fire, The Kaiser, who
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was visiting England at this time, seems to have sympathized 
with the British and agreed that war was inevitable. . The 
French naval officers who were concerned appeared to have 
acted beyond their instructions and official apologies were 
sent even before the British sent protests. That war with a 
major power might come over so trivial a matter explains 
Grey’s enthusiastic reception of the Entente in 1904.

Fashoda
Another highly sensitive area was the Sudan, 

especially in the upper reaches of the Nile, where England 
could not tolerate the presence of any potentially hostile 
power. A rumor reached London that the French were sending 
an expedition from West Africa to the Nile Valley. Prior to 
a foreign affairs debate in the House, Grey anticipated 
questions on France and Africa. He asked Lord Kimberley, 
the Foreign Secretary, what attitude he should adopt. 
Kimberley replied rather vaguely; "Do the best you can, but 
you should use pretty strong language." Then he turned to 
matters not connected with foreign policy. As Grey had 
predicted, the question was asked and Grey’s reply, quoted 
in its essentials below, has come down in history as the 
"Grey Declaration":

The advance of a French expedition under 
secret instructions right from the other side 
of Africa into a territory over which our claims 
have been known for a long time, would not be 
merely an inconsistent and unexpected act, but 
it must be perfectly well known to the French
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Government that it would be an unfriendly act 
and would be so regarded by England.

Predictably, there was an uproar in the press. Grey 
was accused of coming to the meeting with a prepared state
ment rather than answering a question.

The Grey Declaration bristles with problems. Did
Grey follow Kimberley's vague instructions to the best of
his ability or was he deliberately exceeding them? Was 
Kimberley intentionally vague so that any future blame would 
fall on Grey? Courcel, the French Ambassador, thought that 
Grey was acting under a strong hint from Rosebery, now 
prime minister. Grey had a very strong personal attachment 
to Rosebery, and it is known that Grey and Rosebery had a 
long conversation the day before the Declaration. There is 
also evidence that Rosebery wanted to impose his own foreign 
policy upon the more pliant Kimberley,

Out of the complications and ramifications of the 
Grey Declaration, two facts emerge: the Declaration was a 
statesmanlike expression of policy on the part of Britain; 
France was unequivocally warned before she had committed 
herself, thus allowing her to retreat with no diplomatic 
humiliation?-^always a major consideration in the diplomacy 
of the pre-1914 era. The other indisputable fact is that 
the person who gained immeasurably in stature and political 
fame was Sir Edward Grey, Four years later, when Marchand 
reached Fashoda, the Grey Declaration was on everybody's
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lips; it was even quoted in the instructions sent to 
General Kitchener in the Sudan.

In 1895, when the Liberals were defeated, Grey was 
offered a privy councillorship. He refused upon the grounds 
that he did not wish to become too committed to future 
office. Grey always felt more at ease if the door to his 
governmental cage was ajar, though he never availed himself 
of the privilege of walking out.

His Majesty’s Loyal Opposition
The years that Grey spent out of office convinced 

him of the futility of opposition. He saw no purpose, as 
he expressed it: "In standing on one's head and hurraying 
with one's heels." When Rosebery announced he would resign 
and observe events from the side lines, Grey commented 
sharply: "The spectators may see the play but they do not 
effect the outcome."

Yet Grey erred in his assessment of the futility of 
opposition. The decade 1895-1905 saw the change from 
Victorian complacency to the uncertainties of the Edwardian 
Age, But it was not the uncertainty, but the acceleration 
that threw men off balance. The ten years in opposition
allowed Grey to adjust himself to the dizzy pace of the new

. _ *

era.
A. major factor influencing change was the Boer War. 

The Liberal Party, with the exception of the Imperialist



wing, to which the Triumvirate of Asquith, Grey and Haldane 
belonged, opposed the war. When the war was finally won,
Grey advocated a generous peace and dominion status at the 
earliest practicable date. He anticipated Churchill's 
dictum of forty years later: "In victory magnanimity," a 
policy that was, unfortunately, not adopted in 1918. (At 
Versailles, Grey was merely an observer. His sole sugges
tion that Heligoland be made a sanctuary for wild birds, was 
ignored.)

In spite of Grey's opposition to war, his warrior 
strain could not be entirely eliminated. Writing to Kate 
Lyttelton whose husband was fighting in the Sudan, he 
strikes a note of mild regret: "All the horrid little 
worries . . . which creep upon the spirit and drain its
energy . . , cannot stand the throbbing of a pulse that is
stirred," His brother George, later to be killed by a lion, 
had just raised a company of volunteers called Grey's Scouts, 
in Southern Rhodesia. All the Greys were men of action.

In September, 1905, when the fall of the Balfour 
Government seemed inevitable, the Triumvirate met at Grey's 
fishing cottage at Relugas to discuss the part they proposed 
to play in the event that Campbell-Bannerman was asked to 
form a government. It was decided that they would all 
refuse office unless Campbell-Bannerman agreed to go to the 
House of Lords, thus allowing Asquith to lead the Commons. 
Their proposals, thus far, were not unreasonable.
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Campbell-Bannerman's performance in the Commons had been 
far from inspiring, and his physician had warned him not to 
attempt the burden of leading the House. The future showed 
the Triumvirate wrong on the first question and right on the 
second; Campbell-Bannerman proved an excellent leader in the 
House of Commons and he was dead in less than two years.

The Triumvirate further proposed that Asquith should 
be Chancellor of the Exchequer, Haldane should take the 
Woolsack, and Grey should take the Foreign Office. Campbell- 
Bannerman definitely refused Haldane the Woolsack but 
offered Asquith the Exchequer and, after some delay, agreed 
to give Grey the Foreign Office, Grey held out for some 
days, but after Haldane agreed to take the War Office— which 
the prime minister thought he would refuse— Grey agreed to 
come into the new cabinet.

Much of Grey's character is reflected in the 
Belugas affair. Though the original suggestion came from 
Asquith and Haldane, it was Grey who kept the faith longest. 
His first refusal to accept the Foreign Office is an example 
of his loyalty to friends and his high regard for the 
sanctity of agreements.

Grey kissed hands at Buckingham Palace on December 
12, 1905, By a curious coincidence he was to relinquish 
his seals of office on the same day and date, eleven years 
later, years which were to prove among the most momentous in
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man's history and few were to play so important a part, as 
Sir Edward Grey.



CHAPTER 3

THE SECRETARY FOR FOREIGN AFFAIRS: THE AGE,
THE MAN, AND THE OFFICE

The new Secretary for Foreign Affairs was by no 
means a free agent. He inherited a foreign policy together 
with the Foreign Office bureaucracy and the turbulence of • 
the Edwardian Age. He was responsible to the Crown, the 
cabinet, the House of Commons, and his constituents, He was 
dependent for support upon the majority of a sharply divided 
cabinet. Where persuasion failed on a vital issue, he was 
faced with the political hara-kiri of resignation.

England was, under certain conditions, bound to 
render armed assistance to Turkey, Japan, and Portugal. She 
had further guaranteed the neutrality of Switzerland, 
Luxembourg, Belgium, and the integrity of Norway. But 
Grey detested secret treaties and steadfastly refused to 
enter into any more such agreements. He especially disliked 
the secret treaty of 1898 with Germany over the eventual 
disposal of the supposedly crumbling Portuguese Colonial 
Empire, but he was bound by its provisions. The permanent 
civil servants were a further problem. Since they were not 
subject to the whim of the electorate, their very permanence, 
gave them a proprietary attitude toward their jobs.

35
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•While Grey enjoyed the confidence of the Commons,

the Monarch and the cabinet leaders, cabinet unity was a
constant source of worry. Although no minutes of cabinet
meetings were kept until the Lloyd George era, it may be

1assumed that they were often stormy..
Grey could not retreat into foreign affairs.

Neither could he avoid deep involvement in the domestic 
issues of the day. Domestic and foreign affairs could not 
be sharply divided; they were, in fact, hopelessly entwined. 
There was also an interdependency between the Foreign Office 
and other departments; Grey was dependent upon the Exchequer 
for funds; he was also dependent on the Home Office for the 
security of foreign potentates and their diplomats. There ' 
was an even closer intimacy with the Admiralty, the War 
Office, the Colonial Office, and the India Office. The 
object of this chapter is to consider the various influences 
and the limitations imposed upon Grey and to determine their 
effect upon his foreign policy.

The Edwardian Age 
The Edwardian Age was a brief but crucial period. 

Depending on definition, it lasted from nine to fourteen 
years. In the writer's view, the period started in 19 03 and 
ended abruptly with the expiration of the British ultimatum 
to Germany, in 1914. By 1903, the tempered euphoria of

1, Frankl, "Britain's War Aims," p. 67,
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final victory in the Boer War had been replaced by the more 
sobering considerations of the war's implications; the 
dubious doctrine of isolation had been definitely renounced 
and American and German competition in world trade recog
nized as an indisputable, if unpleasant, fact. The First 
World War was a colossal watershed in human affairs. The 
Edwardian Age was not merely a lapse of a few years; it was 
a state of mind. Grey can only be understood within the 
framework of his times.

Social change was the keynote of the period; in 
1903 Booth finished his seventeen volume work on the London 
poor, H. G, Wells and G. B. Shaw brought social criticism 
to literature and the theatre; while in parliament, the 
House of Lords' frequent use of the veto made a constitu
tional clash inevitable.

Xetf social change was out’-paced by technological 
change. Not only the physical face of England, but people's 
lives were drastically altered. In 1909, Bleriot flew the 
English Channel and a year later Rutherford split the 
atom— -both grave portents for the future I Nineteenth 
century science had sown the seeds of this technology, but 
the twentieth reaped the harvest (Grey might have called it 
the whirlwind1, It was a highly charged atmosphere and not 
conducive to compromise. By 1910, the furor of the domestic 
scene presaged the international violence of 1914. But it 
was not merely.a Wagnerian crescendo to a holocaust, it was
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an age of solid achievement. Above all, it was an age of 
individualism: Kitchener, Fisher, Margot Asquith, Rhodes, 
Lloyd George, and hundreds more; one would need to go back 
to the Elizabethans to find their equal. It was a period 
of hope and fear, with man facing the future with confidence 
and, at the same time, nervously peering over his shoulder. 
Grey's foreign policy reflects the age as well as the man.

Although, in the broad sweep of history, the 
Edwardian Age was only the day before yesterday, the near
ness in time is deceptive. Edwardian values were a complete 
reversal of current views. The slaughter and material 
destruction of two world wars and the threat of global 
destruction have radically changed man's views toward 
traditional methods of settling international disputes.

Where vital interests were at stake, military or 
naval action automatically followed a breakdown of negotia
tions. War was not considered essentially different from

1any other form of government action. Economic considera
tions were more important than humanitarian pleadings, 
Winston Churchill cheerfully advised Lloyd George, prior to
the outbreak of war in 1914, that the naval war war would be

2a cheap one— only about twenty-five million pounds„ At a 
cabinet meeting in July, 1914, after hearing legal opinion

1. Frankl, "Britain's War Aims," p. 41.
2. Ibid,, p. 18.
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on the obligations of Britain's guarantee of Belgium 
neutrality, the cabinet decided that, if the treaty were 
violated, whatever decision was made, England's course would 
be determined by political and not legal considerations.

To the vast majority of Englishmen, death on the 
battlefield was a highly satisfactory termination of one's 
life. At the beginning of the war, Rupert Brooke wrote 
ecstatically: "God be thanked who matched us to this hour, 
and caught our youth and wakened us from sleep." Wilfred 
Owen's Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori, was one of the 
few exceptions to t.he trend. The spirit of Balaclava only 
died in the grim months of 1916.

Territories were freely divided, bartered, or sold 
without consulting the wishes of the inhabitants„ Grey 
reflects this attitude when he wrote to Sir Francis Bertie, 
the Ambassador to France, with rare good humor:

I believe that Cyprus is of no use to us . . .
an incumbrance. . . .  I would gladly give the 
island away , . , for any better arrangement.
Bargain or no bargain, we would be better off 
without Cyprus.

I am told that Aphrodite walked naked along 
the shore , . . now there are Christians there.
Any attempt to put it under Turkish administration 
would end in bloodshed.^

1. Grey to Bertie, October, 1908, Grey of Fallodon 
MS, the private papers of Viscount Grey of Fallodon (London: 
Public Record Office, Series 800, Vols. 35-112), unpublished 
(Hereafter cited as PRO).
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The quid pro quo was also an essential consideration 

in any diplomatic accommodation. Thus Grey writes to 
Bertie: "An agreement to maintain the integrity of 
Abyssinia, is the real quid pro quo we get for recognition

iof the French railway to Addis Abeba."
A great power would go to war rather than accept 

what she considered a humiliating diplomatic defeat. Grey 
was especially adept in phrasing Britain's demands so as to 
give the country concerned an opportunity for honorable 
retreat. A notable example was the Grey Declaration dis
cussed in the last chapter. However, this principle was 
frequently violated by Germany's clumsy diplomacy, Russia's 
mobilization in 1914 may have been, in part, motivated by 
her reluctance to risk a repetition of what she considered 
the diplomatic humiliation of 1908 (see Chapter 4).

The Press
While no adequate study of the press during the 

Grey Years has been made, it can be safely stated that it 
was a vital factor in forming public opinion. The Grey 
Papers contain an estimated one hundred references to the 
press and with few exceptions, are highly critical. From a 
diplomatic standpoint, one of the most objectional features 
was the international "hate campaigns" that made negotia
tions difficult or even brought them to a standstill until

1, Grey to Bertie, June 1, 1906, PRO 800/49.
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passions had calmed. Leaks to the press, sometimes from 
cabinet ministers who wished to air their views to the 
public often embarrassed Grey. The eighty volumes in the 
Grey.Papers are an eloquent testimony to Grey's distrust of 
his colleagues' discretion; written as private letters 
nobody apart from the person to whom they were addressed 
had the right to see them— or the opportunity to "leak" 
their contents.

The press was a constant source of annoyance for the
Foreign Secretary. His concern started before he entered
the cabinet. In October, 1904, he said, "Our relations with 
Germany are quite proper, but there are wild rumors in the 
press . . , [they] have kindled a flame."1

In 1911, the British Embassy in Sweden reported a 
virulent attack on Grey, in a German newspaper:

Parliament (British) is tired of his (Grey's) 
autocratic measures , . , there will be a strong 
move to get rid of him . . . (because of) his
mediated attack on Germany in September and his 
agression.against Russia and Persia. The Govern
ment (German) is asked why the fleet and army were 
demobilized after the manoevers.

The press was a function of the literacy rate which
was around eighty per cent by 1900. It was lower in the
rural areas and somewhat higher in the urban centers. This 
increased literacy was the father of the popular press,

1. Sir Edward Grey, Speeches on Foreign Affairs, 
1904-14, Ed, by Paul Knaplund (London: Allen and Unwin,
1931), p. 31,

2, Memo to Grey, undated, PRO 8 00/78,
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started by Alfred Harmsworth (later Lord Northcliffe) with
the publication of the Daily Mail, in 1896. By 1905, the
circulation of the Daily Mail exceeded one million.

The objection to the popular press was the enormous
amount of power it gave to the individual who controlled its
editorial policy. For years Harmsworth adopted a policy of
"giving the public what it wanted." As his nephew and
biographer wrote later: "He never considered the social

1consequences of such a policy."
Harmsworth was strongly anti-German and his publica

tions mimicked his views. His editors were given explicit 
instructions. In 1916 when there was some talk of a 
negotiated peace, his editors were informed that: "Lloyd 
George has been seen with Haldane and Sidney Webb lately.
If there is any wobbling or peace talk, deal harshly with

2the prime minister„" The invasion scare reached its
climax in England in 190 8. During this period, the
Harmsworth. press ran a series of articles which depicted
the course of a fictitious German invasion of England, The

3lurid details included the use of poisoned bullets„
Few men in public life were as oblivious to the 

press attacks as Grey, He replied to an enquiry from Mrs,

1, Geoffrey Harmsworth, Northcliffe (.London: 
Cassell, 1959), Chapter 15.

2. Ibid., p. 641.
3„ Ibid,, p. 151.
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Creighton as to whether or not he minded the attacks:
"Well, really , .1 have not had time to read my papers, 
except the Times, Westminster Gazette and Spectator and have 
seen very little of the abuse . . .  but have far too much 
to do to mind." Though newspapers did not influence 
Grey's policy, they frequently made his tasks more diffi
cult.

The press was probably more a cause of annoyance 
than a positive influence. But it did assure that when war 
came, enthusiastic public support would not be lacking.

The Edwardian Impact on Grey
Though Grey was temperamentally closer to Bryce and 

his generation than to many of his contemporaries, he was 
still a man of his times. He accepted the inevitable. 
Regretting the passing of the horse, he bought an auto
mobile, He wasted no time on pointless regrets for an 
irretrievable past. In this sense, he wrote Kate Lyttelton 
in 1912 and gave his views on the coal strike;

This coal strike is a revolution. Power has 
passed , , , to the House of Commons, , , , Now
power is passing to the trade unions , , , millions
who work in great industries must have a share in 
control . . . we shall work through to something
better.2

1, Grey to Louise Creighton, November 2, 1912, 
Creighton MS, cited by Robbins, Sir Edward Grey, p. 2 54.

2, Grey to Lyttelton, April 8, 1912, cited by 
Trevelyan, Grey of Fallodon, p. 200.
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One senses also in Grey something of the spirit of 

Edwardian exhilaration, tempered by foreboding? a feeling 
that the sands of time were running out both at home and 
abroad. He thought a European war would kindle revolution 
in one country and the flames spread to the neighbors„ 
Although Grey did not think that Britain's participation in 
a continental war would bring revolution, he believed the . 
failure to satisfy the legitimate social aspirations of his 
fellow countrymen would end in a revolt. He did not oppose 
the revolution? he wanted to minimize its trauma,

The Man
In 1908 Grey's political star was still in,the 

ascendant. After the death of Campbell-Bannerman, Lord 
Knollys thought the King would send for Grey,^ This 
suggestion must not. be taken too seriously? Asquith was the 
undisputed leader of the Liberal Party, and it is difficult 
to believe that Grey would have accepted the task of 
forming a government, even if given the chance. However, 
the fact that so well an informed man as Lord Knollys 
thought the King might offer the premiership to Grey is 
indicative of Grey's status. Even more significant is the 
incident in the Commons on July 24, 1911, The story has 
been told by Margot Asquith, G, P, Gooch, and Keith 
Bobbins, among others, Unfortunately, these accounts do

1, Bobbins, Sir Edward Grey, p. 13 5.
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not entirely agree and are also biased in Grey's favor. The
writer's account is from the report in The Times written by
the parliamentary editor and printed a few hours after the
House adjourned, with some additional details that all the

1other writers agree upon.
Asquith had been standing on his feet for thirty 

minutes, trying to make a speech. Pandemonium reigned.
Howls of rage and ephithets were hurled by the opposition. 
Balfour did not join in this exhibition, neither did he do 
anything to restrain his followers. Grey moved his seat 
next to Asquith's in a gesture of support. Margot Asquith,
who was in the visitor's gallery, realizing that her
husband was being shouted down, sent Grey a frantic note: 
"They will listen to you, so for God's sake defend him 
. . ." (the italics are mine). Finally, Asquith sat down
and Balfour rose. He made a conventional speech with some 
liberal interruptions, but was allowed to finish. Then Grey 
arose amid silence, White with anger, for an interval he 
Stored silently at the house; then he spoke: "If arguments 
are not to be listened to from the Prime Minister, there is
not one of us who will take his place." He spoke at some .
length and was not interrupted. He sat down among cheers 
from the liberals.

1. The Times, London, July 25, 1911.
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-How does one explain Grey's extraordinary influence 

on the House of Commons? He lacked Lloyd George's 
flamboyancy and Churchill's rhetorical outbursts, and he 
could not duplicate Asquith's juristic virtuosity; his 
speeches were solid presentations of carefully arranged 
facts, devoid of all extraneous matter. Their appeal lay in 
the transparent honesty of the man who made them. Grey 
inspired trust. He also had a sense of humor. Neither the 
man nor his speeches were dull; in a distinctly off-the- 
record tone to Churchill, he wrote:

You at the Colonial Office reap where the 
Foreign Office has. sown. . . . The Colonial
Office took up Uganda, then in a state of chaos.
The Foreign Office put it in order and then it 
was entrusted to the Colonial Office and you 
mount upon it and crow as if it were your own 
dunghill.

This is my Holland for your Oliver and quite 
unfit for publication.

It will be difficult for this year to add 
more lustre to your name than 190 6 has done, but 
I hope you may equal it.

Another characteristic of Grey was his aversion to 
war. On this, too, he was ahead of his times:

Grey considered war only justified by a 
fight for life and death, His aim was to reqch 
for something wider (world peace), His eyes were 
fixed upon a distant ideal , , . Grey shares with
Bethmann-Hollweg, the honor of being alone among 
pre-war statesmen, morally unassailable.^

1. Grey to Churchill, January 2, 1907, PRO 800/89.
2, Nicolson, Portrait of a Diplomatist, p. 243.
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There was a mild streak of asceticism in Grey. In

another century, he might have held high church office. He
was that rare combination of an unimaginative man with
vision. Along with Kitchener, he was one of the few who
foresaw the dimensions of the war in duration and social 

1consequence. One may argue over the reasons for Grey's 
influence on the House but it would be futile to deny that 
it existed.

The Office
After receiving his seals of office, Grey wrote

exultantly to his cousin, Earl Grey, that he must now
prepare himself for the biggest office in the British 

2Empire, He was not exaggerating; only the premiership and
3the Monarchy itself carried more prestige.

His task was simplified in that the Liberals had 
agreed to continue the foreign policy of the Conservatives-- 
a policy with which Grey was entirely in agreement. How
ever, foreign policy is never static. It is modified by 
the day-to-day demands imposed by changing circumstances. 
During the Grey Era, Britain's foreign policy was not only 
colored by Grey's personality, it was also modified by the

1. Sir Philip Magnus, King Edward VII (New York: 
Dutton, 1964), p. 339.

2. Robbins, Sir Edward Grey, p. 171.
3. Ibid.



exigencies of the crisis-packed years. To define Grey's 
policy in terms of a few essentials would be as futile as 
attempting to describe a tapestry in terms of the woof and 
warp on which the intricate pattern is laid. Nevertheless, 
with this important proviso in mind, one can define the non- 
negotiable principles for which Grey was prepared to go to 
war, ■

The supremacy of the British Navy was sine qua non.
of his policy. He would have resigned rather than
compromise on ship building. Friendship with the United
States, in Grey's opinion, was essential to Britain's
survival as a great power. Grey faced little opposition to
these two objectives, but he had difficulty with the French
Entente and the understanding with Russia, The preserva-

2tion of the Entente was Grey's greatest single concern.
The French army, while numerically inferior to the German 
army, was the world's second best. Nevertheless, France 
could not hope to fend off Germany alone, Britain could 
neither allow France to be crushed by Germany nor to be 
dr^wn into their orbit, In spite of the Franco^Russian 
Alliance, effective Russian aid to France was dubious in

1, Ibid,, p. 197,
2, Sir John Wheeler-Bennett told the writer that he 

considered Grey's attitude of concern for the Entente, 
"pathologic," While this writer would deprecate the use.
of such a term in reference to so normal a person as Grey, 
it does reflect the feeling of a great historian, John 
Wheeler-Bennett, Visiting Professor of History, The Univer- 
sity of Arizona, personal interview, March, 1973',
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1905; Russia was torn by internal revolt and almost power
less following the Japanese defeat. Although an accord 
with Britain would have strengthened Russia, vis-a-vis 
France, it was bitterly opposed by most liberals and a large 
section of the intellectuals in England and by pro-Germans 
in Russia.

Grey's skill was also demonstrated in the finesse 
employed in the renewal of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance; by 
making proper allowance for American sensitivities in the 
Pacific, Grey was able to retain both the good will of the 
United States and to relieve Britain of fully manning the 
China Seas. History has shown how right Grey was in his 
selection of priorities.

Grey had no wish to divide Europe into two opposing
camps. He admonished his ambassadors, again and again, that
he welcomed German friendship, providing it did not entail
sacrificing existing friendships, especially friendship with
France and Russia, Grey insisted that Britain had never
opposed the strongest nation in Europe by giving support to

2a weaker coalition; in the past Britain had often supported 
the strongest nations, as long as they did not strive for 
the hegemony of Europe. As a satiated nation, dependent 
upon trade for her very sustenance, Britain's desire for

1, Grey to Goschen, September 1, 1909, PRO 800/61.
2. Viscount Grey, Twenty-tFive Years (New York: 

Frederick A, Stokes, 1925), p , 6,
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peace was understandable and genuine. Peace, in Grey's 
opinion, was best achieved by a combination of strong and 
stable powers, acting in concert to exert pressure on 
weaker and less stable governments whose actions might 
disturb the peace of Europe. That there was a suggestion 
of a mailed fist beneath the velvet glove. Grey would have 
cheerfully admitted. It was part of the necessary policing 
of a world in which all people were not equally enlightened.

Grey settled major issues involving policy by direct 
orders to his ambassadors abroad or by discussions with the 
diplomatic representative of the country involved. The 
routine matters-— and some that were more than routine— were 
dealt with by the machinery of the Foreign Office. The vast 
majority of correspondence was not seen by the Foreign 
Secretary.

The Foreign Office was more than a bureaucracy, it 
was a living organism undergoing change and seeking self- 
expression. It had its own long traditions and its own 
unwritten laws. It was staffed by highly experienced, 
capable men. Grey, of course, faced the problems that all 
elected officials face in dealing with entrenched civil 
servants„ The evidence indicates that these problems 
dismayed the Foreign Secretary less than they have later 
historians,

1, Ibid,, p, 123;
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Predictably, the release of the final volumes of 

the Grey Papers, in 1958, resulted in a spate of publica
tions on the Foreign Office, reviving many half-forgotten 
issues. Prominent among these was the question of the 
relationship between Grey and the top level civil servants.

Grey has been attacked by those who considered that 
his fears of Germany were exaggerated, others have thought 
that Grey was merely the tool of his own subordinates.
This criticism was often aimed at the Foreign Office 
permanent officials themselves, rather than the Foreign 
Secretary. It was often packed with emotional content.
Thus Stead, bitterly disappointed at the failure of the 
Hague to achieve disarmament, wrote:

A self-effacing modesty, a beautiful humility are 
admirable virtues in private life. They are out 
of place in the head of the Foreign Office. . . .
Let him reform the Foreign Office from roof to 
basement. Let him purge the diplomatic service 
from all the antiquated fossils and. reactionary 
survivals from the Jingo epoch, . „ , let the
country and foreign nations know that Sir Edward 
Grey is master in his own office and not Sir 
Charles Hardinge „

Most modern research has been much kinder to Grey:
Dr, Robbins insists that "Grey was master in his own 

2house," Much of the modern criticism of Grey comes from 
the able pen of Dr, Steiner, a Fellow of New Hall,

1, Review of Reviews (December, 1909), p. 567, 
cited by Steiner, The Foreign Office, p. 103.

2. Trevelyan, Grey of Fallodon, p. 192.
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Cambridge, and probably the greatest living expert on the 
workings o f .the Foreign Office. This writer finds Dr. 
Steiner's views, on the relationship between Grey and his 
subordinates, untenable. Since her views depend upon the 
conditions and personalities at the Foreign Office during 
the Grey Era, some consideration of these factors is 
necessary before a rebuttal is attempted.

The Foreign Office has always enjoyed a prestige, 
in the mind of the public, that other ministries have 
lacked. It was an administrative machine, manned by 
civilian experts, not differing essentially from the 
Admiralty, the War Office, or the Exchequer. In the first 
decade of this century, all administrative offices were 
under pressure to reform their bureaucracies. This was 
imposed upon them by the increasing workload and the 
Edwardian emphasis on efficiency„ The fact that the 
Foreign Office employees were recruited almost exclusively 
from the ranks of the aristocracy has added to its glamor 
and given it a markedly conservative tone.

Around 1885, a number of young men entered the 
service who were exceptionally gifted, even by the exacting 
standards of the Department; they all achieved high honors 
in the Foreign Office or in the Diplomatic Corps— some, in 
both branches, These men probably never considered them
selves a group, but a connection emerges in retrospect. 
Though they met for the first time in Whitehall, they were
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destined later to share the conviction that Germany was 
embarked upon a course that threatened Britain's vital 
interests. By 1905, these men had reached positions that 
allowed them in Dr i Steiner's view, to influence Grey's 
foreign policy.

Some writers have seen the years 1898-1905 as a 
transitional period between the "Old Diplomacy" and the 
"New Diplomacy." The distinction is hot always easy to 
grasp, and one may suppose that much of it was the 
nostalgic memories of old men writing their memoirs. There 
was, unquestionably, change during these years, but there 
was change before and change after the period; to suggest 
a dichotomy would hopelessly exaggerate both the rate and 
completeness of the change. There was a great deal of 
difference between Lord Salisbury, Lord Lansdowne, and Sir 
Edward Grey, The impact of these distinct personalities on 
the Foreign Office may well have been far more important 
than administrative reforms or the opinions of civil 
servants.

When Grey essunied office in 1905f Sir Thomas 
Sanderson, shortly to be raised to the peerage f was the 
Permanent Under-Secretary. He did not share the views of 
the anti-German faction; he recognized the roughness of 
German diplomacy, but considered it unimportant. He was 
not very enthusiastic about reforms and, though an extremely
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1capable diplomat, he was more attuned to the atmosphere of 

Lord Salisbury's days than to the Edwardian Era. His 
retirement was welcomed by the younger of the top level 
civil servants„ His place was taken by Sir Charles 
Hardinge, the most imposing of the Foreign Office 
personalities and the one around which Dr. Steiner builds 
most of her case against Grey. A younger son of the 
nobility, he entered the Service in 1880 and rose to the 
top of the diplomatic tree by sheer ability. Beyond what 
was considered a satisfactory background, Hardinge enjoyed 
no special advantages. During the next forty years, he was 
twice permanent under-secretary— so far as the writer 
knows, a record--Viceroy of India, and he served in most of 
Britain's key diplomatic posts. The Hardinge family had a 
long record of service and devotion to the Crown, and 
Hardinge accompanied Edward VII on a number of official 
visits abroad as an advisor. In 1905 Hardinge was 
Ambassador to Russia and was slated to replace Sanderson 
when he retired, Hardinge's replacement in Russia was Sir 
Arthur Nicolson, at that time the British representative at 
the Algeciras Conference. Nicolson was considered a member 
of the anti-German faction. However, his opposition to 
Germany was largely a product of his deep belief that a 
close alliance between Britain and Russia would not only

1, Steiner, The Foreign Office, p. 73,
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solve Britain's problems in the East but would offer an 
effective check to German ambitions. In 1910, Hardinge 
became Viceroy and Nicolson took his place at the Foreign 
Office. No authority has suggested that Nicolson exerted, 
any influence on Grey. The relations between the two men 
were cool during the last years. Nicolson was an un
fortunate choice for permanent under-secretary. He had 
been a successful ambassador, but he was unsuited to 
Foreign Office routine."*"

A more formidable member of the anti-German 
faction was Sir Francis Bertie, Ambassador to Paris, 1905-18. 
A fanatical supporter of the French Entente and a 
Germanophobe, he did his best within the limits of his 
subordinate position to influence Grey toward an alliance 
with France. Bertie, nicknamed the "Bull"— a reference to 
his violent temper and blustering manner— was one of the 
most prolific letter writers of the period. The Grey Papers 
pertaining to France between 1905 and 1914 comprise some 
f. i£teen hundred folios. The larger part of these are 
Bertie's fifteen to twenty page letters to Grey. The seven 
volumes on France may be compared with four on Russia and 
two on Germany during the same years. Bertie was faithfully 
informed by Grey of all German moves. The same was true to 
some extent in St. Petersburg, but it was never a general

1, Nicolson, Portrait of a Diplomatist, p. 263.
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clearing house as the Embassy in Paris, Thus Bertie was
one of the best informed diplomats in Europe. Unfortunately,
his views were well known in the Wilhelmstrasse. He created
as much ill-feeling in Berlin as good will in Paris.

Another key personality was Eyre Crowe, a marked
eccentric who defies classification. Crowe was an exception
in the Foreign Office. He was born and educated in
Germany, the son of a British diplomat and his German wife.
He only came to England at the age of eighteen. His strong
German accent and eccentricity in dress did not increase
his popularity in the conventional atmosphere of the
Foreign Office."*" He was not friendly with either Bertie or
Hardinge, Both were snobs even by Foreign Office standards.
They considered him "too middle class" and "his wife 

2impossible." Yet Vansittart called him "the ideal, civil 
3servant," Crowe was responsible for much of the reorganize^

tion of administration though his grandiose scheme for a
4central register proved a failure. An outstanding 

characteristic of this many-sided eccentric was his com
passion which was in sharp contrast to his cool, intel
lectual approach to diplomacy. Nicolson also pays tribute

1. Lord Robert Vansittart, The Mist Procession 
(London; Hutchenson, 19581, p. 46.

2. Steiner, The Foreign Office, p. 14.
3. Vansittart, The Mist Procession, p. 46.
4. Steiner, The Foreign Office, p. 82.
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to His courage. He may have been ill-used, but he was 
never intimidated.

Crowe had something of the German mystic in his 
make-up. He believed that the German danger stemmed from a 
restlessness that lay deep in their national consciousness. 
In practice, it mattered little to which particular trait 
one attributed German intentions. Crowe agreed with 
Hdrdinge that Germany was a threat to Britain's vital 
interests. The Germans disliked Crowe intensely; they 
considered him a traitor, who in spite of having enjoyed 
the advantages of a German education, was hostile to 
Germany's legitimate ambitions. This did not spare him from 
violent attacks by super-patriots during the war. His 
promotion to permanent under-secretary, which seemed likely 
in 1916, was postponed to 1920. All agree that Crowe had no 
influence on Grey, who respected his knowledge and made 
good use of it, but lacked sufficient flexibility to be at 
his ease with a man as remote from the "old school tie" 
tradition as was Crowe,

A highly significant member of the anti-German 
faction was William Tyrrel— the Willie of the Grey Papers, 
He.was Grey's precis writer from 1905-07, then his first 
private secretary until 1916. He was educated in Germany, 
but fortunately added Balliol. His aunt was married to 
Prince Radolin, the German Ambassador to France. Thus 
Tyrrel shared much of Crowe's German expertise but with the
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added advantage of an Oxford accent. There is some evidence . 
that Tyrrel may have influenced Grey, but it is purely 
circumstantial. The two men were certainly on terms of 
intimacy and Grey was always more ready to listen to 
people in his own circle than to outsiders, but no record 
of their conversations exists and both were sparing in their 
use of minutes.

While it is not the writer's opinion that Tyrrel— or 
anybody else--exerted decisive influence on Grey's major 
policy, it is his opinion that Grey relied upon and confided 
more in Tyrrel than in anybody else. In default of con
clusive evidence, this admittedly remains a conjecture.
With the foregoing in mind, - Dr. Steiner's case against 
Grey may be examined in detail:

[When] Sir Edward Grey entered the foreign 
Office . . .  it was rapidly being transformed . . .
encouraged senior men [take part] formulation of 
foreign policy. , . . New group of men took over
the most important departmental positions and „ . .
chief European Embassies. . , . these men were more
conscious of German power than their predecessors 
and set the tone of British Policy, , . , Hardinge,
Louis Mallet, William Tyrrel and Eyre Crowe in 
London , . . Bertie [Paris], . . . Nicolson [St.
Petersburg] . . . [after 1907] Goschen [Berlin]
were all to play important roles in shaping the 
new course.

The key figure was Sir Charles Hardinge. . . .
he had advantage of a long career in diplomatic 
service. He was both older and far more 
experienced than the foreign secretary , , , was
friendly with all his European counterparts. , , .
the Monarch . , , and his private secretary were
his close friends and staunch supporters.
Hardinge moved easily in royal circles.
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. , . Grey . . .  had all the social attri

butes, was only forty-three years of age and had 
served at the Foreign Office only once as 
parliamentary under-secretary . . . his {Grey's]
position weak in a split cabinet. . . . was
accused of being the most insular of secretaries 
. . . disliked travel . . . disliked diplomatic
manoeuvre. . . . Grey's official relations with
Hardinge would not [be same] . . .  as Salisbury 
and Sanderson.

He [Grey] leaned heavily on Hardinge1s 
expertise. . . .1

One of the difficulties of challenging Dr. Steiner 
is that her views appear to have been undergoing some 
modification between the time of her first article in the
Historical Journal in 1967, and the publication of her book

2in 1969. Dr. Steiner is a highly objective historian and 
what, at first glance, appears to be a contradictory 
opinion is often a modification of her views or another 
facet of Grey's elusive personality.

When Lascelles, who inclined toward Sanderson's 
views, retired in 1907, his place was taken by Goschen who 
was transferred from Vienna, (Goschen was a second choice; 
the original intention had been to send Cartwright from 
Munich, but the Kaiser objected,) It is difficult to find 
anything in the correspondence, either official or

1, Zara Steiner, "Grey, Hardinge and the Foreign 
Office, 1906-1910,'' Historical Journal, 4 (1967), p. 415 „ 
(Further references to Historical Journal are abbreviated
H.J.)

2. Zara Steiner, Fellow of Cambridge University, 
England, January, 1972, personal interview.
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unofficial, to indicate that Grey was influenced by either 
Lascelles or Goschen. The statement that the ambassadors 
"set the tone of British Foreign Policy" or that they were 
"to play important roles in shaping the new course" seems 
without any justification. There was no essentially "new 
course" in 1905. Grey followed Lansdowne1s policy. It 
was Lansdowne, far more than Grey, who embarked upon a "new 
course." Grey's opinions on Germany were already formed 
in 1905, as Dr. Steiner admits. Nicolson wanted an 
alliance with Russia, Bertie wanted an alliance with France. 
If they had any influence on Grey, it was not reflected in 
any change in policy.

The influence of Hardinge on Grey is, to some. 
extent, a moot question; it also depends upon definition.
To state baldly that Hardinge had no influence upon the 
Foreign Secretary would be doing an injustice to both of 
them, When Grey defined the relationship between an 
elected minister.and his civil service subordinates, he 
acknowledged that their function was to supply the expertise; 
such expertise. Dr. Steiner insists, impressed Grey. 
Obviously, Hardinge knew more about diplomatic procedure 
than Grey; it was his raison d'etre, the justification of 
his office. Grey knew much more about the Foreign Office in 
1905 than Haldane.knew about the War Office, yet Haldane's

1. Steiner, "Grey, Hardinge and the Foreign Office,"
p. 417,
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achievements were remarkable. Let it again be emphasized, 
the function of a minister was to make decisions, not to 
supply technical expertise. Did Hardinge have an advantage 
over Grey in his friendship with Edward VII? Hardinge was 
never a friend of the King in the sense that Sir Ernest 
Cassel and others enjoyed the Royal intimacy. He was a 
valued and trusted servant; to Hardinge as such, the 
Monarch showed his appreciation. It must be remembered 
also that Grey was familiar with the inside of Windsor from 
his childhood (see Chapter 1); in fact, King Edward was 
Grey's godfather. The influence of the Monarch is often 
exaggerated; even though the King had a constitutional 
right in ambassadorial appointments, it was limited to 
making suggestions.

The King's support for his appointment as Viceroy in 
1910 was doubtless very valuable, but it needed cabinet 
approval. It may also be recalled that Rosebery had 
refused to support Grey for the same office, fifteen years 
earlier, because Grey was too valuable to the Liberal 
Party„ Hardinge was four years older than Grey, hardly a 
significant discrepancy, Churchill was half a century 
younger than Lord Morley, but it does not seem to have 
affected their relationship.

Dr. Steiner considers that Grey's position was weak 
in a divided cabinet. Grey certainly needed to be careful 
with his colleagues, but he seems to have been remarkably
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successful, In spite of the opposition's howls of rage,
Grey concluded the Anglo’-Russian Convention including the 
disliked Persian settlement; naval estimates were increased 
again and. again, and the French staff talks were authorized. 
Quite an accomplishment for a man in such a "weak position"!

Much has been made of Grey's insularity. Strangely
1enough Lloyd George is quoted as the authority. The 

future prime minister was probably the most parochial major 
statesman in British history. His voluminous Memoirs are 
largely a vindication of his own part in the war and should 
be read with extreme caution. His criticism of Grey's 
insularity is inconsistent with his own later brushing aside 
of Lord Curzon, one of the most cosmopolitan of diplomats.

Unfair as the criticisms may have been, the fact 
remains that Grey was insular and disliked travel. His 
sole visit to the continent was an official visit to Paris 
in 1914, with George V. It would be difficult to find a 
major figure in recent British history, except Lloyd George, 
who travelled so little. He understood French well, but 
did not speak it; on the other hand, Paul Cambon, one of 
the most successful ambassadors that France ever had, lived 
eighteen years in London and never learned to speak English, 
At their meetings, Grey spoke English and Cambon spoke

1, David Lloyd George, War Memoirs (London:
Oldhams, 1933), p, 98, cited by Steiner, The Foreign Office, 
p. 23,
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French. After the meetings, as was customary in diplomacy. 
Grey and Gambon exchanged aides-memoires to ensure that 
there had been no misunderstandings. It may also be doubted 
whether travel is as beneficial to a diplomat as is 
popularly supposed. Ambassadors lived in a secluded and 
rarified atmosphere composed of other diplomats and 
official circles. They seldom came in contact with the 
people of the countries to which they were accredited. Too 
much familiarity was not encouraged; it was thought that if 
a diplomat knew too much about foreigners, he might see 
their viewpoint too clearly. He was paid to advance the 
British viewpoint, not to cultivate sympathy for foreigners.

Haldane, who spoke German better than most natives, . 
was a friend of the Kaiser and as much at home on the Unter 
den Linden as he was in Whitehall; yet he proved as 
ineffective in persuading the Germans to reduce naval 
building as the British cabinet. Lord Curzon, to whom 
reference has already been made, had a brilliant career, 
but who would say that his impact on history approached 
that of Grey?

Dr. Frankl's assertion that the anti-German faction 
has loomed larger in history than it deserves is attributable

Ito the fact that all were dedicated minute writers. On 
the other hand, both Grey and Tyrrel were sparing in minutes.

1, Frankl, "Britain's War Aims," p. 9.
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In previous chapters, something of the personal mis

fortunes of Grey have been briefly mentioned, A highly 
sensitive man, he must have suffered acutely for the last 
thirty years of his life. Yet he faced his ordeals 
stoically. After his wife's death, he was back at work 
within a week. There is no record of Grey showing emotion 
during his speech in the Commons on August 3, 1914. The 
slight display of emotion after he returned to the Foreign 
Office was less than that displayed by Lichnowsky. 
Castlereigh, the only other Foreign Secretary to bear a 
burden comparable to Grey's, ended his own life. When 
Tyrrel's son was killed in 1915, Tyrrel suffered a nervous 
breakdown that kept him from work for several weeks. Grey 
fought on to the end, dictating his memoirs when he was too 
blind to write them.

In light of the foregoing, it is difficult to 
understand D r . Steiner's comment that: "He [Grey] would
give the appearance of total calm and command and then

2suddenly collapse when the strain became too great."
Later on the same page, she writes:

Yet he was often politically shrewd and showed 
considerable diplomatic acumen. A simple man could 
not have remained head of the Foreign Office 
during this period whatever his training or sense

1. Nicolson, Portrait of a Diplomatist, p. 383.
2. Steiner, The Foreign Office, p. 85.



of moral responsibility. He was dealing with 
highly complicated problems that did not admit 
of simple solutions.̂

Surely, a classic example of understatement

3. Ibid.



CHAPTER 4

THE TRIPLE ENTENTE AND ANCILLARY AGREEMENTS

Prussia's startling victory over France in 1870 
abruptly changed the European power structure; the 
continental ascendency that France had periodically enjoyed 
for two centuries was lost with the coal and iron of 
Alsace-Lorraine. Even more signif icant was the 
demographic change: Germany now had forty-one millions to 
her western neighbor's thirty-six million. During the next 
thirty years, Germany's population would increase by fifty 
per cent, while France would barely achieve ten per cent 
increase. Fertility rates loomed large in French political 
thinking.

The effects of German growing pains were not 
confined to France; uncomfortable twinges were felt beyond 
her eastern frontiers while the south Germans in the 
crumbling Austro-Hungarian Empire watched with pride 
mingled with anxiety. Consequently, the first of a series 
of new and inevitable alliances was signed between France 
and Russia in 1894.

1. R, C, K. Ensor, England 1870-1914 (Oxford: 
University Press, 1936) , Introduction.

6 6
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British interests were not immediately threatened

by the events of 18 71; continental ascendency passing from
one power to another was not in itself inimical to Britain.
In 187 0, Britannia unquestionably ruled the waves and
British statesmen could view continental power shifts with
equanimity. Britain's concern was the protection of her
huge overseas Empire and the sea-lanes that were the
arteries of the Island Kingdom.

By the turn of the century, the situation had
changed to Britain's disadvantage. International trade no
longer exclusively carried the label "made in England."
She now had many competitors in the world markets; Germany
and the United States were especially formidable. A
century of unparalleled prosperity had left British
industry complacent and unwilling to adopt new methods or

qto adopt itself to changing conditions. Even the vaunted
British Navy, though formidable in tonnage, suffered from
lack of both modernization and combat experience. In 1903,
the Director of Naval Intelligence could quake at the thought
of a Mediterranean coalition of Italy, France and Spain

2against Britain,

1. Christopher Andrew, "France and the Making of 
the Entente Cordiale," H.J., 2 (1964), p. 99,

2, George Monger, End of Isolation, British Foreign 
Policy, 1900^1907 (London: T. Nelson, 1963), p. 31,
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The effects of these conditions were already- 

showing in Britain's trade figures; imports exceeded 
exports, though, for the time being, "invisible imports" 
made up the difference. This condition was aggravated by a 
decrease in cultivated land. Between 1870 and 190.0, over 
two million acres were taken out of cultivation, thus 
increasing both the need for imported food and Britain's 
vulnerability to blockade. The German decision to build a 
formidable navy could not be ignored.

The humiliating experience of the Boer War had 
demonstrated Britain's military weakness overseas and her 
vulnerability to an attack by a European coalition, There 
was no longer any question of isolation, splendid or 
otherwise; Germany's naval challenge-— practically on 
Britain's doorstep— awoke her to a sense of urgency. 
Victorian complacency was gone forever.

Thus in 190 5, Grey came to office in a crisis-ridden 
Europe, still seeking a modus vivendi in a post—1870 world„ 
Grey picked up the inherited threads of an odd assortment of 
alliances and "friendly understandings" and wove them into a 
diplomatic network that, while avoiding direct commitments, 
assured her effective support in the event she felt obliged 
to engage in a continental war.
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The Anglo-French Agreement

The Anglo-French Agreement, later to be known as the 
Entente Cordiale, was signed in April, 1904. Grey has left 
a clear account of his reactions to this Agreement, as he 
remembered them some twenty years later:

On the face of the Agreement with France there 
was nothing more than a desire to remove causes of 
dispute between the two nations, to make up old 
quarrels, to become friends. . . . Was it in the
minds of those who made the simple, straightforward 
Agreement for settling present differences that it 
would develop into something more, what is called 
the Entente Cordiale . . .  or was it brought about 
solely by the efforts of Germany . . .  to break 
the Agreement?

I cannot say. There is in great affairs so 
much more in the minds of events than in the minds 
of the chief actors. I remember very well what my 
feeling was„ . . .  It was simple pleasure and
relief. I saw all that had been most disagreeable 
in my experience at the Foreign Office from 1892-5, 
swept away. . , „ We could now negotiate with
Germany without an Egyptian noose around our neck 
. » , [but] the real cause for satisfaction was
that the friction with France was at an end . . .  
the menace of war with France had disappeared,^

The disputes that Grey had in mind revolved around 
strategically important countries that were politically in 
the middle ages and that were disintegrating in the face of 
European technology; Egypt, Persia, Morocco, and 
Afghanistan were prime examples„ Independence was a myth 
in face of European might. While few powers wanted 
responsibility for the government of such areas, they were

1, Grey, Twenty^Five Years, p, 45.
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determined that they should not fall under the sway of 
other colonial powers.

Events followed a familiar and inevitable course; 
Spendthrift despots sold concessions and borrowed money 
from foreigners, until much of the national income was 
mortgaged to outside interests. "Advisors" were forced on 
the hapless ruler, and soon most of the national income was 
earmarked for foreign interest payments. A revolt by an 
overtaxed peasantry was followed by military intervention, 
which meant the control by a European power of a strategic 
area that other.powers might consider vital to their own 
interests. The French advance toward the Sudan and the 
"Grey Declaration" was a result of England's occupation of 
Egypt in 1882, where the course of events had followed the 
familiar pattern.

The confrontation at Fashoda almost caused war, 
Theophile Delcasse, a burning French patriot in the 
Richelieu^de Gaulle tradition, gambled on Salisbury 
backing down or, at least, giving France compensation in 
the Red Sea. Delcasse had risked war and gained nothing.
He had two other ambitions besides driving the British out 
of Egypt: to reconquer Alsace-Lorraine and to establish a 
protectorate over Morocco.

DelcasseVs next move was an attempt to involve the • 
Kaiser in a European coalition against England, The 
Kaiser, probably with tongue in cheek, offered to join with
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the understanding that France would guarantee the status quo
in Europe. Delcasse indignantly retorted that he would not

1sign the Treaty of Frankfort a second time.
Since force had failed, Delcasse now toyed with the 

idea of an accommodation with England; thus he became the 
architect of the Entente Cordiale. His Ambassador in 
London, Paul Gambon, enjoyed close relations with Grey.
Much of the success of the Entente resulted from Gambon's 
skillful diplomacy,

Germany believed that the Entente would end in 
French domination of Morocco and her own exclusion. She 
demanded an international conference, and it was agreed to 
hold one at Algeciras starting January 16, 1906, a few 
weeks after Grey became Foreign Secretary.

The holding of the conference and the resignation of 
Delcasse were both considered by the French as "humiliating 
diplomatic defeats," a view that has been echoed in British 
and American histories ever since. Viewing the matter in 
historical perspective, it is impossible to avoid the 
conclusion that Delcasse acted with rashness in challenging 
England and then Germany at a time when France was weak. 
Another factor that aided the Germans was the Rouvier 
Government that came into power in the middle of the 190 5 
crisis. Rouvier, a timid statesman who was thought to favor

1. Andrew, "France and the Making of the Entente 
Cordiale," p. 99,
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an understanding with Germany, was terrified by his
neighbor. Delcasse did not have the support of his

2cabinet, who considered him dangerous, and he resigned.
Was his resignation forced upon France by Germany?
Certainly, this assertion has often been made; the evidence
does not seem to be conclusive. However, the Germans were,
naturally, delighted.

The Anglo-French Agreement was generally popular in
England. Rolo calls it: "The most popular act of a moribund

3conservative government." But there were important
minority opinions: Rosebery thought the Agreement would end 

4in war. C, P. Scott of the Manchester Guardian, one of 
Grey's more reasonable critics, deplored the dangers of

5Moroccan involvement. In France, the enthusiasm was much
-i 6less.

The press played an important role in popularizing 
the Agreement: The Karmsworth chain of six major

1. E . T. S. Dugdale, Maurice de Bunsen, Diplomat and 
Friend (London: John Murray, 1934), p. 240.

2. Gordon Wright, France in Modern Times (Chicago: 
Rand McNally, 1960), p. 315,

3. P. J. V. Rolo, The Entente Cordiale (London:
Macmillan, 1969), p. 364,

4. Trevelyan, Grey of Fallodon, p. 95,
5. Nicolson, Portrait of. a Diplomatist, p. 128.
6„ Rolo, The Entente Cordiale, p. 155,
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publications was forbidden to publish any adverse criticism
of the Entente.

The relations between France and Germany in January,
1906, were a far cry from the relative calm of the previous
spring when Grey had found so much consolation in the Anglo-
French Agreement. The Kaiser’s visit to Tangier had sent a

1"diplomatic shudder through Europe.11 During the following 
months, tension between France and Germany increased.
Russia, defeated and in the midst of a revolution, was not 
an effective ally. With the timid Rouvier in office, it was 
an excellent time for a diplomatic offensive, and Germany 
immediately put pressure on her neighbor.

The French feeling themselves threatened and 
isolated, turned to the Entente for support. Grey, in 
January, 190 6, regarded it as a means of settling out
standing disputes between the two countries, as he had 
believed when the Agreement was signed. The crux of the 
matter hinged upon the meaning of "diplomatic support," In 
the case of Egypt, the meaning was clear enough, but what
did it involve in Morocco? Grey himself admitted that he

2did not know exactly what the term implied. (The skeptic 
may well wonder how genuine Grey's ignorance on this point 
may have been, especially in view of his always carefully

1. Nicolson, Portrait of a Diplomatist, p. 118,
2, Grey to Nicolson, June 27, 1906, PRO 800/72.
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defined statements„ It is quite possible that he feigned 
ignorance in order to give himself more leeway in interpre
tation. )

The French view was elastic in the extreme; by 1907 
Clemenceau stretched it to a demand for a continental sized 
British army to fight in France."*"

The military was fully aware of the gravity of the 
international situation. They were thinking less in terms 
of the Anglo-French Agreement than in the possibility that 
Britain might be involved in a continental war„ To allow 
Germany to crush France was unthinkable. In a modern war, 
the crucial factor was the speed of mobilization.
Authorities had calculated that in the event of a Franco- 
German conflict, the first— and possibly decisive— battle 
would be fought in France or Belgium, twelve days after 
German mobilization. Obviously, if British help were to be 
of any avail, it must meet a stringent time schedule. This 
could only be done with the most careful staff planning and 
cooperation long before the event. Such was the simple 
reasoning of General James Grierson, the Director of 
Military Intelligence and Major Huguet, the French Military 
Attache„ These two met for the first time in January, 1906, 
though there had been an exchange of views in 1905„ Colonel 
Repington, a former military attache and currently military

1, Grey to Bertie, April 13, 1907, PRO 800/49,
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correspondent for The Times, had acted as intermediary.
There have been many criticisms of these talks, on moral 
grounds, but these men were concerned with national survival, . 
not with fine points of ethics. So far as the military was 
concerned, there was nothing illegal in French and British 
generals discussing hypothetical events. The question may 
well be asked, how could Grey have stopped the conversation, 
had he wanted to do so?

While Grey was fully aware of the critical nature of 
the international situation, he knew nothing of the con
versations until Repington informed him in late January."*". 
When he did hear of them, he considered them discussions
between experts. Even after he had sanctioned futther

2consultations, he had no inkling of their nature. The 
whole' question may have seemed of far less importance to 
Grey than it has to later historians. Dr, Robbins refers 
to it as. "Grey ’ s perplexity over the subtle difference 
between talks about talks, official conversations, 
unofficial but authorized talks, indiscretions officially 
connived at and sheer indiscretions,"

It should also be recalled that at this time Grey 
was fighting an election in Northumberland, making speeches 
all over England on behalf of other candidates, and that he

1, Grey, Twenty-Five Years, p, 72,
2, Ibid., p. 71.
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had just taken over what he considered "the biggest job in 
the British Empire" in the middle of a European crisis. It, 
therefore, seems plausible that Grey may have considered the 
talks as unimportant as he later insisted in Twenty-Five 
Years.

The first two weeks of January, 1906, were,crucial;
vital decisions were made daily; on January 3, Grey warned
the German Ambassador that in the event of a war between
Germany and France, public opinion might not permit the
British Government to remain neutral; on January 7, Sir
George Clarke, Secretary to the C.I.D., called a meeting to
discuss possible action in the event that Britain was
involved in a war on the side of France. It was at this
meeting that Fisher's plan of an attack upon the coast of
Germany was abandoned in favor of sending an army to 

1France. On January 8, Grey wrote Haldane and asked him to
consider what action the War Department should take in the
event that Britain was compelled by public opinion to aid
France; the following day, Clarke told Grey that he had
contacted Huguet, It was agreed to continue the talks, but

2not to advise the Prime Minister at that time. Grey was 
walking a tightrope; he did not believe that the talks 
committed Britain, but he suspected that there would be a

1. Robbins, Sir Edward Grey, p. 144.
2, Ibid., p. 145,



77
storm in the already divided cabinet if the talks were
discussed in the press. Campbell-Bannerman was still an
unknown factor„ He had been an outspoken critic of the
Boer War, and he would have been less than human if the
Pact of Relugas had not left a smoldering resentment.
Probably even more important, in Grey's opinion, was the
reaction of the French; unstinted British diplomatic
support might prevent the timid Rouvier from committing
France to the Germans. If Germany was freed from worries
on her western frontier, the Russians would be compelled to
follow the French example, and enter the German orbit. The
Entente must be preserved at all costs, even if "it meant

1tickling up the Germans a bit."
The famous meeting between Grey and Gambon on 

January 10, 1906, must have been an anticlimax for both of 
them; Grey knew what Cambon was going to ask, arid the 
Ambassador knew what Grey's reply would be:

The French Ambassador asked me today whether, 
in the event of an attack (une aggression brutale) 
by Germany on France arising out of the Morocco 
difficulty, France could rely upon the armed 
support of England. . . . 1  could not consult the
Prime Minister or the cabinet during the election„
I was sure there would be a strong sentiment of 
sympathy on the part of the British public . . .
Ibut] all I could promise was diplomatic support 
. . . it was one thing to let it be supposed in
Germany that we would join in the war; it was a

1. Grey to Lascelles, January 1, 1906, PRO 800/61.
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very different thing to make an engagement to France 
until it was absolutely certain it would be ful
filled.

Later, Grey commented on this interview: "It was 
inevitable that the French should ask the question; it was 
impossible for us to answer it."  ̂ Grey's answer had been 
drafted in his own mind before the question was posed.

On January 31, Gambon again asked Grey for a 
decision on promising France armed assistance in the event 
of an attack upon France by Germany arising out of the 
Anglo-French Agreement. Grey repeated essentially what 
he had said on January 10, but now with the added authority 
of Campbell-Bannerman. He emphasized that England would 
not go to war to put France in possession of Morocco. Grey 
was prepared to go to war only in defense of Britain's vital 
interests. A threat to French existence was one thing; 
French colonial aspirations were another. Grey commented, 
"never did we go a hair's-breadth beyond the position

otaken on January 31, in the conversation with M. Gambon."
In view of subsequent accusations of bad faith, this state
ment is. vitally important.

1. Memorandum, undated, written after interview, 
presumably January 10, PRO 800/49.

2. Grey, Twenty-Five Years, p. 72.
3. Grey to Lady Grey, January 11, 1906, cited in 

Grey, Twenty-KFive Years, p, 79,
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Despite the customary grumblings in the French 

press, Grey supported the French at the Conference to the 
limits of diplomacy. His instructions to Lascelles, who was 
going to address a group of Germans in Berlin, is indicative 
of his frame of mind:

When you speak in Berlin, stress our intention 
to keep to the letter and spirit of our engagements 
to other countries . . . the danger of speaking
civil words in Berlin is that France [may think] we 
will be lukewarm in our support of the Conference 
. . . guard against this danger, even at the risk
of sending a little shudder through a German 
audience.

Grey's support of France seems to have exasperated
de Bunson, the British Ambassador at Madrid, who grumbled:

2"The French could do no wrong." There is no doubt that
Grey's loyalty to the Entente hampered his freedom in

3dealing with Germany. Grey would probably have agreed with 
this criticism, but he could not afford to do otherwise.

In spite of Grey's loyalty to the Entente, he often 
found the French extremely annoying. Differences in 
national temperament were a constant source of misunder
standings, This is especially true in the difference 
between British and French historical perspective.
Englishmen tend to concentrate on the present and the

1. Grey to Lascelles, January 15, 1906, PRO 800/61.
2. DUgdale* Maurice de Bunsen, p. 237.
3. Robbins, Sir Edward Grey, p. 152.
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immediate future; the French live with their history. When
Edward VII visited Paris in 1903, he was greeted with shouts
of "Vive Jeanne D'Arc." While Britains had mercifully
forgotten the Hundred Years War, it was still fresh in the 

]_Gallic mind„ Grey relieved his feelings to Bertie during
the pressure of Algeciras:

. . . too bad of the French to run off the rails

. . . France's bad luck has made her suspicious

. . .  if she would only go quietly and trust 
us. . . . and not get jumpy and throw over their
foreign ministers every few months [a significant 
comment upon Delcasse1s resignation] and talk 
nonsense.

A furor was raised in France in 1907 when Campbell-Bannerman
retorted irritably to Clemenceau's too insistent demands
for a continental sized army in France, "The British public
would not sanction troops on the continent." It took all
Grey's diplomacy to smooth Gambon's ruffled plumage, with
the dubious comment: "The public must decide, but if England
does fight, it will be with all her forces on land and
sea," This comment committed Britain to nothing, of course,

3but it appears to have calmed Cambon,
During the next four years, the air was seldom 

entirely clear, A minor test of the Entente occurred in 
1908. A German consul gave sanctuary to some German

1. Rolo, The Entente Cordiale, p. 165.
2. Grey to Bertie, undated, 1906 (probably May),

PRO 800/49.
3. Grey to Bertie, December 4, 1908, PRO 800/50.
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nationals who had deserted from the French Foreign Legion in 
Casa Blanca. Britain supported the French view and the 
issue w a s ;settled in her favor by arbitration. Neverthe
less , Grey was worried. He wrote Goschen: "The Germans are
going to make trouble over Casa Blanca . . .  a dangerous

■- 1game . . , no nation can afford to strike sparks." That
such an incident should have caused Grey alarm, was, 
probably, more a measure of the Balkan tension in 1908 
than the trivial incident in Casa Blanca, but it does 
illustrate the danger and uncertainty of the times.

By the time of the Agadir incident [Chapter 5), the 
Entente Cordiale, now so called, was an accepted fact in 
men’s minds, whatever its strict legal interpretation may 
have been.

The significance of the Entente Cordiale can be 
measured by the importance of the staff talks. In the face 
of the German naval buildup, a conflict between Britain and 
Germany seemed likely, The efforts of the two governments 
to. sweep the question under the rug, in 1912 (Chapter 5) , 
mgy haye relieved some tension, but it certainly did not 
solve the problem. The Entente joined two uneasy and rather 
reluctant bedfellows, whose cooperation barely survived the 
war. They turned to each other in mutual need; "diplomatic 
support” was, under these circumstances, the narrow edge of

1. Grey to Goschen, November 10, 1908, PRO 800/72,
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the wedge that inevitably led to the full scale war time
alliance. If there is any substance in this argument, then
talks were essential; not to have sanctioned them would
have been an act of criminal stupidity„ The Franco-
Russian Alliance of 1894 had determined Germany’s strategy.
The German General Staff's plan of a lightning strike
through Belgium was no secret. Time was of the essence; a
British army arriving after the capitulation of France would
have been of little value.

Monger calls the military talks "one of the most
important and obscure incidents in British diplomatic 

2_history„" There can be no question of their importance, 
but their obscurity must not be exaggerated. The record of 
the talks in 19 05 is vague indeed. Realistic men, like 
Grierson, knew the likelihood of war, and that if war came, 
they would be held personally responsible for the outcome. 
Grey’s courageous action brought the talks out of the 
clandestine phase and .under official control „ It is during 
the Grey era that the record first became clear.

Grey has been accused of a lack of frankness-r-and 
worse— in not immediately informing the entire cabinet of 
the military talks. His reasons were the unreliability of 
some of his colleagues, fears for a government not yet 
confirmed by an election, and the possible defection of

1. Monger, End of Isolation, p. 236„



the French to the German camp„ Though Grey later expressed
regret for not having informed the entire cabinet in 1906,
it may well have been another example of the graceful Grey,
making a charming apology. It is difficult to see'how, in
the climate of 1906, he could have done otherwise. In any
case, Haldane, Ripon, and Campbell-Bannerman knew
immediately, and Asquith knew, at least, by 1908. Neither
of the prime ministers considered it necessary to inform
the whole cabinet. The C.I.D. (Committee of Imperial
Defense) meetings were attended by the principal cabinet 

1members. In any case, when the war came, the decision to
2enter was made on a political, not a legal, basis. The 

military talks did not bring England into the war in 1914, 
but they did assure that if she entered it, it would be 
with hopes.of success «

The Anglo-Russian Convention 
Dr. Robbins states that, "Grey inherited the 

Entente, but the Anglo-Russian Convention was his own
3achievement," The statement is only true in a limited 

sense. The relatively modest Anglo-French Agreement of 
1904 was hardly recognizable in the wide sweeping

1, Richard,Viscount Haldane, An Autobiography (New 
York: Garden City Publishing Company, 1929), p. 204.

2, Robbins, Sir Edward Grey, p. 192,
3, Ibid,, p. 159.
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implications of the Entente Cordiale of 1911. On the other 
hand, the possibilities for an Anglo-Russian understanding 
had been explored by statesmen of both countries since the 
1880s. Had the Russians not become involved in the Russo- 
Japanese War, negotiations might well have proceeded much 
farther under Lansdowne. Grey inherited the concept of a 
rapprochement with Russia■along with rest of the Conserva
tive Party's foreign policy.

Nevertheless, Grey sought a Russian understanding 
with more vigor than his predecessors, and the final 
instrument bore unmistakable imprints of Grey's skillful 
touch. By the terms of the Convention of 1907, Russia 
yielded much and obtained little in return. The Russians, 
weakened by a lost war and internal revolt, afraid of the 
Germans and distrusting the French Alliance, had little 
choice; Greyz despite his protests to the contrary took 
full advantage of this situation,

The Dogger Bank incident--which has never been 
satisfactorily explained— brought the two countries to the 
verge of war in 19 04, but Russia had enough trouble on her 
hands, and she paid a large cash indemnity with satisfactory 
apologies, Nevertheless, the public in Britain were 
stirred to a white heat, Britain in the Edwardian Age, in 
spite of the complaints of leftist liberals, was still in 
a bellicose mood„
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The mood was not duplicated on the continent. The 

Russian defeat by Japan had modified the European political 
balance. The abortive Treaty of Byjorkoe had sent a chill 
down the spines of French statesmen; had it succeeded, the 
whole network of French alliances would have collapsed. 
Continental relations were typified by fear, mistrust, and 
deep suspicion of motives: England feared German naval 
expansion and the Russian threat to India; Russia feared 
Germany, and Germany, in her turn, was disturbed over the 
encirclement implied by the Franco-Russian Alliance and the 
Anglo-French Entente; France mistrusted everybody, even her 
own statesmen. All the major countries of Europe were 
beset with internal problems and torn by dissension. Many 
harrassed ministers must have thought longingly of the sweet 
simplicity of a united nation fighting only one enemy!

As in the case of the Anglo-French Entente, external 
conditions were forcing a marriage of convenience.
Isvolsky, who in 19.05 had told King Edward that friendship 
between their two countries was impossible, by 1906 was 
ready to support negotiations for an agreement. Grey 
advanced with caution and tact. He refused to send a ship 
to. a Russian port during the disturbances."*" Nicolson was 
to be sent to St, Petersburg as soon as he could be spared 
from the Conference at Algeciras, A Russophile and a Slavic

1, Grey to Nicolson, June 15, 1906, PRO 800/72.
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expert, he was expected to advance the cause of Anglo- 
Russian friendship. He played his role well, but it must be 
emphasized, under the direction of Grey. Some of the 
following excerpts from diplomatic correspondence between 
Grey and Nicolson show clearly who was directing policy. In 
the early part of 1906, Grey met with Nicolson, Asquith, and 
Morley in London to discuss a possible agreement, Nicolson, 
who was present as a Russian expert, was not sanguine.

Any rapprochement between the two countries was 
opposed by powerful groups in both Britain and in Russia.
In England, most of the Liberal Party and many intellectuals 
considered the Czar an oriental despot who butchered 
starving peasants. J, A. Spender, although a friend of 
Grey, wrote a two column, letter to The Times in which he 
praised the common foreign policy of Lansdowne and Grey and 
welcomed a friendlier feeling toward Russia, but was 
apprehensive about an agreement with St, Petersburg; he 
felt it might diminish Britain's reputation as a defender of 
liberty throughout the world. The letter had some twenty 
signatures, including John Galsworthy, E . G, Browne,
G. B . Shaw, and Ramsey MacDonald,

Grey entirely agreed with his critics, so far as the 
iniquities of the Russian Government were concerned. He

1. E , G, Browne was a professor of Persian 
literature at Cambridge, but too emotionally involved with 
Persia for diplomatic success, He often annoyed Grey. See 
also, Grey to Spring—Rice, March, 11, 1912, PRO 8 00/78.
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pointed out, however, that there were frightful atrocities 
on both sides; he disapproved of murder regardless of the 
political affiliation of the assassins. He may also have 
considered Britain's claim to be the universal champion of 
liberty somewhat farfetched. In any case, he thought it his 
primary duty to advance Britain's legitimate interests; he 
always espoused humanitarian causes, but preferably in 
concert with other powers.

The outlook was not promising. By the end of 1905, 
the situation in Russia was desperate. Spring-Rice (Charge 
d'affaires, in the absence of Arthur Nicolson) wrote: "In a 
short time, Russia as we know her, may cease to exist. . . .
misery is frightful . . . there will be bomb outrages . . .
some massacre of workers, as in Tomsk, is certain."^

The negotiations dragged on for another eighteen 
months, in the same spirit of mistrust and mutual suspicion:

Isvolsky knows we must be suspicious of his 
visit to Germany . . . we expect some frankness
about it , „ , to prove the Germans are not
putting a spoke in our wheel . . . .

, „ , we must not raise in Isvolsky's mind
the suspicion that we are trying to take advantage 
of Russia*s situation . . , I should omit the
last paragraph from your proposed draft. We wish 
to give no pretext for saying that our settlement 
has infringed the policy of the open door,

1, Spring-Rice to Grey, December 20, 1905, PRO
800/72.

2. Grey to Nicolson, June 27, 1906, PRO 800/72„
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To take advantage of Russia's weakness was, 

apparently, exactly what Grey had in mind. Otherwise, why 
the hurry? In spite of Harold Nicolson1s understandable 
pride in his father's useful and impressive career, this 
letter also indicates that policy was made by Grey in 
London, and not by Arthur Nicolson in St. Petersburg„

The following excerpts show Grey's thinking on the 
Anglo-Russian Agreement, in the autumn of 1906. It also 
shows the streak of understanding that tempered Grey's hard 
diplomatic bargaining:

We have shown enough of our hand to convince 
the Russians that a fair agreement with us is a 
practical policy . . . we cannot finance Persia
for ever . . . [though] an advance to a new Shah
might be reasonable, but I do not like lending 
money to a country that is going down hill and 
getting deeper and deeper into debt. I realize 
that you can do nothing about pogroms . , , we '
may send you from time to time, some of the 
apprehensions that are expressed here . , , there
is, apparently, civil war, with bombs on one side 
and pogroms on the other,

Benckendorff IRussian Ambassador to London] 
told me that Isyolsky is concerned about Chinese 
troops in Mongolia and thought it might be a 
valuable factor in the negotiations with us.

, , , we can promise not to interfere, but
that won't help the Russians. . . . We can hardly
interfere even diplomatically, to restrain China 
from doing what she likes in her own country.^

1. Grey to Nicolson, June 27, 1906, PRO 800/72.
2. Grey to Nicolson, October 2, 1906, PRO 800/72.



89
Few statesmen had their feet more firmly on the

ground than Grey.
In May, 19 07, Grey was bemoaning the Russian's

1delay over Afghanistan; on August 31, 1907, his patience
was rewarded by the signing of the Convention. According to
Grey, the purpose of the Convention was threefold: to lessen
the chances of a war between the two countries by settling
outstanding disputes, as had been accomplished by the
Entente with France; to protect India's frontiers against
further Russian advance; and to act as a logical complement

2to the French Entente„
Obviously these three objectives could not be separated; 

Tibet, Afghanistan, Persia, and the Persian Gulf were all 
vital to India's defense; the huge India sub-continent could 
be used as a base against a Russian advance into China.
What the military feared most was Russians on the Indian 
frontier. In 1905, Kitghener^-at that time Chief of Staff 
of the Indian Army-— wrote a memo on Indian military policy 
in which he stated that the main danger to India was the

3^'menacing advance of Russia towards our frontiers."

1, Grey to Nicolson, May 15, .1907, PRO 800/72.
2, Grey, Twenty-Five Years, p. 154,
3, Kitchener MS., PRO, cited by Beryl J. Williams, 

"The Strategic Background to the Anglo-Russian Entente of 
August, 1907," H.J., 3 (1966), p. 360,
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It was never really thought that the Russians 

contemplated a conquest of India. Much of Russia's advance 
was an expression of modern technology and the momentum of 
the sprawling giant spilling over its borders. Nevertheless,
it was a danger for Britain. Russian railways, built in the
spirit of the times, may have been planned with no hostile 
intentions, but that did not diminish their capacity to 
transport and supply troops. Even the seemingly innocuous 
steamboats on the Oxus River were a source of worry to those 
responsible for defense. If the Russian and Indian 
frontiers ever became coterminous, a threatened attack could 
be used to exert diplomatic leverage at some other sensitive 
spot.

Such an eventuality would have placed an intolerable 
burden on the Indian and British economy» In a secret 
report on India, 1907, the War Office stated flatly:

When that has been effected [coterminous 
frontiers] the burdens will be so enormously
increased that , , „ it will be a question of
practical politics whether it is worth our while 
to retain India or not.

While the defense of India was a military question, 
the surrounding states which Britain hoped to use as 
buffers presented a wide variety of complex problems.
Persia, the gateway to India through Afghanistan and to the

1. Kitchener MS, PRO, cited by Samuel R. Williamson, 
The Politics of Grand Strategy (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1969), p. 372.
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Persian Gulf, was in the unhappy position of being placed 
between the Russian hammer in the north and the British 
anvil in the south. Grey knew that Britain could not hope 
to dislodge the Russians from the Teheran area.. No British 
government would sanction such an adventure; the cost would 
have been enormous and the outcome highly dubious. The 
division of Persia into a Russian Zone of influence in the 
north; a British Zone in the south, with a neutral zone 
in between was the sole solution. The Convention gave much 
to Britain and conceded little to Russia. Britain 
guaranteed Russia's position in the north, something Russia 
was perfectly capable of doing for herself. In the 
strategic Seistan--the only practical door to Afghanistan—  . 
the Russians yielded to the British, ignoring the protests 
of their own military advisers.

Of course, the Russians knew what they were doing; 
above all they wanted a measure of security in Europe and 
a breathing Spell to recover from their defeat by Japan and 
to put their own house in order. What the Russians lost in 
Asia, they gained in Europe. There can be little question 
that Grey deliberately exploited Russian weakness to the 
gain of Britain.

Savage attacks by the liberal press for having 
bartered away Persia's freedom were replied to in a 
classic passage in Twenty-Five Years:
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The independence of Persia . . . did not exist

. . . when the agreement was made. Persia was
honeycombed by concessions . . . she owed money
to Russia and to Britain . . . her finances were
in disorder „ . . internal troubles threatened the ^
lives of foreigners and invited intervention . . . .

Grey might have added that the Persian Government
2was as brutal as the Russian troops„ Many of the illus

trations in Browne's book are horrifying.
The terms of the Agreement were brazenly ignored by 

the Russians. During Britain's preoccupation with Agadir, 
Russia made further encroachments, but only in her own 
sphere of influence* In 1911, Buchanan (British Ambassador 
in St, Petersburg, after Nicolson's promotion to permanent 
under-secretary, in 1910) complained bitterly of Russian 
conduct. As late as June, 1914, he informed the Czar that
trends in Persia might eventually prove fatal to Anglo-

3Russian relations.
It has been said that the Anglo-Russian Convention 

was a marriage of convenience, while the Entente was pure 
love. There was no such distinction in Grey's mind; both 
agreements were hard driven bargains solely designed to 
serve Britain's interests, In spite of a mutual coolness,

1, Grey, Twenty-Eive Years, p. 161,
2, E, G, Browne, The Persian Revolution of 1905- 

1909 (Cambridge: University Press, 1910) .
3, George W, Buchanan, My Mission to Russia 

(London: Cassell, 1923), p, 91*
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the Convention accomplished its multiple purposes. Measured 
by its advantages to Britain and the fact that it was 
consumated in the face of strenuous opposition at home and 
political chaos in Persia, the Anglo-Russian Convention may 
well have been Grey's greatest triumph.

Global Strategy
In the unhappy isolation of Britain at the turn of 

the century, she had powerful enemies and few friends. The 
French and Russian agreements had ended much dangerous 
tension, and the conciliatory attitude that Britain dis
played to the United States finally won her the friendship 
of that powerful nation whose armed intervention in 1917 
ensured an Allied victory. Finally, the over-extension of 
the fleet was relieved by the Anglo-Japanese Alliance.

The original Anglo-Japanese Alliance had provided 
for armed intervention only in the event that Japan was 
attacked by two powers simultaneously. The first renewal 
under Lansdowne provided for British intervention if Japan 
was attacked by a single power. At the second renewal, in 
1910, Grey was faced with additional problems; Japan 
guaranteed India's frontiers, but there was a good deal of 
opposition to the presence of Japanese troops on Indian 
soil, and some question of Japan's ability to transport 
enough troops across the seas. Eventually, a compromise was 
reached, A greater difficulty was the United States'
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sensitivity about the Japanese fleet in the Pacific„ Grey 
was attempting to negotiate a nonaggression pact with the 
United States, and he feared that the two agreements might 
clash. The Japanese proved extremely broad-minded, and the 
United States was excluded from the provisions of the 
treaty. (In the end, Grey’s arbitration treaty was doomed 
to perish in the diplomatic limbo of the United States 
Senate.)

Grey's praise of the Japanese Alliance in 1902 
earned him his customary quota of abuse, especially from 
reactionaries who thought in terms of the "yellow peril."
The Kaiser was incensed with what he considered Grey’s 
betrayal of the white race. With the second renewal, the 
criticism centered around the danger to New Zealand and 
Australia. Grey bluntly pointed out that neither Australia 
nor New Zealand was in a position to patrol the China Seas 
themselves, and that England was no longer able to do so. 
Danger to Australia,, he pointed out, was not increased by 
the Treaty, it was decreased; more was not possible.

This has given rise to the criticism that Grey was 
a European, rather than a global statesman. Nothing could 
have been farther from the truth. One of Grey's most 
remarkable abilities was the capacity to view a problem in 
its global dimension. Grey knew that if the Mother 
country were decisively defeated, there would be no possi
bility of dominion survival; whatever victories were won or
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defeats sustained in distant countries, the final battle 
would be fought in Europe. (Churchill used the same 
reasoning in concentrating the Home Fleet in the North Sea 
and leaving the Mediterranian to the French Navy. "*")

In 1900, Britain stood alone; by 1912 the situation, 
while still fraught with dangers, perplexities, and new 
problems, had improved greatly to Britain's advantage:
France was bound to England by an agreement that contained 
an escape clause--for the British; Russia was tied to 
Britain as much by the Franco-Russian Alliance, as by the 
Convention. At the same time, her path was blocked to India 
by treaty with Britain and Russia's advance to the Far East 
was blocked by the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. The exclusion 
of the United States from the provisions of the Anglo- 
Japanese Alliance left.Britain free to assist the United 
States in the Pacific, if necessary.

Germany, the sole enemy, was faced with a possible 
war on her eastern and western frontiers and a hostile 
British Navy off her North Coast. Her allies were the 
crumbling Austro-rHungctrian Empire and the Italians whom the 
Germans deeply distrusted.

When Bethmann-Hollweg deplored the coming of war, he 
may have been as much concerned with the possibilities of 
defeat as with the blessings of peace. He was a statesman

1. W„ S. Churchill, World Crisis 1911-1918 (London: 
English Library, Mentor Edition, 1968), p. 80.
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and could read the diplomatic blueprint that Grey had 
largely designed„



CHAPTER 5

THE TRIPLE ALLIANCE ' '

The terms Triple Alliance and Triple Entente are de
ceptive in their similarity. The series of agreements made 
by the Central Powers on the one hand and the Allies on the 
other were distinct in origin and purpose. That they emerged 
as the solid front of two opposing groups in 1914 was a 
historical development neither desired nor ^anticipated.

The Triple Entente— an expression strongly depre- 
%cated by Grey — was two separate agreements intended to 

settle outstanding grievances between England and her later 
allies, France and Russia. All the territories concerned 
were outside Europe; the sole obligation of England that 
might be of concern to other powers was the diplomatic 
support of France in Morocco. In contrast, the Triple 
Alliance was the familiar type of nineteenth century de
fensive alliance.

Germany's essential partner was the sprawling, 
politically unstable, Austro-Hungarian Empire. Germany had 
no illusions regarding the weakness of her neighbor or of 
the chaos that might arise when the aged Franz Joseph died; 
these were unpalatable facts that had to be swallowed, but

1. Grey to Nicolson, July 14, 1908, PRO 800/73.
97
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the adherence of the Austro-Hungarian Empire to the German 
cause was essential in the event of a major European con
flict. Austria stood in the same relationship to German as 
France to England. If, upon occasion. Grey was "more French 
than the French themselves," the Wilhelmstrasse was likely 
to be "more Austrian than the Ballplatz,".and for precisely 
the same reason.

There was also an emotional aspect to the Austrian
relationship. Many Germans felt strongly that Bismarck had
only united a part of the German people while permanently
alienating the traditional heartland of the Empire. Much of
Germany's diplomacy was strongly influenced by her blood ties
to Vienna. Like, other people, the Germans tended to quarrel.
within their own family, but they presented a united front

1to the world at large.

The Background
The Franco-Russian military alliance of 1894 was one 

of the determining factors in the chain of events that led 
to the tragedy of 1914. After 1894, Germany not only faced 
the possibility of a hostile and formidable French army in 
the west, but also the nightmare of Russia's limitless man
power on a thousand-mile front in the east. The

1. Even today, though one may find Germans and 
Austrians who dislike each other, to find a German who con
siders an Austrian a foreigner is extremely rare.
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Franco-Russian Alliance determined Germany's strategy in 
1914 and, indirectly, assured the British government of 
enthusiastic public support for the war.

The Franco-Russian Alliance was initially a diplo
matic setback for Britain; it united her two greatest 
enemies and jeopardized her position in the Mediterranean, 
but the astute diplomacy of the Lansdowne-Grey eras turned 
the Alliance to Britain's advantage. While not deprecating 
the achievements of these two capable men, it must be ad
mitted that neither of them could have realized the full 
implication of their strategy. In the event, the growing 
power of the French navy in the Mediterranean allowed 
Britain to concentrate her naval power in the North Sea and 
effectively block the growing German naval menace. Neither 
could Grey nor Lansdowne foresee that Austria would annex 
Bosnia-Herzogovina and thus shore up the shaky Anglo-Russian 
Convention. The above is not to suggest that the actors in 
the drama were of no consequence, but rather that events 
that men initiated had consequences that they neither 
anticipated nor were able to control.

Among man-made events, the Kaiser's bombastic 
speeches at the time of the Boer War and his congratulatory 
telegram to Kruger"*"— though probably misinterpreted in 
history— rankled in the British mind. Also his direct

1. President of the Boer Republic.
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communication with Lord Tweedmouth, the First Lord, on
official matters, was deeply resented. The traditional Grey

%was shocked to the core. The strongly anti-German posture 
of many key diplomats was well known in Berlin and did not 
help the cause of good relations. Bertie was even accused 
of outspoken rudeness to diplomats' wives at official 
dinners. The Grey Papers contain copies of private communi
cations between German diplomats on this topic. The writer
cannot assert that these copies are authentic, but it is

2difficult to understand why they should be forged.
Annoying and dangerous as these episodes were when 

they occurred, the problems were ephemeral and would have 
died a natural death if Anglo-German relations had been 
allowed a few years.of tranquility. Even Agadir, which 
brought England perilously near to war with Germany, passed 
as other crises had passed. The Bagdad Railway, the Portu
guese Colonies, and African territorial disputes were 
settled or caused little loss of diplomatic sleep. At the 
successful conclusion of the London Conference in 1913, the 
European skies had fewer clouds than for many a year.

.There was one nagging problem that was no. nearer 
solution in 1914 than it had been in 1905: the problem of

1. Grey to Lascelles, 22 February, 1908, PRO 800/61.
2, Illegible to illeg. (from German F.O.), July 19, 

1909, PRO 800/243.
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Anglo-German naval rivalry. Germany's price for a naval 
limitations agreement was Britain's neutrality in the event 
of a European conflict. Such a proposal would have auto
matically ended the Entente and put England back in the pre- 
1904 isolation. Germany, on the other hand, saw no reason 
why, with her magnificent army, her huge population, and 
industrial potential, she should accept a second place in 
world affairs in perpetuity. No solution was found for the 
simple reason that there was no solution.

The Anglo-German Naval Rivalry
Much of England's history can be epitomized in the 

words ships and the sea. Her geographical position was both 
a strength and a weakness; while her two thousand miles of 
indented seacoast promoted trade, they also invited invasion. 
The advantages of meeting an enemy at sea had been understood 
from the days of Julius Caesar; since Elizabethan times, it 
had been a keystone of foreign policy and a tenet of politi
cal faith among all sections of British society. As Fisher 
pointed out: "It was not the English Channel that allowed 
Englishmen to sleep soundly in their beds; it was the British 
Navy."'1'

By the 1890's, England could look complacently upon 
a period of unquestioned sea supremacy reaching back to the 
days of Napoleon. Unfortunately for naval effectiveness,

1. Churchill, World Crisis, p. 98.
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this was precisely the attitude adopted by many senior 
officers who were inclined to think in terms of sailing 
ships and Nelsonian strategy. A serious shortcoming in the 
navy was the complete lack of combat experience. Naval 
action was limited to "showing the flag" and firing a few 
shells into a city to emphasize the British viewpoint. 
Maneuvers had become maritime parade grounds where futile 
exercises delighted the observers and imbued the public with 
a false sense of security. Churchill's lyrical account of 
dropping anchors in unison shows that even a bellicose First 
Lord of the Admiralty could be out of touch with combat 
realities.

The deficiencies of the navy had not passed without 
notice in the cabinets. While naval estimates were not a 
matter of party politics, Hicks Beach, the Chancellor of the 
Exchequer in 1903, paid lip service to fiscal prudence by 
complaining of the spiraling of naval estimates. His 
successor, Austen Chamberlain, pointed out that naval ex
penditures between 1893 and 1904 had increased to the point
where they were almost three times the increases of Russia,

]_Germany, and France combined. The criticisms of naval 
estimates themselves were likely to be pro-forma. Whether 
the Conservatives or the Liberals were in power, navy esti
mates, were unlikely to suffer more than a modest trimming.

1. Monger, End of Isolation, p. 18.
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Technical criticism came from a handful of farseeing 

officers. Outstanding in this group were Lord Charles 
Beresford and Sir John Fisher. The former was an Irish peer 
of immense wealth with much influence in high places. His 
voice was loud in protest over administrative procedures:
"If you ran your [private] business along the lines you run 
your navy . . . you would be bankrupt in three months.
Fisher was a man of humbler origin. He started his career 
in sailing ships and ended it in the age of dreadnaughts and 
submarines. An implacable foe of Germany, he lived to see 
the scuttling of the German Fleet in 1919. More than any 
single man, Fisher was responsible for the creation of the 
British Navy as it existed in 1914. He became First Sea 
Lord in 1904 and immediately initiated the new bases at 
Scapa Flow and started the Home Fleet in the North Sea— a 
move to be completed by Churchill. Both Fisher and Beresford 
had a touch of genius combined with an eccentricity bordering 
on insanity. Unfortunately, they were completely incom
patible and their constant quarrels ended in their forced 
retirement.

In spite of the deficiencies of the British Navy at 
the turn of the century, the German Naval Laws of 1898 and 
1900 caused little alarm in Britain. The Times pointed out 
that these new expenditures on the part of Germany would

1. Arthur J. Harder, From Dreadnaught to Scapa Flow 
(Vol. 1; London: Oxford University Press, 1961), p. 37
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undoubtedly cause a similar increase in British expenditure, 
but the tone was far from censurious. The British public 
felt that Germany had a right to build as many ships as she 
pleased, and Britain, with her own huge fleet, was hardly in 
a position to protest. There was also the Englishman's 
ingrained respect for a navy and his admiration for sailors. 
The German Navy was viewed in a more charitable light than 
the German army.

This spirit of tolerance toward German naval build
up gradually diminished as Britain's anxiety increased, and 
as her expenditures mounted and threatened her social pro
gram. Another factor in the mounting mutual antipathy was 
the continuing anti-British press campaigns that had begun 
during the Boer War and continued unabated. Other factors 
were bombastic speeches by the Kaiser and alarming publica
tions produced by chauvinistic organizations, among which 
the German Navy League and the Colonial Party were the prin
cipal offenders.

The Great Fear
So far as the general public of the two countries 

was concerned, fear was probably the greatest single factor 
in their mutual estrangement. Germany had the reasonable 
fear that England might attack Kiel without warning and sink 
the embryonic German fleet before it became a serious menace.

1. The Times (London), no date, PRO 800/87.
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After all, the British had sunk the Danish fleet in Copen
hagen in 1807, and then with pointless brutality, bombarded 

1the city, Fisher even suggested to Edward VII that he be
allowed to "Copenhagen" the German fleet. The King replied,

2"You must be mad, Fisher, simply mad." The fear was suf
ficient in Germany for some fathers to move their families

3away from the Kiel area.
In England, the height of the fear came later, 

around 1908-09. The British public feared an actual land 
invasion of their country. It was a less rational fear than 
the Germans'. Experts on both sides pointed out the 
futility of attempting to land sufficient troops for a 
serious invasion in the face of the British navy. Of course, 
a relatively small force could have been landed on a foggy 
night, but it would have been a pointless sacrifice of men 
and material.

While the public feared an invasion, the government
thought more in terms of a surprise attack on the fleet at
anchor, Churchill expressed the idea superbly:

Fire and murder rising out of the darkness at 
our throats, torpedoes ripping the bellies of 
haIf-awakened ships, a sunrise on a vanished naval 
supremacy. Of course, it is quite impossible— the 
Hague Convention, Christian charity, liberal

1. Jonathan Steinberg, "The Copenhagen Complex," 
Journal of Contemporary History, 3 (1966), p. 24.

2. Magnus, Edward VII, p. 358.
3. Steinberg, "The Copenhagen Complex," p. 33.
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principles . . . [but] are you sure? Such a mistake
could only be made once— once and for all.-*-

Grey expressed the same idea more dryly: "Unilateral
disarmament may lead to a better world; it may also lead to 

2martyrdom."
Much of the fear of German invasion is reflected in 

the Grey Papers. It.sometimes reached ludicrous proportions. 
In 190 9, a young German, camping with some friends in Scot
land, reported the loss of his watch to the police. He left 
them his card which carried the information that he was a 
reserve officer. The incident was reported by the local 
police to Scotland Yard who, in turn, reported the whole 
affair with lengthy reports of witnesses to the Foreign 
Office. Even High Court judges might upon occasion deviate 
from their customary judicial impartiality and comment ad
versely on Anglo-German relations. In an Admiralty case, 
the judge pretended that the subject was invasion and com
mented that "Every German captain knew every port in 
England." At this sally, the spectators cheered with no

3rebuke from the bench. The press was responsible for much

1. Churchill, World Crisis, p. 39.
2. Hansard, 1316, August 1, 1907, cited by Robbins, 

Sir Edward Grey, p. 174.
3. Scotland Yard to Home Office, July 16, 1912,

PRO 800/102.
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of the propagation of fear: the Harmsworth Press carried
serials describing in lurid detail the progress of an in
vasion by the Germans.

The consensus of modern research is that no 
responsible person on either side of the North Sea ever 
seriously considered a surprise attack.

Liberal Cabinet Complexities 
Grey, as one of the leaders of the imperialist wing 

of the Liberal Party, faced more opposition from the radical 
members of his own Party than he did from the Conservatives. 
The basic problem, in 1906, was to finance a huge program of 
social measures and to build sufficient ships to meet the 
German challenge. Though Grey was a "big navy man," he

i -
*

endorsed the program of social reform. He considered the 
reforms not only desirous in themselves, but necessary if a 
cataclysmic social upheaval were to be avoided. He believed 
that England's superior tax structure and far greater 
financial resources would win in any out and out naval race 
with Germany, but he feared that too heavy taxes on the 
German working man would lead to a revolt that might well 
spread over Europe.

England, France, Germany, and Russia had large 
numbers of highly dissatisfied working people and Grey's 
fear was not farfetched. The Grey Papers contain thousands 
of words of conversations between the British Consul at
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Basel and Herr Bebel, the fanatical leader of the German
socialists. Much that he communicated was certainly treason

1from the German point of view.
Naval problems were never far from Grey's mind. " In 

spite of his preoccupation with the election and the 
approaching Algeciras Conference, in a long letter to 
Lascelles he clarified his ideas on navy growth:

We have no desire, nor do our partners, to use 
[Entente] to the detriment of other countries . . .
commercial rivalry is not resented here. We do not 
feel that [German commerce] is directed against 
British trade. . . . It is the same with the growth
of our navy: We build ships when other powers do; 
we don't regard it as a hostile act against our
selves . . . [it is] the desire to protect an
Empire.2

Then, after complimenting the Kaiser on a friendly 
speech, Grey indicated that he could be tough as well as 
propitiatory: "But fine words butter no parsnips and if
parsnips are to be buttered, it must be done at the Con-

3ference." Grey was almost pathetically anxious for an 
agreement with Germany, but the hard-headed North Countryman 
was not to be trifled with.

Though A. J. P. Taylor considers that in 1905 the 
German naval threat to Britain was still in the future it

1. Angot (Consul at Zurich), to Grey, October 4, 
1910, PRO 800/104.

2. Grey to Lascelles, April 28, 1906, PRO 800/61
3. Ibid.
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was constantly in Grey’s mind. By 1907, it was a major 
political issue. In 1905, England built four ships and 
Germany built only two; in 1906, Germany increased her 
building by one ship and Britain decreased her program by 
the same amount. By 1907, Germany had increased her 
building to four new vessels and Britain had decreased to 
two. Grey vigorously opposed this trend. In accordance 
with the practice of his time. Grey regarded the navy as the 
ultimate diplomatic card. His concern for the army and navy 
went deeper than mere diplomatic practice; the Greys had 
been soldiers, sailors, and empire builders more often than 
diplomats. This warrior spirit was reflected in the good 
relations he always enjoyed with the First Lord. Even the 
difficult Fisher wrote enthusiastically to the King of the: 
"Loyalty of that devoted servant to Your Majesty, Sir Edward 
Grey."2

Unfortunately, Grey’s worries were not confined to 
international affairs. Though Churchill rightly considered 
the Cabinet of 190 8 a coalition, it greatly strengthened 
Grey's hand. During the Campbell-Bannerman premiership, 
both men made a serious attempt to forget their former dif
ferences in the public interest; but they never had the 
intimacy that had existed between Grey and Asquith:

1. Churchill, World Crisis, p. 32.
2. Robbins, Sir Edward Grey, p. 18 0.
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Between Grey and myself there was daily intimacy 

and unbroken confidence . . . Ino] difference of
opinion that lasted for more than half an hour.
. . . Important questions were always laid before
the cabinet. . . . Until our decision to go to war
in 1914v no minister resigned because of foreign 
policy. 1

Asquith rated Grey number two in his cabinet (he
gave first place to Crewe). His sole complaint was that

2Grey was "dolorous."
But in spite of Grey's perennial gloom, the bond-

between them was close. Churchill wrote: "Asquith presided
impartially over the cabinet, but his] heart was with Grey,

3the Admiralty and the War Office." Grey's hand was further 
strengthened by deaths, resignations, and defections from 
the radical ranks.

Unfortunately, the Hague Conference of 1907 came 
before Grey's consolidation of power; subsequently he was 
subjected to a great deal of pressure from both the cabinet 
and the Commons to insist that the question of naval limita
tions be discussed at the Conference. Grey knew that the 
German government was under pressure from the Navy League 
and strongly objected to the question being raised. Grey 
was forced to broach the question, but he did so in a way 
that caused minimum offense to Berlin. He instructed his

1. H. H. Asquith, The Genesis of the War (London: 
Cassell, 1923), p. 2.

2. Roy Jenkins, Asquith (London: Collins, 1964), p.
340.

3. Ibid.
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Ambassador along these lines, but added ominously, "If the 
Germans refuse to meet us half-way . . [we will] settle
down to building more ships and bigger ships, than theirs."

In 1906, there had been some modification of naval 
strategic thinking under Lord Tweedmouth. The argument ran 
as follows: if the Entente with France had any meaning,
then a navy large enough to fight both France and Germany 
was ridiculous. Though the idea that Germany was the sole 
enemy was not generally accepted until around 1908-09, it 
took root in 1906.

It was this thinking that prevailed during the naval
estimates dispute in 1908 when MacKenna asked for six new
ships, and the economically minded members of the government
offered four. As Churchill expressed it: "We wanted six and

1they offered four; so we compromised on eight." Four were 
to be included in the new program and four more were to be 
built if "conditions warranted them." In the event, the 
extra four were built almost immediately. Robbins gives 
Grey credit for the extra ships, but it must be remembered 
that he had the nation behind him. The chant of "We want 
eight and we won't wait" resounded throughout every music 
hall in England.

The next year fear increased on both sides of the 
North Sea. Grey expressed his mounting irritability with

1. Churchill, World Crisis, p. 31.
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the Germans: "The Germans are a very difficult people topdeal with." He also complained of press reports that
"Bertie and Hardinge are in a conspiracy to defeat armament

2reduction and that I am their tool." As he became more 
frustrated in his efforts to reach a naval limitations 
agreement, he wrote Goschen: "One never knows with whom one 
is dealing [in Germany]; sometimes one mind gives the 
impulse and sometimes another, and they tolerate or encourage

3mischief makers."
In July, 1909, there was a welcome change in Berlin; 

Bethmann-Ho1Iweg became the Imperial Chancellor. He was a 
man of great good will and, while he had no illusions re
garding the difficulties involved in Anglo-German relations, 
he was as anxious to reach a settlement as Grey was himself. 
Describing the situation in 1909, Bethmann-Hollweg later 
wrote:

. . . England had.taken her stand on the side of
France and Russia . . . Germany held fast to her
naval program . . . i f  Germany saw a formidable
aggravation of all the aggressive tendencies of the 
Franco-Russian policy in England's pronounced 
friendship for the Dual Alliance, England had grown

1. Grey to Goschen, March 4, 1909, PRO 800/61.
2. Grey, minute, undated. Spring-Hill to Weinbaum, 

PRO 800/376,.cited by Frankl, "Britain's War Aims," p. 6.
3. Grey to Goschen, August 11, 1909, PRO 800/61.
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to see a menace in the growth of the German Fleet and 
a violation of her rights in our Eastern policy.1

The new Chancellor lost no time in communicating his 
desires for an understanding. In August, 1909, he wrote 
Goschen that such an agreement would have no practical 
results unless it formed part of a general understanding and 
convinced the two governments and their publics that neither 
country had any hostile intentions toward the other. This 
implied British neutrality in the event of war, something 
to which Britain could not agree. Although efforts to break 
the deadlock were made for the next four years, no real 
progress was ever made. Ironically, tension between the two 
countries diminished when Grey unofficially agreed in 1913 
that naval limitation would not be mentioned again.

In 1910, domestic problems served as a counter-
irritant to foreign affairs. Robbins calls this "The year

2Grey forgot foreign policy." While the statement is an 
obvious exaggeration, it emphasizes the enormous additional 
burden that domestic problems placed upon the Foreign 
Secretary.

In spite of the pressure placed upon him. Grey 
steadily refused to be moved by emotional appeals. In a 
speech to the House of Commons, March, 1911, he praised the

1. Bethmann-Hollweg, Memoirs, cited by Churchill,
World Crisis, p. 33.

2. Robbins, Sir Edward Grey, p. 212.
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idealism of his critics, but suggested they were remote from 
reality: "Armaments do not make wars, though excessive taxa
tion to pay for them may result in revolution-" His speech 
was later shown to the Kaiser who wrote a vigorous "no" after 
each suggestion Grey made. That there was never the 
slightest possibility of a meeting between the German and 
British minds, was the essence of the tragedy that culminated 
in the holocaust of 1914.

During the hot, dry summer of 1911, passions rose 
even higher. While Grey expressed mild irritation over "the
Germans, a tiresome people," he had some sort of defense

/

mechanism that allowed him to function in an atmosphere of
hostility. He wrote to,Louise Creighton that he "seldom
read the daily papers and did not know what they were saying

2about him, but understood that it was pretty bad." He might 
have echoed Talleyrand that: "His greatest feat was survival."

The Agadir Incident 
On July 1, 1911, the German Ambassador, in the 

absence of the Foreign Secretary, informed Sir Arthur 
HicoIson that the Imperial Government, alarmed of the dis
turbances in Morocco, had sent a gunboat to the port of 
Agadir to protect German nationals and their property. He 
added further that the establishment of military posts

1. Grey to Goschen, August 30, 1911, PRO 800/62.
2. Grey to L. Creighton, April 2, 1912, cited by 

Robbins, Sir Edward Grey, p. 254.



115
outside the port areas, by both Spain and France, had 
created a new situation.that rendered the Act of Algeciras 
illusory. He added that the help of England in arriving at 
a settlement would be welcome. Grey was advised immedi-' 
ately.1

After consulting with the cabinet. Grey informed the
German Ambassador, on July 4, that "the attitude of His
Majesty's Government was not a disinterested one; that
England must consider her obligations to France and could
not recognize any new arrangements that were arrived at
without consulting her." It is surprising that Grey in his
rather stiff reply completely ignored Germany's invitation
to participate in the negotiations.

Such was the beginning of the most serious incident
since Fashoda. Grey alerted the Admiralty and preparations

2for hostilities were made.
The situation was regarded more seriously since 

Agadir was considered suitable for a naval base. Another, 
point of concern was the proximity of Agadir to the Madeira 
Islands where Germany had been showing a good deal of 
interest. The idea that the Germans might seize a port and 
fortify it along Britain's sea-lanes loomed large in Grey's 
thinking. (Later it appeared that Grey had been unduly

1. Grey, Twenty-Five Years, p. 213.
2. Churchill, World Crisis, p. 38.
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worried on this point, as the Admiralty merely wanted no 
fortifications north of Mogador and no German port on the

iMediterranean coast of Morocco.
In France, Caillaux had formed a new government "on 

June 27. Since he was known to favor a rapprochement with 
Germany, their blustering diplomacy may have been intended 
to push France further toward the German orbit. Though 
Caillaux and de Selvres were working against each other in 
France, they were united in pressing Britain to take a 
strong stand on France's behalf.

Grey seems to have been well-informed about French 
domestic intrigue and showed less than his customary solici
tude over their feelings. Grey may have thought that he 
could deal better with Bethmann-Ho11weg than with the pre- 
1909 German Foreign Office; he may also have felt that 
France was now irrevocably tied to Britain. If Grey did not 
view the possibility of a genuine Franco-German rapproche-

2ment with delight, he scrupulously avoided making mischief.
By the middle of July, prospects for a peaceful 

settlement were excellent. France wanted a virtual protec
torate over Morocco, which both Germany and Britain were 
willing to accord her. England wanted her strategic and 
commercial interest safeguarded and Germany wanted a quid

1.. Grey to Bertie, July 12, 1912, PRO 800/52.
2. Grey to Goschen, March 4, 1909, PRO 800/61.



117
pro quo for the abrogation of the Act of Algeciras„ Nobody 
wanted war.

The Mansion House Speech
Grey had received no further communication from the 

German Ambassador by July 21. On that day, Lloyd George 
made a routine speech to the Association of Bankers. He 
terminated the speech with a lengthy reference to inter
national affairs, emphasizing Britain's place in the world:

. . . if a situation were to be forced upon us in
which peace could only be preserved by the surrender 
of the great and beneficent position Britain has 
won for herself by .centuries of heroism and achieve
ment, by allowing Britain to be treated, where her 
vital interests are concerned, as if she were of no 
account in the cabinet of nations, then I say 
emphatically that peace at that price would be a 
humiliation intolerable for a great country like 
ours to endure. National honor is no party ques
tion. The security of our great international trade 
is no party question.^

In his War Memoirs Lloyd George tells us that the
story of his part in the Agadir Crisis has been related

2fully and fairly by both Grey and Churchill. Nevertheless, 
the three accounts show significant differences: Lloyd
George tells us that he first showed the speech to Asquith 
who approved it; shortly afterward. Grey came in and added

3his approval. Churchill's version is that Lloyd George

1. Robbins, Sir Edward Grey, p. 242.
2. Lloyd George, War Memoirs, p. 25. 
3„ Ibid., p. 26.
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showed him the speech before a cabinet meeting and said that
he was going to show it to Grey and Asquith after the
meeting.^ Grey recalls Lloyd George showing him the speech

2before showing it to Asquith. Grey states in his Twenty- 
Five Years that the speech "contained nothing to which the 
Germans could properly object"— if this actually reflected 
Grey's opinion, subsequent events showed that he had. .never 
been more mistaken in his life!

The Mansion House speech was a diplomatic blunder of 
awesome proportions. The Germans were furious; their nego
tiations with France were at a delicate stage and the very 
last thing that either government wanted was to have the 
whole affair kicked about like a political football in the 
international press. The German reaction was swift and un
equivocal. Churchill tells the dramatic story:

Four days later [July 25] I was walking with the 
Chancellor of the Exchequer by the fountains of 
Buckingham Palace. A messenger came hot-footed on 
our track. "Would the Chancellor of the Exchequer 
go at once to Sir Edward Grey?" Lloyd George stopped 
abruptly and said: "That1s my speech" [italics are 
mine].3

At the Foreign Office both the cabinet ministers 
learned the abruptness of the German reply: Metternich had
been instructed to inform the British Government that in

1. Churchill, World Crisis, p. 37.
2. Grey, Twenty-Five Years, p. 216.
3» Churchill, World Crisis, p. 38.
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view of Lloyd George's speech, it was not compatible with 
German dignity to reply to any further questions. In acrid 
terms he stated that if France refused Germany's offer of 
friendship, then Germany would secure, by any means, full 
respect for her treaty rights. Grey at once advised the 
Admiralty.

Since this was an Admiralty and Foreign Office 
matter, why was the Chancellor of the Exchequer called in 
from a private stroll around Buckingham Palace? If the 
matter were urgent enough to call odd cabinet ministers to 
Grey's office, why didn't he ask Asquith for an immediate 
cabinet meeting?

The negotiations between France and Germany, now 
vastly more complicated, dragged on for many weeks. Grey 
resumed his customary— but not always appreciated-— role of 
honest broker. Eventually a settlement was made that was 
highly unpopular in both countries. The French Colonial 
Party considered it a "sell-out" and the German Minister for 
Colonial Affairs resigned rather than sign the agreement.

For the purpose of this study, the most disturbing 
element in the Mansion House speech fiasco is Grey's 
atypical behavior. In and out of office he had preached and 
practiced, traditional diplomacy. Negotiations were carried 
on solely between governments acting through their diplo
matic representatives; the public was appraised of the 
general policy and of the results when agreement was reached.
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They were not invited to take part in the negotiation. 
Diplomats were typically suave, courteous, and avoided 
threats or bluster. Grey's complaint about Germany's 
treading on other people's toes and about the difficulty of . 
carrying on negotiations in the midst of a press campaign at 
home and abroad is a familiar topic in the Grey Papers. The 
Mansion House speech violated every sacred tenet in Grey's 
diplomatic repertoire.

Why was the speech ever written and why did Grey 
agree to it? He said that the idea was Lloyd George's and 
it is difficult to believe otherwise; the lyrical, bard-like 
quality is vintage Lloyd George, but what was the motive for 
the Welshman's excursion into the field of international 
politics? His own explanation is that he feared Germany 
might consider England uninterested in Morocco and then pro
ceed to some overt act from which she could not retreat.
This reasoning is.hardly convincing; Grey had reiterated ad 
nauseum his intentions of fully living up to Britain's 
obligations to France. Further, the letter of July 4 was a 
reply to Metternich's first statement on Agadir in which 
Britain was invited to join in any future settlements in 
Morocco. Was a reply from Germany to Grey's letter of July 
4 necessary?

There is an interesting letter from Grey to Asquith, 
dated July 19, which is quoted in part below. The similarity 
to the passage in Lloyd George's War Memoirs seems to rule



121
out coincidence. In this letter. Grey gives the same reason
as Lloyd George for insisting on a reply from Germany, but
he does not suggest that anybody except himself be involved
in the matter:

. . . 15 days since I made the communication 
authorized by the cabinet . . . [no] indication
received that they recognize our position in this 
matter.
. . . [England's] silence must lead the Germans to
imagine that we don't care very much . . .  I think, 
therefore, it is essential I be authorized to make 
some communication to Germany. . . . irreparable
harm may be done by continued silence and inaction 
[on England's part] .

Nicolson wrote to Cartwright three days after the
Mansion House speech expressing his delight and adding:
"The speech of L.G. was, let me tell you, no sudden inspira-

2t.ion, but a carefully thought out . . . ."
The following hypothesis is suggested as a possible 

explanation of Grey's conduct during the Agadir Crisis:
Grey consistently spoke the truth and nothing but the truth; 
yet he did not consider it dishonorable to hide part of the 
truth. In fact, he admits so himself in Twenty"Five Years. 
Nowhere does Grey— or anybody else— state that they saw the 
speech for the first time on July 21st. The two letters 
quoted above suggest the possibility that Lloyd George's

1. British Documents on the Origins of the War, 
1898-1914, eleven volumes., edited by G. P. Gooch and H. W. 
V. Temperley (London: Foreign Office, 1926-38), Vol. VII, 
#599. (Hereafter cited as B.D.)

2. Ibid., #418.

(
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speech had been discussed among some members of the cabinet 
prior to July 21. It seems probable that all four men had 
discussed a communication to Germany, but that it be 
included in a public speech by Lloyd George, may have come 
as a surprise to Grey on July 21.

On the fateful day, the four men seem to have agreed 
that Lloyd George should make the speech, but for four 
completely different reasons: Asquith with his excellent 
judgment of men suspected that Lloyd George could be 
detached from the radicals, who had been especially obnoxious 
during the crisis,. Churchill stated that it was during July 
that Lloyd George suffered his Pauline conversion to 
imperialism, Asquith knew that cabinet unity had been 
strained over the question of staff talks with France and 
needed building up. The later removal of McKenna from the 
Admiralty to the Home Office was a step in the same direc
tion, As Curzon was to find out later, Lloyd George had a 
compulsive urge toward foreign affairs. He may also have 
wanted some of the limelight that the Foreign Secretary 
enjoyed; his vicious criticism of Grey in his" War Memoirs 
reeks of jealousy.

Though Grey was also happy to muffle the radicals 
by depriving them of their most effective member, he wanted 
to emphasize British loyalty to the Entente, Agadir had 
intensified his mistrust of Berlin, and Grey wanted to tell 
Germany, in very frank terms, exactly where Britain stood.
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It is this equivocal attitude of Grey during the Agadir 
Crisis, in which he first pays less attention to French 
sensibilities and then more attention, that leads one to 
suspect that Grey temporarily lost control of foreign 
policy to Churchill and Lloyd George.

- Churchill had always been an uneasy bedfellow among 
the pacifist radicals and welcomed a chance to move into a 
more suitable role:

Churchill kept me company for the love of the 
crisis „ „ . he was at the Home Office but insisted
upon taking me to the War Office to talk with Sir 
Henry Wilson. . . . Let me not imply that Churchill
desired war . . . his spirit was exhilarated by
crisis.1

Churchill, like Lloyd George, was not adverse to a .little 
more of the action.

That Asquith was the last one to see Lloyd George's 
speech is not incompatible with any of the versions„ There 
is a possibility, therefore, that the speech may have been 
altered after Grey saw and approved it. Asquith may have 
later smoothed matters oyer by saying that he hqd not 
thought the changes sufficient to warrant disturbing Grey 
again, Grey with his deep sense of loyalty to his 
colleagues and faced with a fait accompli, remained silent. 
That Grey approved Lloyd George's speech as he delivered it 
stretches credulity too far.

1. Grey, Twenty-Five Years, p. 229.
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Results of Agadir

Grey's basic thinking during the crisis is shown in 
his very frank letters to Bertie:

If the Act goes by the board, the partition 
of Morocco between Spain and France will ensue. _
It would not be impossible to obtain Germany's 
consent . . . but necessary to pay a price.

We cannot go to war to put France in posses
sion of Morocco . . . it does not matter to us
who owns tropical territory that we do not want 
for ourselves. Our trade is as well off in 
German as in French possessions.
. „ . there would be a big fuss here if Germany
shared in a partition of Morocco, but we should 
require.something from her, elsewhere. . . .
IAdmiralty] opinion was that on no account must 
Germany get a port in the Mediterranean.

Agadir is a dividing line in the history of the 
Grey Years. Tension between England and Germany gradually 
subsided, but as Grey pointed out, "the consequences of 
such a crisis do not end with it. They seem to end, but 
go underground and reappear later o n . A f t e r  Agadir, the 
division of Europe into two hostile camps was an accepted 
fact; though paradoxically, Anglo-German relations were less 
tensef and Grey was less concerned with French sensibilities.

1. Grey to Bertie, June 1, 1911, PRO 8JD0/52,
2. Ibid.
3, Grey to Goschen, August (?), 1911, PRO 8 00/7 2,
4, Grey, Twenty-Five Years, p. 233,
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Agadir gave a sense of urgency to the staff talks 

as well as cabinet sanction. Final decisions were made on 
the strategy of supporting the French Army’s left wing on 
French soil; the role of the Royal Navy was defined and a 
Navy General Staff decided upon. England now had a blue
print for war; only the logistics and training of men 
remained. By October, 1911, with the vigorous Churchill 
at the Admiralty, the decks were practically cleared for 
action, and time was fast running out.

Improved relations with Germany was a side effect 
of Agadir. Grey had always wanted better relations with 
Germany, but his concern for the Entente made even a friendly 
gesture difficult. The tightening of bonds with France 
allowed Grey more leeway with Germany, a fact that has been 
mis interpreted by some historians who tended toward the 
view that fear of Russia’s growing might caused Grey to 
favor Germany.1

Naval Limitations; the Last Phase
That Grey should have continued to work for some 

limit on naval expansion in the face of so many rebuffs, 
probably owes more to his inherent obstinacy than to any 
feeling of optimism. After Agadir, Grey's enthusiasm

1. Dr. Zara Steiner was inclined toward this view. 
However, she informed the writer that, in the face of some 
convincing criticism, she had modified her views (personal 
interview, 1972).
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slackened and the torch of naval limitations was carried 
by Churchill and Lloyd George.

Grey was a keen businessman as well as a shrewd 
politician. As Chairman of the Board of the Great Eastern • 
Railway, he had not been an aristocratic cypher. He cared 
little for personal wealth, but he cared a great deal for 
British prosperity. Britain's commercial stake in Morocco, 
though not great, was a constantly recurring theme in the 
negotiations at Algeciras. Grey's refusal to yield to 
pressure from business interests was merely an under
standing of the priority of national over private interests, 
His constant comment that Britain did not resent Germany's 
commercial competition was perfectly genuine. As an ardent 
free-trader, he believed in the stimulation of competition. 
The British Empire lived on trade, and it was never far 
from Grey's thinking.

The down-to-earth pragmatist Grey was much more 
concerned with basic f^cts that, either the philosopher 
Haldane or the warrior Churchill. Britain needed world 
peace to fully exploit her commercial potential. Either 
war or the internal chaos that might result from excessive 
taxation in any country, were to be avoided like the plague. 
Much of Grey's diplomatic thinking was sound economic 
reasoning rather than the Kiplingesque imperialism with 
which he was so often charged. The Anglo-German naval 
dispute has enormous economic implications that may have
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been exploited by both countries in their struggle for 
naval supremacy. Grey struggled on beyond the point of 
diminishing returns in the negotiations. The stakes were 
too great to allow him to throw in his hand earlier.

The Haldane Mission
For nearly two more years, Whitehall and the

Wilhelmstrasse desperately sought a common basis for
agreement. Amateur diplomacy often raised additional
problems: Churchill, with the best of intentions, referred
to the German navy as a "luxury," a word that carried
offensive connotations in German ears. Then Churchill
attempted to go to Paris to confer with the French Minister
of Marine. This move Grey successfully blocked.

Early in 1912 the Kaiser intimated, through Sir 
]_Ernest Cassell, that the visit of a British minister would 

2be welcome. It was thought that Grey would come himself. 
This he refused, saying "that would never do," He may have 
feared that it might upset the French or it may have been 
indicative of his conviction that a foreign secretary's 
place was in Whitehall, Ironically, his'intention to visit 
Germany to consult an eye specialist, was foiled by the war 
he tried so hard to prevent,

1. Sir Ernest Cassell was a naturalized British 
subject, head of a large banking house and an intimate of 
King Edward VII„

2. Cabinet Letter, February 3, 1912, Asquith MS, 
cited by Bobbins, Sir Edward Grey, p , 257,
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Haldane was an obvious second choice. He was 

thoroughly at home in Germany and on friendly terms with the 
Kaiser and most of his ministers. In spite of these 
advantages, the mission was a complete failure. The Kaiser 
did give him an advance copy of the new German naval law. 
When this was examined by experts in London, the situation 
was seen to be worse than had been feared, and it resulted 
in a new spate of fervid activity at the Admiralty.

Churchill's Naval Holiday
When the First Lord was thwarted in his desires to 

be a direct negotiator, he resorted to public speeches.
His arguments were logical, moderate in tone and, seemingly, 
convincing:

Supposing that we both were to take a holiday 
for a year . . . three ships that Germany did not
build would wipe out five" of ours [on account of 
England's 6 0% ratio to maintain superiority].
This is more than I expect they could hope to do 
in a brilliant naval action.

The unfortunate fact was that Germany refused to 
accept naval inferiority at any price less than England's 
unconditional neutrality. Nor would Germany agree to any 
principle that involved gearing her naval construction to 
that of any other nation. She insisted upon a navy large 
enough to protect any colonies she might conceivably acquire

1, Churchill, World Crisis, p, 79,
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and large enough to permit her to bargain with England on 
equal terms.

Negotiations died a natural death with the failure 
of Churchill's proposals for a naval holiday, Lichnowsky 
made it amply clear that any more discussion would be 
strongly depreciated by the Imperial Government. When 
Britain was freed from the frustration of failure and 
Germany no longer needed to fear the wrath of the Navy or 
Colonial advocates, relations would improve. Unfortunately, 
the improvement was illusory. Fifteen months later, 
Churchill strode from 10 Downing Street to the Admiralty 
and released a coded message to the Royal Navy which read: 
"Commence hostilities against Germany."

The Balkans and the Middle East
During the Grey Years, the huge area running from 

the Danube to the Gulf of Persia and from the Red Sea to 
the borders of India presented new problems as well' as old 
problems in a new guise. Throughout the nineteenth century, 
Britain had been the determining factor in the Balkans.
Much of this predominance had been lost by the turn of the 
century, A growing Arab nationalism had deeply resented 
Britain's military actions in Afghanistan; Abdul Hamid 
strongly objected to liberal criticism of his harsh 
policies in the Balkans; he further objected to British
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1occupation of Cyprus„ One may also suspect that 

Salisbury's well-known conviction that the Turkish Empire
was about to disintegrate did not endear him to the

2 ■Sublime Porte. British diplomacy in the Mediterranean was
further weakened by a transfer of part of her fleet to the
North Sea.

On the credit side, the Entente Cordiale had 
secured the Suez Canal and diminished the importance of the 
Straits so that, by 1908, Grey was willing to their being 
opened at a proper time and under proper safe-guards.̂  The 
Russian Convention of 1907 had secured the approaches to 
India including the vital Persian Gulf.

The proposed Bagdad Railway, while a potential 
threat to Britain in the Middle East, did not contain the 
fatal element of non^negotiability that doomed the Anglo- 
German naval rivalry to end in disaster.

The Portuguese Colonies, while not in the Middle 
East, were used in that area as diplomatic counters. At the 
end of the 1890s, it seemed likely that Portugal would be 
obliged to liquidate her vast colonial empire. Grey had 
inherited a detested secret treaty which covered this

1. M. B. Cooper, "British Policy in the Balkans, 
1908-9," H.J., 2 (1964), p. 258.

2. A. L. Kennedy, Salisbury 183 0-19 03 (London:
John Murray, 1953), p. 274,

3. Grey to Tweedmouth, November 19, 1907, PRO
800/87.



eventuality„ This treaty gave Germany the promise of
British support in acquiring any Portuguese colonies that
might subsequently come on the market. Grey felt that this
treaty bargained away the Empire that Britain, by a much'
older treaty, was bound to defend. Actually, there was
nothing dishonorable or contradictory about the Anglo-
German Treaty of 1898. Its terms were even known to
de Soveral, the Portuguese Foreign Minister and close friend
of Edward VII, nor did Grey have any illusions regarding
the government of these colonies which he referred to as

1"sinks of iniquity," It was the brutal cynicism that
offended his fastidious mind. Nevertheless, an agreement
was ready for signing when the war broke out in 1914.

The Balkan situation was further modified to
Britain's advantage by a revolt of the Young Turks against
the inefficiency of the despotic Abdul Hamid's rule. The
Turkish Ruler was compelled to grant a liberal constitution

2and to surrender power to a British oriented cabinet. The 
gain to Britain proved temporary, as it soon turned out that 
the Young Turks were more interested in consolidating their 
Empire than in embracing the principles of Gladstonian 
democracy; there was, however, a decline in German influence

1, Grey to Goschen, December 29, 1911, PRO 800/62.
2, Cooper, "British Policy in the Balkans," p, 26 8.
3, Ibid., p. 263,
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While the Turkish revolt sent a mild tremor through 

the European chancelleries, Austria's annexation of Bosnia- 
Herzogovina precipitated a major crisis. British interests, 
beyond the preservation of peace, were not directly involved. 
Grey, however, astutely sensed advantages to be gained for 
Britain and supported Russia. Since the claim was made that 
Austria had violated treaty obligations, Grey felt justified 
in taking a part against Austria; agreements could only be 
modified with the consent of all signatories. This was a 
sine qua non in Grey's creed for international behavior.

The view that Austria had, in fact, broken her 
treaty obligations was accepted by Grey without question,
This was his moral excuse for the de facto extension of the 
Anglo-Russian Convention to Europe. Since Grey's attitude 
was significant for future trends, it is worth while to 
examine the validity of the case against Austria. The 
Treaty of 1878, in part, reads:

Le Gouyerneijjent d*Autriche^Hongar±e ay ant 
renonce la question du transfert de 1 '‘administration 
ottomane a 1'Autriche^Hongerie dan le Sanjak ... 
le Gouvernement Imperial de Russie s 'engage de son 
cote a n'eleve aucune objection si, a la suite des 
inconveniens pquvant resulter du maintien de 
1 'administration ottomane dans le Sanjak de Novi 
Bazar, 1'Autriche^Hongerie se voyait amenee a 
occuper definitivement, ce territoire, corime le rest 
de la Bosnia et de I'Eprzogovie.^

1, W, N „ Medlicott, The Congress' of Berlin and 
After (London: ' Methuen, 1938) , p. 407.
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Was Austria culpable of a flagrant breach of 

international agreements as Grey thought? This extract 
from the Congress of 1878 throws considerable doubt on her 
guilt.

While the Balkans were not of direct importance to 
Britain, they were a source of constant annoyance as well as 
potential danger. Intrigue in Berlin was likely to be naive 
and obvious; in Vienna it was more subtle and dangerous.
Austrian deviance made them highly suspicious of the motives
of others. This was especially galling to Grey who always 
waxed indignant if anybody questioned his own good faith or 
the purity of British motives:

We are most unjustly accused of making mischief.
. . . The charge made by Baron d ’Aerenthal that Noel
Buxton had distributed money to Servia and employed 
agents to make trouble for Servia. This is absurd 
and if he can prove it., to be true ,■ I will stop it
or expose the authors.

Grey wrote to Cartwright in the same vein:
Suspicion in Austria that we were siding 

against her because she was a friend of Germany 
. . . I have carefully abstained from any [such]
attempt. , . . we should be exposed to the charge
of trying to isolate Germany. . . . The balance of
power is best preserved by the present groupings.
I should not wish to disturb it.^

1, (In view of Buxton's later exploits in the 
Balkans in 1915, where he nearly lost his life in under
cover work, one may wonder if Grey's faith in him was 
entirely justified.) See also, Grey to Lord Chancellor, 
June 5, 1909, PRO 800/9 9.

2, Grey to Goschen, March 4, 1909, PRO 8 00/61.
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That Grey was fully alive to the dangers of the 

Balkan situation is clear from a letter written to George V:
Sir Edward Grey thinks it would be dangerous and 

misleading to let the German Government be under the 
impression that under no circumstances would England 
come to the assistance of France and Russia, if 
Germany and Austria were at war with them.

. . .  Your Majesty's Government is not committed 
in the event of war, and the public opinion of the 
country is, as far as Sir Edward Grey can judge, 
adverse to a war arising put of a quarrel over 
Servia . . . if Germany attacked Russia [and] if
France were involved, it might be necessary for 
England to fight for her own security and future„

Grey was far from alone in sensing the danger.
Hardinge wrote in 1909: "I share your views of the need for
an understanding between Austria and Russia . . » [other-

2wise] inevitably end in a European war."
Few, if any, European statesmen would have dis

agreed with them. The tragedy was that they were unable 
to control the events whose inevitable consequences they so 
clearly foresaw.

The Balkan War of 1912 was Europe's fourth major 
crisis in less than a decade. An informal conference of 
ambassadors from the major powers met in London under the 
chairmanship of Grey. The conference was highly successful. 
Unfortunately, it led to false hopes in 1914 when Grey 
thought that another conference might settle the more

1. Grey to George V, December 9, 1912, PRO 800/103.
2. Hardinge to Nicolson, November 1, 1908, PRO 

800/841, cited by Steiner, The Foreign Office, p. 97,
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serious Austro-Servian dispute. He was doomed to dis
appointment. -

Though the diplomatic climate of Europe was milder 
between the end of the Balkan Wars and the assassination at 
Sarajevo, the British domestic scene was stormier than it 
had been in recent memory„ While this study is not 
directly concerned with Grey's part in domestic affairs, one 
incident may be cited as illustrating his influence in the 
House of Commons. Serious charges had been brought against 
several members of the government for having purchased 
shares in the American Marconi Company, whose British 
affiliate had recently been awarded large contracts on 
behalf of the British Government. It was charged that these 
ministers had used confidential information to enrich 
themselves. An official investigation followed which 
exonerated them of everything but indiscretion. The 
opposition was not satisfied with this verdict and demanded 
an apology from the House of Commons as a whole. Such a 
procedure might well h^ye ended the careers of several 
important figures, including Lloyd George, the chief target 
of the conservatives. Grey was the obvious choice to 
protest against the proposed action. Asquith or Haldane 
could have presented a better legal brief than Grey, but 
they both lacked the Grey magic; his simple oratory won the 
day. Though Lloyd George wrote Grey a letter of thanks, he
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seems to have completely forgotten in later years that Grey
saved his political bacon in 1913.

Faced with the spectre of civil war at home, Grey
may have found some consolation in the improved situation
abroad. Relations with Germany were smoother than they had
been for a decade; Russia was paying lip-service, at least,
to the Convention in Persia, and the Balkans had achieved
a modicum of stabilization. Unfortunately, the basic
problems of Anglo-German naval rivalry, German ambitions
and French intransigence remained.

In the spring of 1914, King George V paid a state
visit to the French capital, the first since his coronation.
Grey writes depreciatingly of this as, "a natural courtesy

]_among civilized people," Grey accompanied the King„ It 
was his first visit to the continent and his presence with 
King George could not help emphasizing the Anglo-German 
Breech,

The Last Hours 
That Grey genuinely hated war is too well documented 

tq be seriously questioned; but he did not consider war the 
greatest evil that.man might endure, As somebody happiiy 
expressed it forty years l#ter, he felt it was preferable 
to "die on one's feet rather than live on one's knees."

. 1. Grey, Twenty-Five Years, p , 268.
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Grey feared the loss of national freedom more than war. If
Germany crushed France and occupied the Channel ports, any
resistance to her would have been futile. As King George
was to say to the American Ambassador on August 5,' 1914:'
"My God, Mr. Page, what else could we do?"

Once Grey's mind was turned to war, he could be as
cynically realistic as any of his contemporaries. During
the Agadir Crisis, he wrote:

It is essential that before war comes— if it 
comes--that it is clear that Germany has meant war 
and has forced it. Unless that is so, I am not sure 
what public opinion here, would be. . . , If the
Government has to make a decision for war, it must 
have the strongest case to put before Parliament.2

Grey's speech to the House of Commons on August 3
was a model of simplicity; devoid of rhetoric or emotional
appeal, it may well have been the best he ever made, Its
effect on the decision to go to war was nil; England's mind
was already made up when Grey rose to speak.

Th.e last official communication that Grey received
from Germany was a telegram from Lichnowsky,. thanking him
for the courtesies shown him and his entourage during his

3last hours in England. It sounded the knell of an age.

1. Burton J. Hendrick, The Life and Letters of 
Walter Hines Page (London: William Heinemann, 1926), p. 309.

2. Grey to Bertie, September 8, 1911, PRO 800/52.
3. Lichnowsky to Grey, August 6, 1914, PRO 800/62.



CHAPTER 6

BEYOND THE DIVIDE

Although the focus Of this study is on the eight 
years immediately prior to the outbreak of the war in 1914, 
it starts with Grey's birth. The pattern of human thought 
demands that such a study end with his death. Apart from 
mere symmetry, there are more cogent reasons for including a 
brief summary of the post-1914 period: the last twenty years
of Grey's life mirror the first fifty and thus add confirma
tion to a major premise of this study. The man whose ashes 
were mingled with Dorothy's in 1933 differed little from the 
boy who was sent down from Balliol in 18 83.

The Warrior Statesman 
Lenin is supposed to have said that war was diplomacy 

carried on by other means. Though the quotation causes 
raised eyebrows today, it was accepted by the Edwardians as 
a statement of obvious fact, and it most certainly formed 
part of Grey's strategy. Prior to the outbreak of war, his 
major efforts were directed toward the preservation of peace; 
upon the expiration of the ultimatum to Germany, his sole 
concern was to win the war. He did not display the emotion
alism of Lichnowsky or Mensdorff; his mild outbursts of, "I 
hate war" expressed his annoyance at people who congratulated

13 8
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him on his speech of 3 August. He felt that condolences 
would have been more in order.

Grey considered Germany responsible for the war. He 
felt that men like Bethmann-Hollweg and Jagow had cravenly 
stood aside and allowed events to take their unfortunate 
course. This initial feeling of being betrayed by men he re
garded as friends, was replaced by frustration and despair 
at the bloody progress of the war. He was bowed down by an 
inhumane work load and handicapped by increasing blindness 
and failing health. Neverthelesshe fought in war as 
cleanly as in peace. He detested the blockade— which was 
frankly designed to starve German civilians, regardless of 
sex or age. Realizing the war was a life and death struggle,
he did reluctantly agree to shave some of his peacetime
principles: he made secret treaties with Bulgaria, Russia,
and Italy— something he had always refused to do before.
But even with national existence at stake, the final judg
ment of history was more important to him than a temporary 
advantage:

Whatever your work in Holland may be, whatever
arrangements you may have to propose, never forget
that we are making history. Do not allow yourself 
to be tempted by any temporary advantage. Remember 

. always that what may seem an advantage under cir
cumstances of the present war may on some future 
occasion be quoted against us.^

1. Sir Francis Oppenheimer, Stranger Within 
(London: Faber & Faber, 1960), p. 243.
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In war, there is a hiatus in foreign policy which is 

largely replaced by a preoccupation with war aims. Grey's 
war aims were few and simple: the elimination from Germany's
political power structure of those groups which he considered 
mainly responsible for the tragedy; the retreat of all German 
forces from occupied territory and just compensation to be 
paid to those who had been invaded, and after an interval 
for national housecleaning, admittance of Germany back into 
full membership in the European Community of Nations.
Future wars. Grey thought, could be prevented, not by com
plete disarmament of Germany forever, but by an extension of 
the Concert of Europe to the entire world. United States 
participation was essential to prevent a League of Nations 
from degenerating into two hostile camps. (This was pre
cisely the course that events would take during the next 
twenty years.)

One phase of Grey's foreign policy was not auto
matically completed with the beginning of hostilities: 
friendship with the United States. During Grey's final two 
and a half years in office, the attitude of the United States 
toward the European war would spell the difference between 
victory and defeat. The coming of war, while simplifying the 
relations between Britain and her potential allies, in
finitely complicated her relations with neutral nations. 
Profits in trading with belligerents were fantastically high. 
Any interference with this trade was bitterly opposed by the
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vested interests concerned. Historical issues, often 
carrying emotion-packed connotations, were a source of con
flict and were skilfully exploited by German sympathizers.

England was fortunate in having Walter Hines Pages
as American Ambassador at this crucial.period. Not only was
Page an astute politician, high in the regard of President
Wilson, but he was probably the greatest friend the Allies
had. Page made no pretense of neutrality and stretched his
instructions from Washington to the breaking point. One
famous incident is worth relating. Page strode into Grey's
office early in 1915 and read a stiff note of protest from
President Wilson. He then told Grey that he was obliged to
read the note, but entirely disagreed with it. He then added

1that they must now consider how to answer it!
Page had the advantage of having more time than Grey 

to ponder on knotty problems involving such sensitive issues 
as search at sea. His knowledge of American mentality saved 
Grey from many an error. A good example was the Dacia, a 
cargo ship used as a test case. It carried contraband and 
the voyage was well advertised in advance. The American 
public was incensed in advance, and to seize the vessel 
meant certain trouble, while to allow her to pass would have 
created a precedent. Page made the clever suggestion that 
the French seize the vessel. This was done and no protest

1. Hendrick, The Life and Letters of Walter Hines 
Page, p . 185.
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was made. England was still the traditional enemy and 
France the traditional friend.

The clash between British pragmatism and American 
idealism did not prove as serious as one might have feared. 
Diplomatic tact often won the day. When Wilson seriously 
told Sir William Tyrrel that he wished "to teach South 
Americans to elect good men to public office," Tyrrel merely
replied that Englishmen had no imagination and could not see

'■ 1 any difference between men like Huerta and Pancho Villa.
Nevertheless, Page often complained that Grey could under
stand shooting people to preserve law and order, but he could 
not understand shooting them for moral reasons. Grey was 
also constantly under abuse from the press for "cringing to 
the Americans." He relates a.n amusing incident: He in
formed Page that he had been criticized for bowing too low . 
to him, whereupon both men bowed very low to each other and 
roared with laughter. One may suspect that the Germans did 
not find the situation quite so _humorous.

Three months after Grey left office, the United 
States declared war on Germany, assuring an allied victory. 
Thus every tenet of Grey's foreign policy stood the test of 
time. Few statesmen could have successfully carried on the 
difficult negotiations with America in face of such incred
ible difficulties„ It is also doubtful if Grey could have

1. Ibid., p. 183.
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managed without Page's loyal assistance. The Ambassador 
literally gave his life for the allied cause. Neglecting his 
doctor's orders, he remained at his post until he was carried 
onto a ship, only to die a few weeks later. He richly de
served the tribute to his memory that Grey unveiled in 
Westminster Abbey in 1923.

The question of contraband was so vast that a new 
Ministry of Contraband was organized in 1915, under the 
direction of Lord Robert Cecil who was given a seat in the 
Cabinet. Housed in the Foreign Office, its ramifications 
permeated every government office. Today it would be called 
the Ministry for Economic Warfare. Naturally, Grey was 
deeply involved in this work. Robert Cecil's constant 
efforts to persuade Grey to help resuscitate the Liberal 
Party in the 1920's, is a measure of his admiration for 
Grey's wartime work.

Grey's activities were global, but in every case 
were directed toward winning the war. His method was prag
matic common sense tempered with human decency. Thus he was 
willing to give Constantinople to the Russians to keep them 
in the war during the defeats of 1915. He gave the French 
"provisional" occupation of the Cameroons— as a badly needed 
morale builder. Grey was in favor of a spiritual home for 
the Jews, largely because he wanted a friendly people in 
that strategic area. He did point out that no democratic 
state could exist with a large population ruled by a handful
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of Jews. According to Trevelyan, the fact that Grey's word 
was taken at face value in the Scandinavian countries pre
vented Sweden from following her natural inclination and 
joining Germany.

Grey became a peer in 1916 for purely political 
reaons. It had the advantage of relieving him of the burden 
of answering questions in the House of Commons. The incident 
was without significance except in showing Grey's pride in 
his name. He was offered an earldom, but fearing confusion 
with two Earl Greys in the world, and reluctant to. lose his 
name, he cheerfully suggested a vd scountcy.

Journey 1s End
Apart from other considerations, Grey's health would 

not have allowed him to remain in office much longer. When 
he was finally allowed "to get out of the shafts" as he ex
pressed it, he went to Fallodon and slept for two days. 
Relieved of the burden of office, his health gradually im
proved, but his sight continued to deteriorate.

Disillusion came soon after the war. The continua
tion of the blockade after the armistice, the tone of the 
Peace Conference, Lloyd George's promise to "squeeze Germany 
until the pips cracked," were all negations of his prin
ciples. The failure of the United States Senate to ratify 
American participation in the League of Nations was a bitter 
climax.



145
In Twenty-Five Years, he gives some indication of 

the torturing doubts that must have plagued his mind to the 
end. Could he have somehow avoided the catastrophe of 1914? 
It may well have been his last thought as he lay on the 
threshold of eternity.

The pressure put on Grey to lead or, at least, take 
an active part in the resuscitation of the dying Liberal 
Party, was more than an act of desperation; so great was 
Grey's prestige that as late as 192 9, he was approached by 
Stanley Baldwin regarding a cabinet position.

Grey's marriage to Pamela, the widow of his old 
friend Lord Glenconnor, in 1922, brought him some measure of 
companionship. Like Dorothy, she too was devoted to books 
and wildlife. For six years she was Grey's "sight." When 
she died. Grey wrote to Louise Creighton that he had been 
alone for sixteen years before and could manage again. His 
moral courage sustained him in the face of repeated blows of 
a cruel fate. Through all he always retained his sense of 
humor. Trevelyan writes that Grey once told him: "An ad
vantage of being blind is that one can read Braille in bed 
and still keep one's fingers warm under the covers." . During 
the last six months of his life, he even lost the sensi
tivity of his "Braille finger."

Characteristically, his last speech to the House of 
Lords, in 1933, was a passionate appeal for legislation to 
prevent coastal vessels from dumping oil along England's
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shores. Thirty years later the law was passed; Grey was 
always ahead of his time.

Grey sleeps beneath the silver pine where he fed his 
ducks and watched the sea pounding on the rocky shore a mile 
away. Perhaps he has found in death a tranquility he never 
knew in life.

Conclusions
In this study Grey has been viewed as a composite of 

reinforcing influences. The lessons that Grey learned from 
old Sir. George neither contradicted the code of a Wykamist 
nor the ideals of his young wife; they were also in accord
ance with the dictates of his genetic heritage. This early 
training governed the pattern of his conduct throughout his 
life and gave a consistency to his behavior that was a 
valuable political asset.

In spite of his popularity in both liberal and con
servative circles, it was inevitable that he would become a 
major target for postwar criticism. in the "tua culpa" 
years of the 1920's, when European statesmen were busily 
writing multivolume memoirs blaming everybody but themselves 
for the holocaust of 1914-18, Grey received less than his 
customary measure of abuse. His record for probity and the 
impeccable conduct of an English gentleman were so firmly 
established that his critics were forced to attack his 
ancient lineage and his largely imaginary wealth— he was
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even accused of being excessively good-looking! But before 
the decade was finished, the world was looking anxiously to 
the future; Grey and the First World War slowly receded into 
the half-forgotten past, from which they were resuscitated in 
the 19 601s .

Common Criticisms of Grey’s Foreign Policy
One school of thought contends that Grey should have 

concluded formal alliances with Russia and France as a de- 
terent to German aggression; others have considered that he 
should have maintained strict neutrality and thus curbed 
French and Russian ardor for war. Though both views can 
conceivably be wrong, they obviously cannot both be right. 
There is no evidence that Germany would have been awed by a 
formal Anglo-French alliance. The evidence points rather to 
Germany underestimating the effectiveness of military aid to 
France. So far as the British Navy was concerned, Germany 
accepted the calculated risk of a clash. If, on the other 
hand, Britain had announced her neutrality, France would 
either have fallen into the German orbit or would have been 
crushed by her powerful neighbor. Either course would have 
been fatal to Britain.

Much criticism has been levelled at Grey for what 
has been interpreted as a lack of frankness in not informing 
the entire Cabinet in 190 6 of his having sanctioned staff 
talks between the British and French military representatives. 
Grey's actions may be defended upon three grounds; firstly.
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in accordance with British constitutional practice, ministers 
traditionally ran their own departments with a minimum of 
interference from the Cabinet as a whole; Grey had, quite 
properly, immediately informed the War Minister, who in turn 
advised the Prime Minister a few days later. Secondly, also 
in accordance with constitutional practice, foreign policy 
was made by the foreign secretary and the prime minister 
working in close cooperation (see Chapter 4). The third and 
probably the most important consideration to Grey was the 
precarious political situation in both England and France.
At home, a split Cabinet might have refused to allow the 
conversations and wholesale resignations might have caused 
the collapse of a government not yet confirmed in office by 
an election— the sort of event that Balfour anticipated when 
he resigned in December. This might have frightened the 
timid French government, which was' being bullied by Germany, 
and driven France into the German camp. In any case, the 
pragmatist Grey was more interested in Britain's survival 
than in the observance of political niceties. The subsequent 
course of events showed Grey to be right in his judgment of 
the importance of military talks in 1906.

Even Robbins accuses Grey of self-deception in re
fusing to realize the degree to which the talks committed 
Britain. Grey was clearly aware of this possibility; 
Campbell-Bannerman, among others, pointed it out in 190 6.
It was the kind of reasoning that Grey's mind was especially
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quick to grasp. While the issue can never be settled, this 
writer is of the opinion that the visionary Grey realized, 
at least subconsciously, the inevitability of a,life and 
death struggle with Germany, and would have gladly formed an 
alliance with France. This, neither the radicals in the 
Liberal Party nor the Labor Party would have sanctioned. It
is true that he hated war but he preferred war to defeat

/either military or de facto, as would have inevitably 
followed had Germany gained the hegemony of Europe. So he 
maneuvered himself and his government into an impregnable 
legal position. He even had the French government sign a 
categorical statement that the military conversations did 
not bind England to anything. Nevertheless, he could say to 
the House of Commons on 3 August, with utmost aplomb: "How
far . . . [friendship with France] entails an obligation,
let every man look into his own heart." Sophistry or even 
casuistry? Perhaps. But deception? Never! The facts were 
laid down in black and white, for the Commons to accept or 
reject, as they thought fit. Grey had acted in a spirit of 
British pragmatism, not Wilsonian rectitude. He was as 
British as roast beef and Yorkshire pudding.

Not only Grey's critics, but some of his own diplo
matic corps, grumbled over his extreme consideration for 
French sensitivities. His acquiescence to Hardinge’s pro
posal that no military band be sent to Germany sounds 
ridiculous today, but the proposal came from a highly
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competent diplomat and one who was not a member of the 
extreme anti-German faction. The French were hypersensitive 
and the Entente was vital. However, Grey's very genuine 
efforts to improve Anglo-German relations were certainly 
handicapped by his intimacy with France. But it must be 
borne in mind that the Foreign Secretary was precariously 
balanced on a.political tight-rope for his entire term of 
office.

While Grey was always lamenting the "roughness" of 
German diplomatic procedure, he did not apply the same 
standards to all countries. A glaring example of this is 
the United States. When in 1895 President Cleveland sent, 
what amounted to an ultimatum to Britain over Venezuela, 
Grey's later friend and bird-watching companion, T. R. 
Roosevelt, "hoped there would be a war soon, as the country 
needed a war." In 1902, Roosevelt stated bluntly that if 
the Boundary Commission did not draw the line between Canada 
and Alaska as he wished, he would send in the U.S. Cavalry 
to ensure its proper correction.^ The American actions over 
the Anglo—Mexican dispute as well as the proposed violation 
of the Hay-Pauncefote Treaty could be reasonably described 
by stronger terms than "rough." Grey, no doubt, thought 
that diplomacy, like politics, was the art of the possible.

1. T. H. Bailey, A Diplomatic History of the 
American People (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1964), 
p. 444.

2. Ibid., p. 508.
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The frequent crudities of Grey's potential allies could be 
shrugged-off in the national interest.

Provincialism is a frequent charge levelled at Grey. 
His critics do not consider it necessary to define this 
term. If it is meant in its usual pejorative sense of one 
with extremely limited interests, then the charge becomes 
ridiculous when applied to a foreign secretary of an empire 
ruling a quarter of the globe. What his critics appear to 
mean is that he preferred Northumberland to any other place 
in England; that he hardly ever left the British Isles; that 
he knew no foreign languages and never read books. There 
was always the implication that these alleged shortcomings 
rendered him unfit for his office.

Considering these points in turn: Grey certainly
had a deep, abiding love for his ancestral home, but his own 
writings on the beauties of Hampshire, Oxford, and Scotland 
show that his deepest feelings were stirred by unspoiled 
countryside, wherever it might be located. That he hardly 
ever travelled cannot be denied, but did this in any way 
handicap him in his duties? Grey believed that a foreign 
secretary's place was in his office in Whitehall, dealing 
with his ambassadors by letter and telegraph and directly 
with the ambassadors of other countries in his own office.
Is there any evidence that Grey would have succeeded better 
had he gone to Paris or Berlin? Certainly Lord Curzon, who 
had all the advantages Grey is supposed to have lacked.
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remarkable man though he undoubtedly was, hardly left Grey's 
imprint on history. That Grey understood French but could 
hardly speak the language was also correct, but was it 
really important? Haldane spoke German better than most 
natives and failed to accomplish anything in Germany.
Gambon, on the other hand, one of France's outstanding 
diplomats, lived in London for twenty years and never 
learned to speak English. The charge that Grey never read a 
book or only read Wordsworth is strange in a man whose own 
writings include eight volumes, one of which is entitled 
The Pleasures of Reading.

Grey 1s Accomplishments
Grey's progress up the political ladder was due to 

his own demonstrated ability. He owed little or nothing to 
his name, beyond a modicum of financial independence and his 
first job as an unpaid private secretary. His performance 
prior to 1892 was sufficiently impressive to make his 
appointment as a junior minister a foregone conclusion. His 
increasing stature during the next decade made his Cabinet 
post in 1905 almost inevitable.

After 1905 his leading role in a series of major 
crises put Grey in the front rank of European statesmen. His 
part in the Algeciras Conference has been underestimated.
With timid Rouvier in power the Entente might easily have 
perished in its infancy.



. 153
The Anglo-Russian Convention of 1907 is probably his 

major diplomatic success; yielding practically nothing, he 
gained much for Britain. All this was done in the face of 
opposition in Russia and violent opposition in England. He 
skillfully manipulated Russia's weakness in 1907 and again 
in 1915 when he gained complete control over strategic 
Seistan, the gateway to India.

Grey once mentioned that "The essence of our foreign 
policy is the Navy." He carried this dictum into practice.
In a dangerously divided Cabinet, Grey was the most con
sistent supporter of naval estimates, even threatening to 
resign if his stand was not adopted by the Cabinet. Fisher 
and many others have paid tribute to Grey's steadfast support 
of the Navy. Churchill, in contrast, although he later 
proved a great First Lord, demanded cuts until 1908; Lloyd 
George, in spite of his conversion to imperialism in 1911, 
talked about the "tragic waste of money on the navy" until a 
week before the outbreak of war. The Battle of Jutland was 
soon to demonstrate how narrow the margin between the two 
navies had become. That it was not narrower still is due to 
the efforts of Grey, Asquith, and Haldane.

Grey's real achievement was the intricate pattern of 
alliances and. friendships that enclosed Germany like a steel 
trap that was sprung by the United States declaration of war 
in 1917. Most statesmen have individual successes; Grey's 
claim to fame can only be understood in the totality of his
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success. His foreign policy was a jigsaw puzzle and when 
the pieces were fitted together, they spelled German defeat.

In the above view, Grey is a brilliant statesman who 
guided Britain to victory and confirmed Sir Charles Petrie's 
opinion that he was one of the greatest foreign secretaries 
in British history. Unfortunately, the events of the past 
half century have shown that, in the broader sweep of 
history, Grey's policy may be viewed an an entirely dif
ferent light.

Grey liked to point out that there was much more in 
the events themselves than in the minds of the politicians 
who initiated the events. It is ironical that the First 
World War should have so conclusively proved his contention. 
His correspondence with Kate Lyttelton indicates that the 
social upheaval following the war came as no surprise; 
neither was he ignorant of the dangers to liberalism inherent 
in the labor movement. These were risks that he accepted in 
preference to Germany's hegemony of Europe. What he did not 
anticipate were the tragic consequences of American inter-, 
vention in the affairs of Europe. He could not know that 
the United States would hand the hegemony of Europe to the 
Russians in 1945 or that the Russians and the Americans 
would join forces in driving England out of the Suez Canal.

The British Empire has passed into history, the 
Liberal Party has been dead for nearly fifty years, and free 
trade is an exploded economic theory. England's population
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has continued to increase and the relentless encroachment of 
cities on rural areas has reached proportions undreamed of 
by Grey, even in his most pessimistic moods. Could a German 
victory have been as costly?

In this view, Grey's foreign policy is far" more 
futile than his severest critics dared to suggest, for fear 
of ridicule. The victory of 1918 was merely a steppingstone 
to oblivion. An appraisal of Grey, like so much in history, 
depends upon perspective.
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