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He goes directly from headquarters to the airport, his car passing swiftly through the streets of the darkened capital, escorted by two motorcycle outriders. They are not really necessary. There is hardly anyone around in the late cool hours of an autumn evening. The light aircraft is waiting for him as they had said it would be, its engine already turning. The pilot is busy with the last of his pre-flight checks; he looks tired, exhausted in fact, but salutes when he sees the Colonel’s uniform.

The Colonel makes himself as comfortable as he can in the cramped interior of the aircraft. As they climb into the night, the little plane shakes and rocks in turbulence, the sound of its engine changing as it reaches altitude. His eyes probe the starless darkness outside the window but find nothing to alight on there and come to rest on the tense features of the pilot beside him, his face lit by the green glow of the instruments.

The Colonel’s hands rest on the box in his lap. They did not tell him what was in it and, professional that he is, he did not ask. His mission is a simple one; deliver it in person to the General at the beachhead. He wonders what it could contain. It isn’t heavy, wrapped in brown paper, tied with string, about sixty centimetres long and twelve centimetres square. Not papers, not maps, but what?

They had called him at eight o’clock, he had been working late. In the conference room, maps of the beachhead were laid out on the tables; he had seen at once that the situation was grave. The General Staff had looked drawn, resigned, when one of them had handed him the box he had held it reverently as if it contained something precious but the look in his eye was serious, gloomy, full of misgiving.

He might have felt annoyance at being treated as a delivery boy, but he is also glad to be going to the front, he feels the old thrill of excitement and fear, he has not seen action for a very long time. Uncomfortable in the silence he says to the pilot: “You look tired.” The pilot turns toward him, as if noticing him for the first time.

“Yes Colonel I am pretty tired.” The pilot smiles self–consciously, a rictus grin without a trace of humour. “I don’t think I’ve had more than three hours sleep in the last four days, my squadron has been flying supplies to the beachhead.”

“In this little plane?” the Colonel asks. He means it as a joke but the pilot’s smile is again mechanical, joyless.

“Yes in this little plane. We’ve got every aircraft that can carry a load dropping supplies, they’ve even attached panniers to the fighters. All they’ve told us is that the situation is critical and our soldiers need every gram we can drop to them.” He hesitates for a moment as if wondering if he should continue before he says: “Our losses have been bad. We’ve lost half the squadron. I’ll be honest with you Colonel I’m quite happy to be flying this mission tonight, after we land, I’ll have to go straight back.” The Colonel does not reply.
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THE FIRST FLUSH OF a grey dawn is lightening the eastern sky as he picks his way swiftly along the quay. The dock is in chaos, crates of food, munitions and medical supplies are stacked everywhere, the shouts of soldiers and dock workers, the noise of cranes moving the crates onto vessels of all shapes and sizes. From one of them, a procession of orderlies brings men on stretchers, some of them whimpering in pain even as the cranes move nets filled with supplies over their heads.

He finds the quartermaster’s office. It is crowded, blazing with light that spills out onto the dock despite the blackout. Men hurry in and out clutching manifests, harassed, panicky; above the hubbub of voices two are raised in argument.

“Do you not understand? Is it not clear? The medical circumstance is beyond desperate over there; we must send these medical supplies immediately!”

“I’m sorry doctor but my orders are explicit; munitions first, food second, medicine third.”

The Colonel interrupts; “Who is in charge here?” 

“I am,” says the second man. The Colonel tells him his name.

“Ah, you are here Colonel, good. Your transport is waiting for you.”

It is a motor torpedo boat, roughly thirty metres in length, two torpedo tubes either side of the open bridge, two twin 20 mm gun mounts, one before the bridge and one aft, its engines throb and it sits in a reeking cloud of diesel smoke. As he walks down the companionway he sees that the crew are lashing crates and boxes to the deck.

The captain, a Lieutenant, is on the bridge, a cigarette dangling from his lip. He salutes and asks if the Colonel is ready. They cast off and as the boat noses its way past the mole, the note of its engine changes from a steady throb to a thundering scream. As the throttles open, the Lieutenant flicks his cigarette over the side, a tiny orange spark spiralling towards the sea as the boat leaps forward into the grey morning.

In the gathering light the Colonel sees that the vessel has suffered damage, there are hastily patched holes from bullets or splinters in the sides of the bridge and on her deck, the men look exhausted; they are unshaven, their clothing rumpled and stained as if they have not changed for many days. The water is choppy now and the boat bounces from wave to wave, he holds on to the cockpit coaming as the deck pitches beneath his feet. Instinctively he hunches into his jacket and pulls his peaked cap down further as the wind of their slipstream blows strong and cold into his face. On the horizon – the enemy coast – a great dark column of smoke rises into the clouds, it looks like a funeral pyre or an omen. They are steering straight for it.

The cloud is beginning to break up, shafts of sunlight stream through its tattered edges from the dawn behind them and suddenly one of the gunners is shouting, “Enemy aircraft, seven o’clock!”

Three fighters in a loose V formation have dropped out of the low cloud and are turning toward them. The formation splits, one aircraft banks away to the port side of the boat, the other two to starboard. The Lieutenant is giving orders to the helmsman, they turn towards the two aircraft, shortening the distance between them, giving the greater threat the smaller amount of time to bring their guns to bear. They know even as they turn that the enemy fighters are herding them, for while they steer straight towards the guns of the two fighters now in front of them, the third aircraft is angling in behind and their relative speeds mean that the pilot of the third aircraft will have a much longer period of time in which to aim.

The aft guns open up and suddenly the two fighters in front of them break right and left, but the Colonel looks over their stern to the third fighter, the great disc of its propeller seems to float inches above the water, its wings catch a flash of sunlight as they rock, then a ripple of fire spreads along their length and the bullets come whistling around them. The Lieutenant shouts an order and the helmsman slams the throttle back and turns the boat broadside into the enemy fire. The Colonel loses his footing as the boat heels over, he falls to the cockpit floor as water comes foaming white over the gunwales but it is too late, the boat seems to stagger under the thud of bullets striking home and suddenly someone is screaming as the fighter roars overhead seemingly inches from the top of the bridge.

The Colonel scrambles to his feet as the boat rocks from side to side but he slips and falls heavily back to the deck. He has slipped on the helmsman’s blood, his body lies crumpled on the deck, one hand still grips the wheel. The side of his face is smashed open. The Colonel can see broken teeth and the white of bone through the ragged hole in his cheek. Pinkish grey brain matter oozes from the helmet that still somehow remains on what is left of the man’s head.

Again the Colonel gets to his feet – more carefully this time – he fights down a desire to vomit, he has not seen violent death close–up for more than twenty years. The box has slipped from his hands and fallen into a corner of the bridge, he scrambles to retrieve it but when he holds it again the corner of the wrapping is soggy with blood. The Lieutenant is shouting orders and takes the wheel himself but lets it go suddenly, his hands come away bloody, he wipes them quickly on the dark material of his jacket. Another sailor pulls the helmsman’s body out of the bridge.

One by one the crew report back, the damage is light but the aft gunner has been injured, he sobs in pain, a bubbling cry of agony and despair. No one speaks, as slowly the boat moves forward again, picking up speed towards the dark column of smoke. The body is wrapped in canvas and laid out next to one of the torpedo tubes.

Another crewman takes the wheel, the engines open up and the boat once more surges forward. The Colonel fights to bring his mind back under control, he lights a cigarette with trembling hands, ‘Try not to think about the dead man, remember your mission...’ For him it has been many years since war was more than just an exercise in command and control, an abstract problem. He is a staff officer, he isn’t used to this anymore; but then, no one ever gets used to it, not really.
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THEY ARE CLOSE TO THE enemy shoreline now and the Lieutenant is giving him instructions, he holds up a map and is pointing to one of the beaches on which the landings had been made four days previously.

“We can’t get too close to the beach – there are too many obstructions in the water – including mines and booby traps, it hasn’t been cleared.” He looks at his watch. “It’s now low tide, we will stay about a hundred metres out, you’ll take the dingy...”

The Colonel interrupts him. “But we captured the port on the second day; I was told you could take me right to the dock.”

The lieutenant shakes his head; “No Colonel, our HQ is six kilometres east of the port and the harbour is closed, air attacks have been constant, there are several hulks blocking the entrance to the harbour, we can’t get in – and if we could there is no transport. Everything has to go over the beach including you.”

They can see the shoreline clearly now, high cliffs, peaceful green countryside. The column of smoke is rising from the town behind the port, as the boat speeds closer they can see burning buildings. The Colonel pulls his field glasses from his pack but there is little he can make out through the smoke. The beach is around the next promontory, their speed slows to a crawl, the smoke is thicker here and the choppy water filled with debris; pieces of wood, strips of metal, a life raft half deflated, the bloated body of a horse. A landing barge down at the bows, abandoned, her wheelhouse blazing, the upturned hull of another, the masts and superstructure of a larger ship jutting from the sea.

With the engines throttled back they can hear the sound of gunfire clearly across the water, the rattle of small arms, the thud of exploding shells. It makes no sense, their forces had struck more than thirty kilometres inland, they shouldn’t be able to hear the sound of battle at that distance; has the situation degenerated that far?

The Colonel’s eyes strain in the direction of the gunfire, the smoke clears in patches showing the beach, the sea wall and the buildings of the town behind it. Then he gasps, for a moment refusing to believe the evidence of his senses as the smoke clears some more to reveal the unmistakable shape of an enemy battleship.

The battleship died fighting and has been deliberately grounded. She has been driven up on the shingle, is listing to port and her prow is only a few metres from the low sea wall. Her ram bow is completely clear of the water and crumpled by the impact, waves break around her stern and there are two jagged overlapping holes beneath her exposed waterline, together they are nearly thirty metres in length. 

The main deck is a shambles; the hull and superstructure bear the scars of fire and shell impacts, her guns all point in different directions and her battered tripod foremast, stark against the sky, looms over them like a gallows. The Lieutenant is speaking; there is weariness in his voice but also admiration. “That happened the day before yesterday, they timed it perfectly, came past the narrows and caught us at sunrise. It was chaos, they went right through the escort and slaughtered our transports. It was a massacre...” As his voice trails off he points to the battleship with his chin. “She took two torpedoes, she was finished but they beached her and it was nearly two hours before we could silence her guns. The crew didn’t surrender even when they had emptied their magazines, they fought on with small arms, I don’t know if any of them survived...”

His face darkens suddenly, as if his mind is straining to grasp at something that he cannot understand or does not quite believe.   “After the torpedoes hit her, everything went quiet, her crew must have been thrown from their positions by the impacts and all our guns stopped firing as well. It was just a moment, not even five seconds I suppose, but... I thought I heard something, a sound from far away, I could barely hear it, as if I wasn’t hearing it so much as feeling it...” 

The Colonel looks at him; “What? What did you hear?”  

The lieutenant shakes his head. “I thought I heard a drum.”

“A drum?”

“Yes, a drumbeat, regular and insistent like, like... I’m not sure, a heartbeat perhaps, or... I don’t know.” The Colonel looks at him dismissively. “You heard gunfire, or perhaps they had a band playing to keep the crews spirits up.” 

The Lieutenant shakes his head; “No Colonel, it was something else.”

“You are fatigued, sometimes the mind plays tricks.”

“Perhaps Colonel, I don’t know.” The Lieutenant turns away, unwilling to continue the discussion, unconvinced by the Colonel’s rational explanation.

They can see the rest of the beach now; it is pitted with shell holes, crowded with the wrecks of smashed and upturned vehicles. Two transport barges are being unloaded even as shells explode around them sending towering columns of water into the sky.

The Lieutenant straightens and shakes his head as if to clear his mind: “Colonel, it’s time.” As the boat comes to a stop and drifts for a moment, he again brings out the map, he points to a building behind the sea wall, and then to a point on the paper. “That house is here, the General’s Head Quarters are in this building here, three hundred metres east of this point. It’s a white hotel; we will hold our position for one hour...”

“No, my mission might take longer, you must wait for me.”

“One hour Colonel, I’m sorry.”

He rounds angrily on the Lieutenant, about to order him to stay until he returns but something in the man’s eyes tells him that it would be a waste of breath.
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THE STREETS OF THE town are deserted, some of the buildings are in ruins, most are pockmarked with bullet holes. On one road some burned–out cars seem to have been assembled into a barricade, an enemy tank with a thrown track blocks another, on a third sits one of his own side’s tanks, completely undamaged, its hatches open. The ammunition, hull machine gun and radio have been stripped. It has run out of fuel.

He runs from cover to cover bent double, his service pistol drawn, the oblong box an awkward burden beneath his left arm. Shells are falling on the town and the sounds of battle seem very close. He rounds a corner and sees three paratroopers, a corporal and two privates, recognisable by their cut down helmets and camouflage smocks. With their weapons they are covering four men standing against a wall, they are prisoners, two are in enemy uniforms, but the others wear civilian clothes. It is a firing squad.

“Corporal, what is the meaning of this?”

The corporal salutes; he returns it. “Sir, these are enemy saboteurs.”

“Two of these men are in uniform.”

“I have orders to shoot all saboteurs in uniform or otherwise Sir, the order comes directly from High Command.”

He looks at the prisoners, each of them wears a different expression, one seems resigned, at peace, another meets the Colonel’s gaze with a look of curiosity, the third hangs his head fighting to control the sobs that are shaking his frame. As his eyes met those of the fourth, the man begins to shout in his own language; defiance, fury and contempt in every syllable and the Colonel suddenly realises that these are old men, the youngest is in his fifties. The uniforms are twenty five years old or more, they are from the last war – his war.

“Corporal two of these men are uniformed enemy combatants.”

“Sir, these men are saboteurs.”

“Shooting surrendered enemy combatants is a crime.” 

“Sir, I have my orders.”

He looks very hard at the Corporal, but the man’s eyes cannot meet his, the muscle at the angle of his jaw works nervously, his expression wavers between repugnance and resolve.

The Corporal salutes, his gaze fixed somewhere over the Colonel’s left shoulder. The Colonel does not return the salute; the enemy prisoner is still shouting as he turns his back, he hears the Corporal say ‘Fire.’, the quick stammer of the machine guns, the unmistakable sound of bullets hitting flesh. The shouting stops.
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HE IS JUST A FEW TENS of metres from the white hotel now, every window in the building seems to be smashed, part of the roof is missing, the chimneys are toppled, the walls riddled with bullet holes. He walks through the open gate to find the garden full of wounded, they sit or lie on the ground, some are unconscious, a few moan in pain but most are eerily quiet. He bends down to ask one of them where the General is. The man salutes feebly and gestures towards the building’s interior. As he turns to go he hears the man ask weakly, “Colonel, please, do you have a cigarette?” He holsters his side arm, gives him the rest of the packet and goes inside.

The corridors too are crowded with wounded, on the stairs and in the passageways. The General is quite alone in what had been a dining room, some tables have been put together and on them a large map is unfolded. The General stands looking through the open French windows, out into what remains of the garden, a cigarette is held in his left hand. The crack of artillery fire seems very close. He turns as the Colonel enters.

“Who the hell are you?” 

The Colonel salutes, the General returns the salute perfunctorily. His eyes are distant, dreamy, with a weariness beyond simple fatigue.

“General, I am Colonel Martin Weber, I have come directly from Headquarters; I am instructed to give you this.” He holds the box out in front of him; the brown paper wrapping is scuffed and torn. The blood on it has dried.

“What is it?” the General asks.

“I don’t know Sir, I was told only to bring it to you and hand it over in person.”

The General sighs, stubs out his cigarette and places the box on top of the map on the table. He cuts the string, and tears open the brown paper. The box is made of dark wood, beautifully polished, on the lid a gold eagle with a wreathed swastika gripped in its claws.

“Ha!” An exclamation escapes the General, somewhere between surprise and disdain; “Of course...” But as he reaches for the clasp they hear the sudden snarl of aircraft engines very close. “Get down!” the General shouts and both men sprawl on the floor even as the bombs burst nearby and the room fills with choking dust. They lie there, coughing in the smoke, hearts pounding as the sound of rifle and machine gun fire grows louder under the fading noise of the motors.

They get up and pat down their uniforms in silence. The General brushes dust and masonry debris from the box, the gold eagle is dented. He undoes the clasp and opens the lid, inside is a blue Field Marshal’s baton, its shaft decorated with eagles and Maltese crosses, his name embossed at one end, black lettering on a white band. He holds it up and laughs.

“And they say the Fuhrer has no sense of humour.” He throws it back into the box angrily, as if the baton has soiled his hand. 

The Colonel says; “General, I mean Field Marshal, Congratulations sir, but...”

“Congratulations? For what?”

“For your promotion sir.” The General looks at him with contempt and suddenly he is shouting.

“Promotion?” The word hangs in the air between the two men, “Promotion? We have lost this battle Colonel Weber, do you understand that? We have lost it catastrophically; this will go down as one of the worst defeats in history – that fool Goering has ensured it with his meaningless promises and this...” He picked up the baton again, “...this is nothing but a bribe.” 

Again the baton falls back into the box, the General turns and walks once more to the window. “They sent you too late, I’ve already given the order to withdraw, my staff are disposing of the papers as we speak.” He pauses, “If you have a way out I suggest you use it, we’re falling back on the beach near here, but we’ve no prepared positions, the Kreigsmarine was almost obliterated the day before yesterday, the Luftwaffe do not control the skies, we’re practically out of ammunition and some of my men haven’t eaten in days. Not many are going to get away...” his voice trails off.

When the Colonel speaks he weighs the words carefully; “You realise no German Field Marshal has ever been captured by an enemy?” 

The General pauses for a moment; “Well then, I shall be the first.” He pauses again, his eyes look outward through the French doors and the clearing smoke. “So be it.”

For a moment the two men stand in silence. The Colonel salutes, clicking his heels together in the Prussian way but the General is lost in his own thoughts, looking out through the doors and does not seem to hear. The Colonel turns and walks quickly from the room.

Part 1: The Peace of Amiens

DRAKE HE’S IN HIS HAMMOCK till the great Armadas come,
(Captain, art thou sleepin’ there below?) 
Slung atween the round shot, listenin’ for the drum, 
An’ dreamin all the time o’ Plymouth Hoe. 
Call him on the deep sea, call him on the Sound, 
Call him when ye sail to meet the foe; 
Where the old trade’s plyin’ an’ the old flag flyin’ 
They shall find him ware an’ wakin’, as they found him long ago! 
Sir Henry Newbolt (Drake’s Drum 1898)
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CHAPTER 1: THE WASHINGTON NAVAL DISARMAMENT CONFERENCE
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From ‘The British Empire from 1914 to 1948’ by Ian Shaw, Longacre 2005

In November 1918, when the guns fell silent on the Western Front after more than four years of unprecedented bloodshed, it was as if the British Empire let out a collective sigh of relief. Victory, though victory at a fearsome cost, had been achieved. It seemed a moment to take stock, to re-appraise the United Kingdom and its Commonwealth and to set a new course into a future that all believed would be free of war. Yet the thirty years that followed that victory were to prove no less tumultuous and no less difficult.

The half decade after the armistice saw a cool, unblinkered analysis of the Empire in peace and in conflict, and the results were unsettling. Before 1914 it had been assumed that the strength of Britain was derived from its overseas territories with their multitudinous populations and vast wealth; yet the crucible of war had revealed a starkly different picture. In fact it was only a small fraction of that Empire that provided the manpower and the money required to defend it at the mother country’s hour of need. It had been assumed that British industry and finance could meet the challenges of war, yet as early as 1915 the conflict began to reveal its inadequacies and fissures. It had been assumed that international problems that affected the Empire directly could be resolved quickly and effectively by diplomacy and a show of resolution. Almost a million dead proved that this was not the case.

The British Empire and its Commonwealth was a union based upon trade and a shared system of values. It was the only global power of any real significance between 1918 and 1939. France, Germany and Russia were devastated by the conflict. Japan and Italy were too weak. The United States was isolationist. It was a middle aged polity whose strength grew in peace, and declined in war. What could utterly overthrow it was another war where it would again have no choice but to use up its accumulated capital and become the financial dependent of another power.

Yet Britain was not an Empire in terminal decline. In relative decline perhaps; poorer, yes; weaker, certainly. But still a vital entity, one that had to begin a process of re-invention, one ready to change and adapt its methods and its structures, one ready to grow and to thrive. But how was this to be accomplished?

How was the Empire to proceed? How was it to navigate the troubled waters of the unfolding future? How would it live? How would it defend itself and its peoples? How would it grow? The British Empire had to re-invent itself, to reconcile and consolidate what it had inherited from its past and become something new. That much was evident. The problem was; how was this to be done?

––––––––
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FROM ‘THE RULE OF THE Waves’ by Michael Fanshaw, Twelvemonth 1963

The decisive British victory at The Battle of Jutland had a number of unforeseen consequences. Firstly it greatly enhanced the status of the capital ship in the eyes of public and political opinion. Until May 31st 1916, a conviction had been growing in British political circles that the vast resources poured out upon the Grand Fleet had been spent in vain because until that time, it had failed to accomplish its stated aim; the destruction of the German High Seas Fleet. There was a widespread belief before the war began that a large naval battle would take place shortly after the outbreak of hostilities. However, the enemy was reluctant to come to battle, victory proved elusive and several inconclusive engagements in the North Sea caused disquiet in a nation that looked eagerly to underscore its claim to ‘Rule the Waves’. The sinking of seven German capital ships and the rout of the High Seas Fleet quite put these arguments to rest.

Secondly it elevated Admirals John Jellicoe and David Beatty to the status of the semi-divine. They joined the ranks of Drake, Nelson and Rodney as first rate British naval heroes. Consequently, when Jellicoe, in 1920, gave his judgement that a large fleet was a necessity in the Far East after his tour there; or Beatty made his opinion clear on British requirements from The Washington Treaty, they spoke with the voices of gods. This was partly due to the emphasis placed on The Battle of Jutland by the press and political commentators in the immediate aftermath of The Great War. The battle gripped the public imagination. It was far easier and more rewarding for the ordinary people of Britain and the Dominions, having passed through the trauma of the Great War, to contemplate the swift, decisive and comparatively cheap triumph of the Royal Navy. Jutland stood in stark contrast to the long, grinding engagement of attrition on the Western Front.

Writing fifty years after the beginning of the Great War, we can say with some certainty that spectacular though Jellicoe and Beatty’s success may have seemed, it altered very little about the conflict. Essentially all Jutland accomplished was the maintenance of the status quo. Its chief significance was that the blockade remained unbroken; but the war was still deadlocked on the Western Front and certainly ended no sooner because of it.

We can also say that Field Marshall Haig accomplished more for Britain by eventually securing the defeat of the German armies on the continent of Europe than either of the two lionized Admirals, despite the almost hysterical adulation that they received. Both men were elevated to the peerage. Beatty took the title of Lord Beatty of Jutland. Jellicoe became Lord Jellicoe of Scapa. Their statues were placed in Trafalgar square, side by side on the fourth plinth.

In 1917, Jellicoe was dismissed from the post of First Sea Lord at the behest of the Prime Minister David Lloyd-George. His sacking was disguised as a promotion (he was made an Admiral of the Fleet) ​[1] and was almost certainly because of his popularity.

Finally, it is pertinent to note the importance of the thorough review of the effectiveness of British heavy shell after their inadequate performance in the battles of Flamborough Head and Dogger Bank. This was initiated by Sir John Fisher, the First Sea Lord, in 1915. He had the able support of Winston Churchill, the First Lord of the Admiralty. Without it, the Grand Fleet might have faced the High Seas Fleet at Jutland with flawed weapons; in which case, Jellicoe and Beatty’s triumph might have been no triumph at all.

The victory did not have the same moral effects as had been hoped. Successful though the outcome was, the complete annihilation of the German fleet had not been achieved. Despite the adulation of the press, Jutland was in many ways not the ‘New Trafalgar’ that Great Britain had looked for. The High Seas Fleet had nothing like the prestige of the Army in Germany and even if it had been completely eliminated, it seems highly unlikely that the Germans would have given up the fight because of it.

Despite the fact of victory, for the RN, the consequences and lessons of the battle caused a great deal of reappraisal. The Grand Fleet became a vastly more efficient and significantly more dangerous force by facing the challenges raised by Jutland. The battle exposed shortcomings in tactical doctrine, signalling and method of command. It also revealed the inadequacy of many aspects of the design process. Jellicoe wrote to the First Sea Lord on 5th June 1916 that: ‘There are a great many lessons to be learned.’ He did not lose a moment in taking stock of them. Solutions were rapidly and efficiently applied and increased the effectiveness of the Grand Fleet to a level that would not have been considered attainable before Jutland and would not have been possible but for Jutland.

Significantly, the victory of Jutland deprived the U–boats of one of their main supports, since the High Seas Fleet was in many ways the power behind their campaign. Even more significantly, it released a significant part of the Grand Fleet’s light forces for mercantile convoy protection.

*
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AT THE WASHINGTON NAVAL Disarmament Conference convened on 12th November 1921 and eventually signed in February of the following year, the British and American delegations disagreed sharply on the issue of new construction of capital ships. A proposition by Charles Evans Hughes, the head of the US mission, to set a ratio of 5:5:3 for the capital ships of the world’s three largest navies was embraced very early by the British. However, a further proposal for a ten year moratorium on new construction was rejected by them. This was on the advice of Admiral Lord Beatty of Jutland, Britain’s First Sea Lord and the Commonwealth delegation’s chief professional advisor. Beatty pointed out that Britain had already undergone a self-imposed building holiday for the past five years. Furthermore, the specialised skills required to construct capital ships in the UK would decay significantly if it went on for another ten years. He also pointed out that upon the termination of the treaty there would, in all probability, be a scramble to build new ships meaning the beginning of a new arms race. Consequently he advocated a steady program of replacement for old ships rather than a complete cessation of battleship construction.  

Beatty had consistently opposed cuts in naval strength. Convinced that the Royal Navy was the first line of Imperial defence, he emphasised the need for a strong battle fleet and used his high profile and reputation to press the navy’s case to the government. The other Commonwealth delegates were certainly in awe of him and his recommendation was taken very seriously indeed. The victory at Jutland had confirmed the capital ship as the final arbiter of naval power ​[2] and the Royal Navy’s battleships as the defenders of the Empire. Such was his stature, that when a telegram arrived from the British government urging him to proceed more cautiously and not jeopardise the conferences chances of success, he responded that the Cabinet should trust his judgement on the matter. Surprisingly, he was not rebuked.

Thus, from the outset of the conference, the British sought to advocate a final treaty that permitted them to construct or complete new capital ships within an agreed framework. Initially, the American delegation was unwilling to agree and raised the spectre of the talks breaking down entirely. They contended privately that the British were trying to continue the naval race under the guise of disarmament and publicly that this display of recalcitrance indicated an unwillingness to go along with the post-war spirit of peace and reconciliation.

The British delegation reiterated that they had not laid down any capital ships since 1916 and emphasised that this in itself was a de-facto building holiday. Another point they made to support their argument related to the relative ages and the effects of war service on the battle fleets of the United States and the British Empire. Taking war service as double wear (i.e. that one year of wartime service equals two of peacetime service), then the average age of the British battle fleet on January 1st 1922 was almost twelve and a half years. By contrast, the average age of the American fleet was only eight. A third argument was that the British were quite willing to permit the Americans to procure new construction as well.

Both the British and the Americans knew and understood that the United States was capable of winning any building race in the long term. The British were gambling that the Americans were also aware that it would require a ruinous capital outlay to establish this fact. The British shipbuilding industry was highly proficient. It had turned out six or seven capital ships in each year of the decade before the First World War and had built the battle cruiser Repulse in nine months ​[3]. It was also known that the consistently parsimonious American Congress had failed to release funds for the completion of the ships of the ambitious 1916 and 1919 building programs and was unlikely to do so in the near future.

There was also a detrimental side-effect to agreeing to a building holiday. Most of the dreadnoughts to be retained would be due for replacement at the same time and this would result in a feast–famine cycle of construction that would be both uneconomical and potentially destabilising from the point of view of industrial capacity. However, the substitution of the age-replacement rule with a steady building programme would be beneficial to all. 

Gradually the American negotiators began to warm to the idea of an agreed building schedule with each power permitted to complete a number of ships at intervals within the treaty framework. A compromise was reached whereby the Americans were allowed to complete all four battleships of the Colorado class, while the British constructed four 35,000 ton battleships of their own to balance them. Furthermore, the United States Navy retained the right to construct or complete four ships not exceeding 45,000 tons at a later date; while the British were permitted to complete a second Hood class ship (HMAS Endeavour) plus two more ships of a new design not exceeding 45,000 tons. 

This was in part due to Beatty’s private emphasis to members of the American delegation that the British Empire and the United States had nothing to argue over. It had become increasingly obvious to the Americans that Westminster’s policy was to do business with the US by diplomatic means for the simple reason that there was little or no prospect of strategic competition between the two. The British were comfortable with the Monroe Doctrine, Canada was a Dominion and had reached its own accommodation with America and the policies of the respective governments on most aspects of international relations were mutually supportive. This was understood by the American delegation but Beatty undeniably helped stress it.

Ultimately the American negotiating position was defined by their government’s desire for economy. It was argued by some members of Congress that scrapping incomplete ships was wasteful and profligate. Many of the ships of the large American 1919 Program were partially complete. The US government would have preferred not to spend any more money at all on new ships and written off the not inconsiderable amount already spent as a sunk cost. But by agreeing to complete some of these vessels they seemed to have arrived at a less expensive option than permitting the conference to fail. This certainly seemed a sensible alternative to scrapping ships that were half–built, only to lay down new ships a year or two later.

Thus the powers agreed to managed building schedules rather than a moratorium on new construction. ​[4] Consequently, except in Britain, very few new ships were laid down; the various governments preferring instead to complete ships already begun. There was certainly a widespread belief that the treaty would probably be renewed or replaced by a modified one that also limited new construction.
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FROM ‘The Great Submarine Debate 1922 – 30’ by Robert Trent writing in Man O’ War 2007

At the Washington Naval Conference of 1922, Arthur Balfour, the head of the British Empire Delegation, gave a speech in which he said that the experience of the Great War had shown that submarines were completely ineffective as weapons of war when used against other warships. Furthermore, they were mostly ineffective when used against civilian trade in defiance of the rules of warfare. ​[5] He based his contention on the fact that the German submarines had been unable to counter the strength of the Grand Fleet, had proved unable to interfere with their operations to any great extent and that they had failed to substantially degrade British commerce and trade after the introduction of convoy and other tactics. He also stated that on a ton for ton basis, submarines cost two to two and half times as much as battleships. He went on to stress that the Germans, in their various submarine campaigns of the Great War had contravened international agreements and international law that restricted submarines to using cruiser rules when preying on merchant vessels. He noted that if they had complied with international law they would have been rendered useless as a weapon.

The speech caused uproar in naval circles and the debate, continuing long after the conference ended, was conducted across the pages of The Times and even found its way in to Brassey’s Naval Annual. Balfour has been extensively criticised for delaying the general publication of volume III of the British Official History of the Great War. This document dealt with the German U–boat campaign of 1917-18 ​[6] and restricting its distribution by having it declared secret and placed under the Twenty-five Year Rule was an act clearly designed to support a deception, but he had seized the political initiative and this was crucial.

Clearly, Balfour wanted to counter the perception that submarines were highly effective weapons, but his arguments were relatively weak. He used hyperbole to overstate the points in support of his position while ignoring those that ran counter to it. While German submarines may not have sunk many British warships at sea, they certainly were able to circumscribe the Grand Fleet’s operational areas and they made operations difficult for the Royal Navy during the late 1916 sortie by the High Seas Fleet. Similarly, British submarines did manage to torpedo a number of German capital ships on the few occasions that they had the opportunity, even if they didn’t manage to sink any.

Nevertheless it paved the way for the conference to include limitations on the total tonnage of submarines. While most professional naval officers had misgivings about Balfour’s argument, many of their political masters took an opposite view. Balfour’s comment on costs was felt particularly keenly and went to the heart of the reasons the conference had been called in the first place. In peacetime, decisions concerning military spending are rarely based on strategic or operational requirements, but on the short- to medium-term availability of financing. Balfour caused a reappraisal of both the potential and significance of submarines and helped divert attention away from them and back towards more conventional avenues of naval thinking.

It is possible that the fleets of the world would have developed in somewhat different ways had Balfour not effectively pulled off a political master stroke. His undoubted mendacity was certainly an attempt to do Britain and the Commonwealth a service, but it must be noted, that of the contracting powers, only France and Italy were greatly affected. The United States and Britain had no plans to embark on large submarine construction programmes. For Japan, on the other hand, the role of the submarine was essential and their actual plans for submarine building greatly exceeded what the treaty permitted. The French signed the treaty before properly formulating a post-war naval policy and, unlike the Japanese, strived to keep within the treaty’s limits. The Italians tended to assess their strategic needs with a view to countering the French and were to find their construction priorities severely cramped by the weakness of their economy in any case.
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FROM ‘MACKENZIE KING and the Royal Canadian Navy’ by John W. Olds writing in Man O’ War 1989

At the Washington Conference, the issue of training ships proved extremely contentious and became embroiled in the issue of the independence of the navies of the Commonwealth nations. The opening British position was that warships under the command of the navies of Australia, Canada, New Zealand and South Africa should not be counted in the Royal Navy’s total, an argument that was wholly unacceptable to the United States delegation. 

As part of the United Kingdom’s efforts to compel the Dominions to bear a greater part of the financial burden of Empire defence; Australia, Canada, New Zealand and South Africa had all been persuaded to fund their own naval forces and had each agreed to purchase and maintain a capital ship. All had been promised assistance from the British treasury and in the case of Australia, Canada and New Zealand ships had already been earmarked for transfer. In the case of Australia and New Zealand, these were incomplete hulls.

The South African’s however, seized on American resistance as an excuse to back away from their commitment to Empire defence. Canada also proved reluctant to pursue the matter, but was in the middle of an election campaign as the conference convened. Because none of the candidates wished to be seen as unpatriotic, the British were able to apply a certain amount of leverage on them. One of William McKenzie King’s first acts as Prime Minister after his election victory on 6th December 1921 was to send the following letter to the American President.

Dear President Harding

I have the honour to refer to recent events at the current Washington Naval conference and in particular to allegations of gerrymandering made by the American delegation in reference to the formation of independent Canadian, Australian, New Zealand and South African Navies. For my part, I am commissioned and required to speak only for Canada, though the intent of this letter may have some bearing on the conduct of all of these nations.

The people of the United States saw fit to throw off what they perceived to be the injurious yoke of colonial government at a time and in a manner that the people of Canada, presented with identical circumstances, did not choose to emulate. I would submit that at a distance of some one hundred and fifty years from those events, it is not the provenance of the government of the United States to dictate to other nations with a similar history and antecedents, the manner in which they may choose to become independent or pursue the rights that pertain to independent nations.

I would respectfully remind the president that Canada has been an independent sovereign nation and self-governing since 1867, that Australia has been since 1901 and that New Zealand has been an independent Dominion since 1907. I would further remind the president that alliance notwithstanding, the Navy of Canada is at the command of the people of Canada through the medium of its duly elected government.

For more than a century past, relations between the United States and Canada have remained cordial and within the past decade our two nations shared in the great struggle of the war. There can be no doubt that these current minor misunderstandings will be set aside and the happy state of affairs on this great continent which our nations share will continue to pertain.

Very Sincerely Yours

William Lyon McKenzie King, Prime Minister.

For diplomatic correspondence the wording of the second and third paragraphs are quite blunt. Some historians have speculated that Mackenzie King was trying to undermine the British position by forcing them into too aggressive a negotiating stance in the hope that an equally aggressive American response would compel a re-appraisal of Canada’s commitment to purchase and maintain a capital ship. The style of the letter is very different from Mackenzie King’s normal mode of communication and it seems possible that it was written by someone else with his approval.

If that is the case then the letter backfired in its intent. It was seen in Washington as a reflection of British unwillingness to cooperate on the issue. Instead, the Americans raised the idea of permitting the capital ships to be retained as training ships. After long and occasionally acrimonious discussion, a compromise was reached whereby the Australian capital ship would be included in the Royal Navy’s total tonnage, while those of Canada and New Zealand would be disarmed but retained as training vessels. The South African delegation were relieved that their country was to be excused the financial burden of capital ship operation. ​[7]
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FROM ‘A NEW NAVAL RACE Avoided’ by Michael Hargeaves writing in USNI Measures 1954

Under the Washington Treaty of 1922, the tonnage allowance for submarines for each power was set at the ratio of 5/5/3/1.75/1.75 (expressed as US/UK/Japan/France/Italy). The actual tonnage figures were approximately 75,000/75,000/45,000/26,500/26,500. While submarines certainly didn’t disappear from the world’s navies, fewer were built during the term of the Washington Treaty than might otherwise have been the case. ​[8]

The British Commonwealth was happy to see a limitation on submarine tonnage in place, though disappointed at the failure to obtain an outright ban. There was only a minor effect on their building programmes. The United States on the other hand, had agreed to give up about a quarter of its existing submarine force in number of hulls. However, an appraisal of the oldest subs in the USN in 1922 indicated that this would entail only the sacrifice of small, obsolescent and poorly regarded boats. The H, K, L and N classes were small coastal submarines and suffered from many engine problems, while the T class were a good size but were considered unsuccessful and due to be laid up in 1922 anyway. All of these boats had been designed prior to American entry into World War One and all compared poorly with examples of captured U-boats. All were of only limited effectiveness and the coastal boats could not make long voyages unescorted.

Japan entered into the Washington Treaty negotiations with a large number of submarines that they considered generally satisfactory. In Japanese doctrine they were supposed to cause attrition in the fleet of an enemy before the decisive encounter with the main battle fleet. While this was certainly important, it was judged less important than having a powerful battle line, especially as the IJN wanted to keep as close as possible to 70% of US strength.

Japanese naval policy was fixated on the notion of a decisive battle and under the Washington Treaty they were permitted to build or retain 12 battleships and battle cruisers. The Kanto earthquake of 1923 forced them to some difficult choices, but their desire to commission the battleship Tosa, and two Amagi class battle cruisers was an overriding priority. Between 1922 and 1933 the IJN constantly re–appraised its construction programs. ​[9]

The Marine Nationale was required to keep its submarine tonnage to roughly its pre-treaty level (28,116 tons). However, the French had committed themselves to treaty limitations before deciding on the future direction of their naval strategy. This was yet another symptom of the lack of a coherent French naval policy after the war. ​[10]  Italy, the weakest of the powers, enervated by the conflict and convulsed by political upheaval went along without too much protest. ​[11] Thus the limits placed on submarines at Washington perhaps forestalled the start of another naval race where submarines became proxies for battleships. ​[12]
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FROM ‘THE BRITISH EMPIRE from 1914 to 1948’ by Ian Shaw, Longacre 2005

British defence policy allowed the nations of the British Commonwealth and their immediate neighbours to enjoy the benefit of what the economist Peter Pugh calls ‘common goods’. This refers to benefits that all the individuals in a group enjoy, whether or not they contribute to providing it. Although a ‘common good’ is advantageous to all, paying for it is not, because from the point of view of each individual, the advantages of the common good are not lessened if they do not pay for it. In fact, the avoidance of paying for a ‘common good’ is a definite economic advantage for those other than the main supplier of the benefit, because the funds saved can be used for other purposes.

A closely integrated economic and military alliance, such as the British Commonwealth, is unquestionably a common good for all its members. But, for each individual within that alliance the most advantageous strategy is to spend as little as possible for its own security while depending on the others for it. However, there invariably comes a point when such reliance by an individual nation compels its allies to re-appraise the terms of their protection and possibly remove that protection entirely.

At the Imperial Conference of 1930, which was held in London in the autumn, Admiral Lord Jellicoe delivered a speech to the delegates that had these truths firmly in view. He began by pointing out that because of the underlying strength and broad base of her economy and because she was able to float Government Bonds at a lower rate than all other nations except for the United States. Britain was therefore still able to finance a major war against two Great Powers. However, she was no longer monetarily or militarily able to win a global war against three. He went on to say that although the government and people of Britain felt strong ties of sentiment and of trade (in many cases these were quite literal family ties) to the independent Dominions of Australia, Canada, South Africa and New Zealand, all of these had, (compared to the mother country) very modest defence budgets. While these nations were certainly effective allies in time of war, they sought in peace to deflect as much of the financial burden of defence onto Britain as they could.

He closed by saying that throughout the British Empire, maintaining the Washington Treaty was seen as a positive stratagem. He also stressed that from the point of view of those territories which were in, or adjacent to, the Indian and Pacific Oceans, the Treaty was the best safeguard against Japanese expansion. The Royal Navy was the mainstay of Empire defence and he sought to persuade the Dominions to persist with the work begun prior to the Great War to enlarge both their naval forces and their areas of responsibility.

Jellicoe’s speech was the start of a concerted diplomatic effort on behalf of the British to get the Dominions to bear more of the costs of Imperial defence. Canada had made some strides in that regard and in the past had resisted pressure to expand her naval squadron even more, despite having announced a desire to acquire three battleships before the Great War and even set aside funds for two of them. But Canada’s new Prime Minister, Richard Bennet, was prepared to accept that the Dominions should bear more of the burden of Empire defence. He overcame strong pressure from United States President Hoover and Canada eventually matched the levels of spending on the Navy that Australia and New Zealand maintained.

If the British could be satisfied with the contribution made to defence spending by the Dominions bordering the Pacific, the same was not true of those bordering the Indian Ocean. The governments of India and South Africa, emphasising the political sensitivity of heavy defence expenditure in their territories, never managed to substantially raise their spending. This was perhaps a blessing in disguise. Until the crises of the mid 1930’s, the RSAN was neither the most enthusiastic or effective member of the RN’s family of fleets and the Royal Indian Marine was little more than a farce.
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CHAPTER 2: WEDNESDAY 19TH OCTOBER 1993
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“And now for part seventy nine of Radio 4’s ‘Voices From the Past’ an oral history project for the BBC produced by Hermione Miller. Today we are at the home of Warrant Officer Arthur Leighton in Weymouth, Dorset. Good morning Mr. Leighton...”

“Morning.”

“Now we are here today in your home in Weymouth, in Dorset and I understand that you have recently had a birthday?”

“Yes, I’m ninety five years old.”

“That’s wonderful Mr. Leighton, congratulations.”

“Thank you, yes, but you better be quick with this interview, I might not make it to the end.

(Laughs) “That’s wonderful Mr. Leighton. Now you also have a son who was in the Royal Navy too.”

“Yes, my son John was a pilot in the Royal Navy Air Arm.”

“You were on HMS Revenge during the German Invasion, but you also served in the Great War...”

“Yes I did, I was in three major actions during that time. I was a steward on the battle cruiser Lion which was the flagship of the battle cruiser force under Admiral Beatty at Dogger Bank and at Flamborough Head and a while after that, I was transferred to the Revenge and I served on her at Jutland and for the rest of the war.”

“So you served on the Revenge twice?” 

“Yes that’s right; she was named for Francis Drake’s flagship you know...

“Oh really...”

“...yes that’s right. I left the Navy in 1920 and got a job at The Dorchester in London, it was better for my family but I missed the sea and I joined up again in 1938, my son was about grown by then – he joined up around that time.”  

“Can you tell us about the battles you were in Mr Leighton?”

“Which one?”

“Well, what was that one you mentioned er... Flamborough, er...” (Papers rustling.)

“Flamborough?”

“Yes, er yes, Flamborough, tell us about that...”

“Well, that was when I was with the battle cruiser force. We were off Scarborough, well outside the minefield, guarding the gap in it. It was early afternoon, I was below decks. When we were at action stations most of us stewards made up first aid parties. It could be quite nerve racking. We had no idea what was going on. Of course you could hear the guns firing and you could feel it if the ship was hit, but not being able to do much set your nerves on edge until the call came. Then you had to go and try to help the injured. There was a heavy sea that day and the ship was rolling a lot. It was just past six bells of the afternoon watch, that’s about ten past three, and we were sailing south west when we sighted the enemy.”

“Why were the German ships there?” 

“They had been bombarding Whitby, Scarborough and Hartlepool, everyone on Lion was furious about it actually. It was an outrage, they were making war on civilians. Nowadays that doesn’t seem so strange, but then it was shocking, absolutely shocking. Anyway, we were already at action stations so we opened fire and they started shooting back. All us lot in the first aid parties could do was sit tight and wait for the call and sure enough I was ordered to the bridge about ten minutes after we started firing. I remember running up the companionway and into the open, it was winter and the cold air just hit you right in the face as you came out of the ship. It was raining and I looked over and saw the German ships about six miles away, they were pitching pretty bad and their bows were digging right into the sea sending up showers of spray – wonderful sight really, I’ll never forget it...

“Anyway, there were three or four men injured from shell splinters, none of them badly but one of the lookouts had a gash in his forehead and blood was running into his eyes. He wouldn’t leave his post so I bandaged it right there and as I was finishing putting the dressing on him I looked up and I saw a hit on the third one in line, the third German ship. A great big sheet of flame seemed to come out of her. I thought she’d blown up. Everyone on the bridge was cheering, but when the smoke cleared she was still there and she was still firing at us.  Same thing happened a few minutes later with one of the others. 

“I suppose I should have gone back below but I was just a young lad and I’d never seen action before, I could see that we were getting hits, the wind was blowing a full gale and was behind us, which helped our guns and made it harder for theirs. Our shooting was getting better and better, theirs was getting worse.”

“Why was that?”

“Well our guns used a simpler fire control system than the Germans. You’ve got to remember that in a battle, everyone is under terrible stress and frightened out of their wits. Your mouth’s dry and your hands are shaking, you just want it to end – or I always did – so if you’re trying to do a complicated job it’s a lot harder than if you’ve got a simple one to do.”

“I should perhaps say here for our listeners that you were decorated several times.”

“That doesn’t mean I wasn’t scared though.”

“No I suppose not, can you tell us more?”

“Well, about fifteen minutes after the action started, we saw another squadron of ships off to the south, at first we thought it might have been more Germans but when they started shooting we knew it must be Vice Admiral Warrander with the Second Battle Squadron. 

“Anyway, the Germans didn’t stop around long, they turned and sailed east as fast as they could, still letting fly at us with all they had. Of course night was coming down by now. In mid-December the sun sets before four at that latitude and what with the weather and the cloud cover it was coming on full dark even though it was only about half past three. Anyway, one of the PO’s chased me off the bridge...”

“Sorry, what’s a PO?”

“Oh, it means Petty Officer – a non-commissioned officer – he saw me hanging about and told me to hop it. Anyway we were all pretty disappointed I can tell you, when we stood down from Action Stations I went back to being a steward and I had to take some tea and sandwiches up to the bridge. Admiral Beatty was talking to Captain Chatfield, I remember he shook his head and he said he just couldn’t understand why we hadn’t sunk some of the German ships, he said: ‘Either the Germans have much thicker armour than we think, or our shooting isn’t as good as it looks, or there is something wrong with our shells.’ And that was it – that was exactly it. We didn’t know it but there was something wrong with our shells. Our shells weren’t working properly. That big flash I saw was one of them bursting on the German’s armour, but they weren’t supposed to burst on the armour, they were supposed to go right through you see.

“Anyway, about a month later, right after another battle – the Battle of Dogger Bank – there was a luncheon party in the wardroom.”

“Wardroom?”

“Yes, that’s the room where the officers eat their meals and suchlike. Anyway, this luncheon party was given in honour of Vice Admiral Sturdee who had just got back from the South Atlantic where he’d given the Germans a bit of a pasting at the Battle of the Falklands. When it got round to the main course, (which was a lovely bit of roast lamb as I remember) the Admiral started talking about the action at the Falkland Islands and the interrogation of some of the captured German officers afterwards. Well, he said that the Germans were saying that our shells were rubbish, that they usually broke up on impact and they couldn’t get through the German armour. Well, I looked at the Captain and he just about looked as if he’d been hit by a sledgehammer. Thunderstruck wasn’t the word. He and the Number One – the First Lieutenant – they started in asking the Vice Admiral all sorts of questions, I don’t really remember what was said but after the meal was over and the Vice Admiral left, the captain, the first lieutenant and the gunnery officer came back into the wardroom while I was clearing the table.

“They were pretty excited, the captain was absolutely furious, he was saying that their worst fears were confirmed and the Royal Navy couldn’t face the Germans with any confidence. He was effing and blinding and calling it a scandal and a disgrace. I’d never seen him so angry; never heard foul language pass his lips before, not even in battle and the other two were almost as bad. The poor old Lion was pretty banged up after Dogger Bank and we were in dock for repairs. The captain left the number one in charge and went to see Admiral Beatty and Beatty sent him straight down to London to the Admiralty.

“Anyway, to cut a long story short it got right the way up to Jackie Fisher – who was First Sea Lord – and Winston Churchill – who was First Lord of the Admiralty. They were the commanders of the Navy, the top men, top jobs in the Navy and Jackie Fisher, he wasn’t one for mucking about, nor Churchill neither. They ordered all sorts of tests and firing trials, an inquiry, everything. Still it took more than a year for us to get new shells, more than a year – well there was a war on I suppose, they had all kinds of problems manufacturing shells in 1915, they didn’t have enough of them for the army you see, but Churchill and Fisher they got the ball rolling and what with the invasion scare that was on, the navy got top priority.

“Of course both of them were out of a job pretty soon after because of Gallipoli, but they set the wheels in motion and Fisher, he wouldn’t even let it go after he’d resigned. I don’t know what would have happened at Jutland if our shells hadn’t been working properly by then. It’s hard to say, we might have lost, it might have been a German victory, I might not be sitting here talking to you...
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