Primary Source Material Review: ‘Moments of Memory’ by Herbert Asquith (1937).
[bookmark: _Hlk497216884]Moments of Memory by Herbert Asquith, the son of former Prime Minister H.H. Asquith, is a series of memoirs written by Herbert, talking about such things as the build-up to World War One as well as his own memories of fighting in it. Intriguingly, he offers a first-hand perspective on the actions of H.H. Asquith as far more positive than generally written, despite the fact that Historiography has not been kind to H.H. Asquith. Many historians, such as Ferguson, state that H.H. Asquith shared his predecessor Edward Grey’s ‘Germanaphobia’[footnoteRef:1] and that he was far too willing to declare war, as his speeches to the government seemed to suggest.[footnoteRef:2] Other historians have also criticised Asquith as being far too weak a politician to lead Britain in war,[footnoteRef:3] a view mostly hinging on his reluctance for conscription that was ultimately the cause of David Lloyd George’s rebellion.[footnoteRef:4] Koss goes even further, suggesting that Asquith was forever responsible for the destruction of the Liberal Party itself.[footnoteRef:5] However, the memoirs of his son Herbert, Moments of Memory, paint a rather different picture of a man many have dismissed. In these memoirs we clearly see that Asquith was not politically weak by any stretch of the imagination, but was instead a very intelligent political operator, who knew full well what the price of war with Germany would be and that it was rather obvious that he never really desired a war of that nature. In many ways, this alternative perspective of Asquith, clearly shows the confliction he had to face in fighting the war, and how he was actually let down by some of his appointees; the failure of the Derby scheme being an example of this.[footnoteRef:6] Based on the in-depth analysis that Moments of Memory by Asquith provides, one could easily suggest that he was the unfortunate victim of circumstance, as revisionists such as Cassar point out,[footnoteRef:7] rather than a weak and blithering politician that got in the way of progress like most believe today, [footnoteRef:8] with media moguls such as Lord Beaverbrook successfully portraying him as indecisive. [1: N. Ferguson, The Pity of War, (London: Penguin Books. 1998) p. 58]  [2:  HC Deb 06 August 1914 vol 65 cc2073-100]  [3:  J. Grigg. Lloyd George: From Peace to War 1912–1916. (London: Methuen. 1985) p.117]  [4:  Ibid, p. 263]  [5:  K. Stephen. Asquith. (London: Hamish Hamilton. 1985) p.223]  [6:  J. Grigg. Lloyd George: From Peace to War 1912–1916. (London: Methuen. 1985) p.330]  [7: G. Cassar, Asquith as War Leader. (London: Hutchinson.1994)]  [8:  W. Bridgemann and P. Williamson, ed. The Modernisation of Conservative Politics: The Diaries and Letters of Walter Bridgeman, 1904–1935. (London: The Historians' Press.1988)] 

One of the key points that this biography of Asquith brings up, is the fact that he never at any point desired a war with Germany, despite the Hansard records suggesting the opposite.[footnoteRef:9] This therefore paints a picture of a very conflicted individual, struggling to try to balance the unity of his party and that of his own beliefs.[footnoteRef:10] This is proven by the contents of those memoirs in which Asquith is referred to as saying ‘every crank and the country has a plan of his own and few of them agree with one another’.[footnoteRef:11] It also categorically states that at no point did Asquith ever desire a war, as he was very much aware of the consequences of such a war. The memoirs also seem to hint at the fact that the general feeling amongst the public was that joining a war against Germany in the summer of 1914 was actually a ridiculous notion.[footnoteRef:12] The point that one can garner from this, is the fact that this seems to contradict the general sentiment amongst modern day historiography and that, in reality, Asquith did not desire war, but was instead forced into it as a result of circumstances beyond his control. Therefore, this greatly increases the usefulness of Moments of Memory as a historiographical piece of evidence, since it quite clearly provides reliable first-hand information that seems to contradict the general modern-day consensus on Asquith. [9:  HC Deb 06 August 1914 vol 65 cc2073-100]  [10:  H. Asquith. Moments of Memory. (London: Hutchinson & CO LTD:1937) p. 176]  [11:  Ibid. p.176]  [12:  Ibid. p. 196] 


However, one cannot with certainty declare that Moments of Memory cannot be scrutinised, as there is a clear agenda in the memoirs which is to try and repair the reputation of H.H. Asquith, which at the time of publication in 1937 was not exactly positive.[footnoteRef:13] Thus, as a result of this, one must be cautious when examining this biography since one could feasibly argue that there is this an apparent agenda and that it works to the detriment of this piece’s value as a historiographical source. This is because Herbert Asquith might not be particularly honest on some of the more negative aspects of H.H. Asquith’s political career. For example, the rather public and somewhat embarrassing love letters to Venetia Stanley are not even mentioned, which is quite unusual. Since it helped media barons and political opponents, such as Lord Northcliffe, to capitalise on Asquith being seemingly disinterested by politics[footnoteRef:14] (and was therefore useless) since he had his mind on other personal things.[footnoteRef:15] Another point that seems to back this sentiment up, is the fact that in the memoirs the actual reasons behind the downfall of H.H Asquith are also absent, with the memoirs notably mentioning that they would not discuss the politics that led to his downfall, as they state that these were already well known at the time of their publication.[footnoteRef:16] Therefore, as a result of this evidence, it is fairly difficult to call these memoirs some kind of reprieve for Asquith’s political failing, as instead, it chooses to mostly ignore them. [13:  S. Koss. Asquith. (London: Hamish Hamilton. 1985) p.223]  [14:  Beaverbrook .L. Politicians and the war, 1914–1916. (London: Collins. 1960)]  [15: H.H Asquith. B, Michael; B, Eleanor, eds. H.H. Asquith: Letters to Venetia Stanley. (Oxford: Oxford University Press. 1985)]  [16:  H. Asquith. Moments of Memory. (London: Hutchinson & CO LTD:1937) p. 355] 

Although it is important to note that the memoirs are indeed trying to suggest a more humanist tone to Asquith which should by all accounts be valued by historians as at least offering a different perspective on events, some revisionists refer specifically to this source as being key to understanding the reasoning behind Asquith’s more controversial decisions that had a negative impact.[footnoteRef:17] For example, the memoirs give a great insight into the reasoning behind Asquith and the military’s grave concern for events transpiring in Ireland in 1914, rather than Germany’s rising Imperialism. The memoirs even have an entire section dedicated to events in Ireland such as the Easter rising and also go into detail on Asquith’s actions during this period,[footnoteRef:18] stating that he was often accused of being ‘too optimistic’ about the situation with the Easter Rising, as the memoirs state that Asquith did not believe in taking criminal proceedings against the leaders of the Easter Rising and believed that the situation could be resolved diplomatically.[footnoteRef:19] This therefore gives us a greater insight as to why Asquith had negative relations with the top of the army hierarchy. As Steiner reflects, Asquith never really agreed with most of the commanding officers in the army, as they thought him far too indecisive.[footnoteRef:20] However, the memoirs do provide insight as to why Asquith was so slow to act, as it specifically states that he was trying to maintain cohesion within his own party and that had he done something extreme it would surely have split the nation. This reaffirms the notion that ‘Moments of Memory does indeed have historical value. [17:  R. Quinalt. Asquith’s Liberalism. (New Jersey: Wiley Blackwell. 1992) p. 1]  [18: R. Jenkins. Asquith (London: Collins, 1964) p. 402]  [19:  H. Asquith. Moments of Memory. (London: Hutchinson & CO LTD:1937) p. 178]  [20:  Z. Steiner. Britain and the Origins of the First World War. (London: The Macmillan Press LTD. 1977) p. 173] 

In summation of the evidence, Moments of Memory by Herbert Asquith does give useful first-hand insight into the actions of his father H.H. Asquith and most certainly succeeds in giving an alternate and more positive portrayal of him. As long as one is fully aware of the agenda of the memoirs in that they are a direct response to the negativity surrounding his political career as a wartime Prime Minister, then there is no reason to doubt the authenticity of these memoirs as an alternative historical piece of evidence. 



[bookmark: _Hlk498426137]Article review: The Times, 1st August 1914,’Norman Angell Letter’, ‘Scholar’s Protest Against the War with Germany’ and ‘A Socialist Demonstration.’ Referenced in A. Marwick. and W. Simpson (Eds) War, Peace and Social Change – Documents 1 1900-1929 (Milton Keynes, Open University Press, 1990), pp.3-4.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The Norman Angell letter concerning the dominance of Russia over Germany and another letter from nine unnamed scholars (mostly from Cambridge) called ‘Scholars’ Protest Against the War with Germany’ was published in The Times alongside a letter entitled ‘A Socialist Demonstration’, which was presumably written by a socialist party advocate.[footnoteRef:21] These are a gathering of letters published just three days prior to Britain’s involvement in World War One and are attempting to persuade Parliament that going to war with Germany is not the best course of action for Britain; they are essentially an attempt to try to convince the people of Britain that war was not viable morally and economically for the United Kingdom. They present a rather interesting and unique portrayal of the public’s opinion of the Government’s support of the war in that they actually suggest that there were fairly significant movements for peace that came from both sides of the political divide. Meanwhile the centrist perspective was one of apparent support, albeit reluctant, for the war. [footnoteRef:22]Therefore, the key point that can be drawn from the letters is that the extremities of the political spectrum were actually against the notion of war despite their obvious dislike of one another, meaning that in times of war, strange alliances are made of whose necessity and importance outweighs old political divides. [21:  D, Pick. War Machine: The Rationalisation of Slaughter in the Modern Age. (Newhaven and London: Yale University Press. 1993) p 152]  [22:  H. Asquith. Moments of Memory. (London: Hutchinson & CO LTD:1937) p. 197] 

The Socialist historian, Eric Hobsbawm notes in Age of Extremes, that the outbreak of war was just such a massive shift in continuity from the past, since it involved all the imperialist nations of the world, thus sparking a ‘total war’ that would change the political spectrum for a century.[footnoteRef:23] This gives an explanation behind the Socialist’s thinking in their letter to The Times. By the time of the publication of this, they would have most certainly known that the war was pretty much inevitable by this point. However, the aim of the letter is instead to not give support to Tsarist Russia, since during that period it was widely known of the public unrest and political oppression that was taking place and that it was morally corrupt to support such a nation. The reasons behind this are the fact that the Socialist ideology is very much at odds with the concept of Nationalism and judging by the contents of the letter, it is clear that they viewed this war as a Nationalist one. This would explain their reasoning behind why they disapproved of the war.  [23:  E.J Hobspawm. Age of Extremes. (London: Abacus 1994) p. 22,] 

The scholars that also write to The Times as part of the Norman Angell correspondence, approach the idea of neutrality from a completely different angle than that of the Socialists,[footnoteRef:24] despite them desiring exactly the same thing. Instead the right-wing scholars instead refer to the notion that Germany as a nation bears many similarities to that of Britain and that they are a champion of the arts and sciences,[footnoteRef:25] therefore because of this, it is not acceptable to completely destroy such a nation as in a sense it would feel as if they were destroying their own nation as they are so akin to Germany. However, one interesting quotation from the scholar’s letter is ‘Patriotism may still our mouths’[footnoteRef:26] which is the big differential to that of the ideas of the Socialists, as these scholars are not political or even conscientious objectors. This means that the Scholars would not actively fight and protest against the war, unlike the Socialists, perhaps weakening the actual content of the Norman Angell letter, since they conflict. [24:  ‘A Socialist Demonstration’. The Times. 1st August 1914]  [25:  ‘Scholars’, Scholar Protest Against the war with Germany. The Times. 1st August 1914]  [26:  Ibid] 

It is important to note that the agenda of the letters to the Times is to suggest that all sides of the political spectrum are united against the idea of war in Europe. As in context, these letters are part of a collective of letters in reply to and agreeing with the journalist and Labour Party member Norman Angell. At the time, Angell was a fairly prominent political objector who believed war was completely economically pointless since militarism did not work, because most rich nations were on equal footing. This made militarism meaningless since they would just fight each other to a standstill.[footnoteRef:27] Therefore the most interesting point that comes from the letters is that all sects of the political spectrum were united in their disapproval of the war, no matter the fact that their beliefs were at odds with one another and seem to agree with Angell’s original ideas and have written to the Times to agree with the idea that war with Germany was a fruitless endeavour. This is reflective of the general anti-war consensus that persisted in certain areas of the ruling Liberal party, even Prime Minister H.H. Asquith to a degree.[footnoteRef:28] Thus, it is clear that there was a significant majority of those opposed to the war therefore reinforcing the notion that Britain was forced into the war, rather than actually desiring it. [27:  N. Angell, The Great Illusion (London: Simpkin, Marshall, Hamilton, Kent & Co) p. 1]  [28:  H. Asquith. Moments of Memory. (London: Hutchinson and Co Ltd. 1937) p 194] 

However, it is important to note that there was indeed support for the war, particularly from the army, as well as those who feared German imperialism. Therefore, this prevalent support for the war cannot simply be overlooked, thus meaning that one must treat the letters with a degree of scepticism because three days later Asquith and the Liberal Government declared war. So clearly the letters failed to achieve their purpose perhaps coinciding with the fact that many volunteers to the army would have seen the chance to go to war as a big adventure from their dull lives back home, as well the fact that there was great fear of German Imperialism and the stories that came from their invasion of Belgium did not help matters either. Nevertheless, this does not take away from the fact that these letters offer a very interesting interpretation of anti-war sentiment from all sides of the political spectrum. This perspective would be incredibly useful to a revisionist trying to argue that anti-war feeling was far greater than traditionalists would suggest, meaning that this source can therefore be used as an argument to re-evaluate the assumption that support for the war was in the majority.





Book Review: Britain and the Origins of the Great War by Zara S. Steiner (1977).
[bookmark: _Hlk497217818]Steiner’s Book Britain and the Origins of the Great War takes a revisionist perspective on why Great Britain entered the war. Instead of placing the onus on fear of German imperialism, or the fear of Britain losing her empire, Steiner instead refers to the importance of Russia, and argues for the most part, that Russia had a far more important part to play in Britain’s entry into the war than initially theorised. Steiner argues that as early as 1895, Britain hoped that an alliance with Tsarist Russia could be made in order to ease the pressure on Britain’s imperial borders. In other words, that Russia would make an imperial European nation fight a war on two fronts; this is what Germany had to do when World War One broke in 1914. Steiner also theorises that had relations with Russia broken down, then Britain’s position in Europe could have easily been compromised since Russia could pressurise British interests, such as on the Amir of Afghanistan. Therefore, this goes some way to explaining why Steiner believes that the role of Tsarist Russia in Britain’s entry into the war would also explain why Britain desperately wanted to keep the Tsarist regime going during the Bolshevik revolution and subsequent civil war. It is however also important to note that it is indeed from a British perspective on the war and only examines Britain’s reasons for getting involved in the war, which could lead to some criticism of it being too focused on one aspect so therefore the book is fairly specialised in its line of argument.
Published in 1977, Britain and the Origins of the Great War, was written during a time when the legacy of politicians such as David Lloyd George and Winston Churchill was still fairly prevalent and their perspective that we had to act on the war in order to prevent Germany’s rise as a European power which created a line of World War one historiography known as the ‘Fischer thesis’.[footnoteRef:29] Thus, Steiner’s response is almost certainly a negative response to this thesis. To add to this, Steiner refers to this idea of a ‘Conservative Watershed’ in Britain, which refers to Britain’s desire to maintain its own interests and that an alliance with autocratic Tsarist Russia was the best way to do this and that it was likely that figures such as Edward Grey and H.H. Asquith wanted the support of Russia in order to put off rival countries imperialism.[footnoteRef:30] This offers a contrast with other historical texts, such as the Norman Angell letters,[footnoteRef:31] in which the Socialists suggest an alliance with Russia is morally bankrupt.[footnoteRef:32] Therefore, Steiner’s work seems to contrast the ideology of both extreme sides of the political spectrum and thus lands as somewhat of a centrist’s viewpoint on World War one.[footnoteRef:33] This has the perhaps desired effect of making the work seem apolitical and therefore more factual with less of an underlying political agenda and Steiner even states that the entire purpose of her book is to give additional insight as to why the British acted as they did in 1914. [29:  Fischer. F. Germany’s aims in the First World War. (New York. W. W. Norton & Company. 1961) ]  [30:  Z. Steiner. Britain and the Origins of the First World War. (London: The Macmillan Press LTD. 1977) p. 79]  [31:  ‘Norman Angell Correspondence.’ The Times. 1st August 1914]  [32:  ‘A Socialist Demonstration’. The Times. 1st August 1914]  [33:  Z. Steiner. Britain and the Origins of the First World War. (London: The Macmillan Press LTD. 1977) p. 2] 

Steiner also puts the onus on foreign diplomats such as Paul Cambon (The French ambassador to the UK), who helped whip up anti-German hysteria in Britain, as well as promoting the notion of the Triple-Entente.[footnoteRef:34] This is interesting since a lot of other historians seem to overlook this and blame to feeling of ‘Germanophobia’ on ‘xenophobic’ or ‘imperialist’ tendencies, such as Ferguson, who suggests that Britain should never have entered the war in the first place.[footnoteRef:35] However, he seemingly overlooks the fact that Britain’s strong economic base in Europe, its diplomatic and economic ties with France and Russia meant that because this war was inevitable, despite anti-war sentiment from even Asquith.[footnoteRef:36] Therefore, based on the contradiction, you could almost suggest that Steiner is in fact somewhat of a traditionalist historian, in that she seems to agree with the overarching consensus that Britain’s entry into the war was entirely inevitable due to political and diplomatic reasons, she even states this herself. However, she does go about it in an entirely different manner in that she approaches the reasons why Britain’s entry into the war was inevitable from a different angle. Her theory is that it is because of the ‘Conservative Watershed’, which is that Britain desired to maintain strong relations with Russia to cover its borders.[footnoteRef:37] This theory was in 1977 an entirely new one and thus as a result of this, one can garner the fact that Steiner was trying to ultimately propagate a new idea in order to contrast with the status quo much like a ‘revisionist’ would do. Yet Steiner herself claims that her work could easily be construed as ‘traditionalist’, as it does not challenge the notion that war was inevitable, but instead claims that Russia’s role in triggering the war was far greater than initially thought. She says that it was the fear that Britain would lose this ally that ultimately meant that Britain went to war in 1914, this is also supported by the fact that Britain was on the side of the Whites in the Russian civil war.[footnoteRef:38] [34:  Z. Steiner. Britain and the Origins of the First World War. (London: The Macmillan Press LTD. 1977) p. 101]  [35:  N. Ferguson. The Pity of War. (London: Penguin Books, 1998) p.56]  [36:  H. Asquith. Moments of Memory. (London: Hutchinson and Co Ltd. 1937) p 194]  [37:  Z. Steiner. Britain and the Origins of the First World War. (London: The Macmillan Press LTD. 1977) p. 5]  [38:  N. Pereira. White Siberia: The Politics of Civil War. (Belfast: Queen’s University Press. 1995) p. 104] 

In Summation, Britain and the Origins of the Great War provides a unique argument that stands up to criticism fairly well. The fact that, amongst most historiography, Russia is seen as if it is incredibly weak and ready to collapse at this time, which is a big contrast with this work. Based on the fact that Russia did manage to put up a decent amount of Resistance to Germany before it ultimately collapsed does indeed show that it had some power and that this thus reinforces the stated arguments from Steiner, that Russia’s role in European diplomacy was far greater than initially thought. Therefore, Steiner’s work is indeed a good piece of historical text since it accurately and factually argues a new theory well.
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