Lecture 9
Towards War
We have seen that, immediately after the abolition of Stamp Duty, England acquired a lot of liberal supporting newspapers. In 1870 the country had more than twice as many avowedly Liberal newspapers as conservative ones (A.J. Lee – P 132).

Many Liberals considered this a natural state of affairs. To them the emergence of cheap, mass-circulation newspapers was a consequence of their policies. They had supported free enterprise, extension of voting rights and universal elementary education.
These policies had helped the newspaper industry grow. Was it not inevitable that newspapers would support Liberals just as Liberals had supported newspapers?

After the second reform act, Conservative opinion fought back and many Conservative minded titles came into existence to challenge the dominance of Liberal opinion.   

But the New Journalism changed political priorities as well as style. We have seen how the launch and development of the Daily Mail in 1896 brought new journalism to a mass audience.

Inevitably in a free market, Northcliffe’s formula of hard-news exclusives, human-interest features and copious intriguing snippets of the bizarre and wonderful, stimulated competition.
On 24 September 1900, C. Arthur Pearson launched the Daily Express. 

Like the Mail the Express operated a policy of political independence. It was opinionated - and intensely pro-Empire – but it had worked out a basic rule of mass market journalism, one that Northcliffe had embraced from the beginning:

The Rule: Partisanship on party political issues limited a mass-market title’s potential readership. For every Liberal who welcomed a pro-Liberal editorial stance there was another potential reader with staunchly Conservative or Labour opinions who might be turned off. 

Pearson and Northcliffe had no desire to repel readers. Each was aiming to maximise circulation and profit. They recognised that strong opinions and sensational reporting attracted interest, but neither wished to identify his newspaper with a fixed ideological stance.  
The Mail found parliamentary politics intrinsically dull. It kept reporting of parliamentary debates to a strict minimum from the day it was launched and, early in the new century, ceased to report parliamentary proceedings on a daily basis, preferring to include sporadic summaries when events justified them.

The Express took a similar approach. All of this came as a blow to liberal supporters of the free press who had promoted the newspaper industry on the assumption that it would educate the newly expanded electorate about politics. 

For Northcliffe and Pearson limited political coverage posed a different challenge. They needed issues on which their newspapers could express trenchant opinion without becoming identified with individual political parties. 

The empire was the perfect subject. English people from across the political spectrum in late Victorian and Edwardian Britain were enthused by it. Symbols of pride in it were ubiquitous. 

In ‘The Challenge of Democracy’ Professor Hugh Cunningham describes its impact on the urban environment. 

“Pubs were named after Crimean War battles, streets after those who had served the Empire: think of the Havelock Streets named after the British hero of the Indian rebellion of 1857, or the Gordon Streets after the martyr of Khartoum.” 

Take a wander through the streets of Chatham and Gillingham and you will find many examples. The military presence in these Medway towns was even greater than it is today. Men who trained as sailors here at what was HMS Pembroke or as Royal Engineers at the Brompton Barracks served in every part of the empire. General Gordon was a Royal Engineer and many of his possessions are on display in the museum behind us. His mission and many less famous are commemorated throughout the area. 

And the Empire was not only celebrated in bricks, mortar and statuary. Music Hall songs rejoiced in it. During the celebrations to mark Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee in 1897, soldiers from every British colony marched through London and brought the diversity of the Empire to the streets of the capital and the imaginations of the people. 

Children’s books were filled with tales of imperial conquest - often featuring a white, male officer-class hero whose adventures involved subduing recalcitrant natives (some of whom were implausibly grateful) 

Political Correctness had not been invented and it would have been ridiculed as utter absurdity by the majority of the population. There were Liberal and socialist opponents of Empire. They criticised it as anti-democratic, militaristic and damaging to the development of democracy in this country. But they were a very small minority in their own parties and still smaller as a proportion of the general population. .  
The extreme nationalism -Jingoism - inherent in this pride in overseas conquest and domination - first manifested itself in the new journalism during the Boer War of 1899-1902, that was fought between the British and the descendants of the Dutch settlers (Boers) in South Africa.

A powerful example of the attitude taken by the Daily Express appeared in the edition of Saturday 19 May 1900 which celebrated the relief of the British garrison at Mafeking – under the command of Robert Baden-Powell, later the founder of the Boy Scout movement.  
The Express’s headline, in huge, 72 point capitals, read:

WHEN SHALL THEIR GLORY FADE? HISTORY’S MOST HEROIC DEFENCE ENDS IN TRIUMPH. THE BOER’S LAST GRIP LOOSENED. MAFEKING AND BADEN-POWELL’S GALLANT BAND SET FREE.
(Quoted in Griffiths P. 135)

The Mail was not to be beaten in the jingoism stakes by its new rival. Northcliffe invested heavily in war reporting – spending more than any competitor on coverage of the conflict. In 1902 the investment paid off when the Mail obtained exclusive news of the peace talks between the British and the Boers at Vereeniging: talks which concluded in a peace treaty ending the war.
The Boer war marked a first high point in mass-market jingoism. During the war upon which I want to concentrate today – World War One – it caused grave damage to journalism’s reputation and saw the profession fail utterly in its duty to promote truth and enlightenment.  
A brief survey of the British newspaper market on the eve of War reveals an industry thriving - though not yet at its peak. Though a few far-sighted souls had begun to speculate about the potential of the newly discovered medium of radio, the newspapers were as yet unchallenged as purveyors of information.

In the first decade of the twentieth century the Daily Mail was already the market leader, having replaced the Daily Telegraph (launched, you will recall, as a first response to the abolition of stamp duty) as Britain’s best-selling newspaper. Lord Northcliffe’s other investment – the Daily Mirror – launched in 1903 had a circulation of 1.2 million copies a day in 1914. The Express was growing – though not as quickly as its owner might have liked. The establishment still read the Times. 
All of these titles – and many others published locally, regionally or on Sundays – were about to disgrace themselves by offering the public a version of reality so thoroughly distorted that it was not reality at all. 

The American novelist Ernest Hemingway put it well when he wrote that the First World War was:

“…the most colossal, murderous, mismanaged butchery that has ever taken place on earth. Any writer who said otherwise lied. So the writers either wrote propaganda, shut up, or fought.”

And before anyone objects that the Second World War was worse. Of course it was. But Hemingway wrote those words long before it happened – and at the time the merciless carnage of the First World War exceeded anything that had preceded it.  

The technological revolution that had created rotary presses, railway trains and telegraph lines also furnished the means for mechanised slaughter on an unprecedented scale. In the trenches of the Western Front, in Russia and at Gallipoli, generals discovered the effects of machine gun fire, heavy artillery and poison-gas on massed ranks of young men. 

They learned slowly despite the mountains of evidence that lay torn, shattered and bleeding on the battlefields.   
The confrontation pitted the triple entente nations of Britain, France and Russia together with numerous Imperial and European Allies and, eventually, the United States, against the Central Powers – namely Germany, Austria-Hungary, the Ottoman Empire and Bulgaria.   
By the time it ended in 1918 total Allied casualties numbered: 5,691,241 killed, and 12,809,280 wounded.

The Central Powers had lost 4,024,397 killed and 8,419,533 wounded.

These are just the military casualties. Civilian deaths - mainly on the Central Powers’ side – added a further 8,869,248 to the grim total.
Was such carnage unavoidable? The First World War makes a rich subject for historical study in its own right, and we simply do not have time to do it justice. But one observation is surely incontestable: this was not morally comparable to the subsequent campaign to defeat Nazism. 

Neither side represented virtue. Each was guilty of pursuing national self-interest by means of force. Each was guilty of believing it could achieve easy political and economic advantage through the use of arms. 

What was extraordinary – or seems so to subsequent generations who understand what high explosive, lead and steel do to the human body – was the astonishing alacrity with which young men volunteered to fight and many young women encouraged them to do so.

Before the fighting started there was criticism of the slide towards war. The Manchester Guardian – forefather of today’s Guardian – carried a full-page advertisement announcing the formation of a league to stop war. Other newspapers of the liberal and socialist left – including the Labour Leader and the Daily News – protested that Britain should not become involved in a European War at all.
This reflected an element of ambiguity about war within the Liberal cabinet of 1914. Indeed, as you will know from your reading, two cabinet ministers, John Burns and John Morley, resigned when the government decided to fight.
There is a view that the Liberal Party might have taken a less combative stance in the summer of 1914 had it not been under political pressure from the firmly pro-war Conservatives. The only consequence of a serious Liberal split on the issue would have been a Conservative government. 

So, when the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria in Sarajevo by a Serbian nationalist provoked Russia to support its ally, Serbia, against Germany’s ally, Austria-Hungary, the slide into conflict began and, on 4 August 1914, Britain declared war – technically in defence of Belgian neutrality – and in support of its allies France and Russia. 

Before we consider how journalism responded to war, a brief look at public reaction may be helpful. After all, no newspaper proprietor anxious to increase circulation is instinctively enthusiastic about flying in the face of public opinion. Though, on this occasion, it would have been healthier if the commercial instinct had been less blatant.

There is no doubt what public opinion was at the beginning of the war. Many politicians – predominantly but not exclusively on the Conservative wing of politics – had worried in the late nineteenth century and the first years of the twentieth that the spread of democracy and prosperity would reduce the British male’s appetite for combat.

Would men with jobs, families, possessions and hobbies go to war as willingly as previous generations with less to lose had fought at Waterloo or Trafalgar? Would their wives, sisters and daughters encourage them?

The intense, unquestioning national and imperial pride fostered in preceding decades – not least by newspapers – paid dividends now – at least from the government’s perspective. In the first two months of war about 725,000 men volunteered to join Lord Kitchener, the Secretary of State for War’s, New Army. 

Their motives were almost certainly mixed. Some craved adventure. There is evidence that some men from poorer industrial areas of the country saw early recruits looking well-nourished and healthy and concluded that the army offered a good living. 

But the overwhelming collective instinct was undoubtedly one of service. Men conditioned to believe in their country as great, good and civilised saw it as their duty to fight in its defence. 

So how did journalism cover their heroism?          

Journalists and historians have produced what appear to be conflicting answers to that question. 
1: Government censorship prevented newspapers telling the truth about the horror of war, and government propaganda – particularly atrocity propaganda – created a mood of near hysteria against the Germans.

Or

2: Newspapers were so intensely jingoistic that they concealed the squalid misery of the trenches of their own volition i.e. they were guilty of self-censorship and they swallowed propaganda without the slightest effort to check its authenticity. 
In fact the two explanations are not as mutually-opposed as they appear. I prefer an explanation that acknowledges the government’s efforts to control information and to whip up jingoism, but which still allocates a large share of the blame to newspapers, their proprietors and the journalists who worked for them. 
Initial reports of the fighting achieved a degree of accuracy, not least when the Daily Mail reporter Hamilton Fyfe and two colleagues from the Times found themselves caught up among the British Army’s retreat from Mons, a town on the Belgian side of the Franco-Belgian border, in late August 1914. 

The Times report referred to the “incredible rapidity” of the German advance and described the British force as “a retreating and broken army.” It gave accurate information about the ferocious artillery fire directed at the Germans by the British, but admitted that the German advance “could no more be stopped than the waves of the sea.” 

Similarly clear, unbiased reporting might, conceivably, have continued if reporters had remained at the front to file eyewitness reports and if those reports had been published uncensored. But they did not stay. The government did not let them.
Newspaper editors knew that war coverage would be controlled. The senior echelons of the army and navy had not forgotten the coverage of the Crimean War. Some reporters had shown independence and enterprise during the Boer War. The military were convinced that, unrestrained, newspapers would give away strategically valuable information in order to win readers.   

So, long before the outbreak of hostilities in 1914, government had considered how it might try to control the press in the event of a major conflict. In 1899 officials at the War Office proposed a formal censorship scheme – but concluded it would not work.
In 1905 a draft ‘Publication of Naval and Military Information Bill’ was prepared amid concerns that the press was becoming sufficiently powerful and well resourced to put the country in jeopardy by revealing military secrets. 

Many newspaper proprietors and their editors actually supported the proposals in the 1905 bill. Their compliance probably came about because they were promised freedom to comment on and criticise the conduct of future campaigns and were told that, in return for accepting restrictions, the government would guarantee a supply of reliable information. 

But the bill was not passed – it was shelved because the Liberal Prime Minister of the era, Henry Campbell-Bannerman, believed that Parliament would not pass it. It is interesting – in view of what happened between 1914 and 1918 – that a Liberal politician showed greater concern about the principle of press freedom than the proprietors and editors of newspapers did. 

In 1911 the Agadir Crisis – provoked by the surprise arrival of the German gunboat Panther at the Moroccan port of Agadir – stimulated new revelations of allegedly sensitive information by British newspapers. Now the government instructed a senior War Office civil servant, Sir Reginald Bade, to negotiate with senior representatives of the newspaper industry and reach “some friendly arrangement for regulating the publication of naval and military news”

Brade talked to the Newspaper Proprietors Association (NPA) and the Newspaper Society and reached agreement to set up a Joint Standing Committee of Admiralty, War Office and Press representatives. In war or emergency, its role would be to decide what information should be withheld from publication.  

In his essay, British Press Censorship during the First World War, (Newspaper History etc. P 309) Colin Lovelace explains:

“The press agreed that secret military or naval information should be liable to prohibition. They agreed also to refer defence information which came to them from other sources, to the Service departments for authority to publish. But they in turn stipulated that the press members of the committee ‘should not be used as a medium for the dissemination of false information or for the purpose of stifling criticism of policy or except in really important cases where national interests were at stake, for the restriction of news’.”

From the government’s point of view it was a highly successful deal. The need for a parliamentary debate – in which high-minded Liberal and Labour MPs might have objected - was avoided entirely. And the principle was established that newspapers would collude in suppressing information that was deemed harmful to the national interest.

Of course the government had the Official Secrets Act of 1911 as reinforcement. When war commenced it also had the Defence of the Realm Act. Neither measure was specifically aimed at press censorship – but either of them could be used to threaten editors with dire consequences if they transgressed. 

But it was the voluntary agreement that proved most useful when fighting began. The Joint committee agreed that no mention should be made of the embarkation of the British Expeditionary Force when it set out from Southampton Docks. None was made of a dramatic increase in ammunition production at Woolwich Arsenal either.  

So, when the BEF reached its destination in France on 18 August 1914 its arrival came as a complete surprise to readers at home. They had not even been informed that it had set off.  The principle of voluntary censorship had passed its first test. 

It all started to go wrong very quickly. When fighting started the government immediately took control of telegraph and wireless communications. All messages sent by them were subjected to direct military censorship. This – together with the voluntary ban on mentioning the movements of the BEF – created a desperate shortage of news. Newspapers turned to speculation – which involved a fair amount of wild rumours and exaggerated reports. 

This worried the government – particularly the First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill. Yes- the man who served so effectively as Prime Minister in the Second World War was already a cabinet minister in the First – the only difference being that whereas in 1940 he was a Conservative in 1914 he was a Liberal, but not a very liberal Liberal as his conduct now revealed. 

In 1912 the idea of an official Press Bureau had been mooted by government. It would be run by the military would improve the supply of approved defence information from government to press. Now Churchill decided to put the idea into action and, just three days after Britain entered the war – the Press Bureau was set up “to provide a steady stream of trustworthy information supplied by both the War Office and the Admiralty.”

A few newspapers went so far as to proclaim their enthusiasm for the idea. Colin Lovelace cites the Merthyr Express which said:

“The control and censorship of war news by the government is a great boon for the public…It will prevent the publication of flesh creeping, jumpy despatches…All news not authenticated by the Press Bureau must be accepted with the traditional grain of salt…”

Most titles were a lot less happy. Initially the Press Bureau was placed under the control of F.E. Smith, a Conservative and a barrister. The choice of a member of the opposition party was more a gesture towards national unity in wartime than an indication of Mr Churchill’s personal allegiance – but whatever the motivation Smith was a cast-iron, ocean-going calamity. 

Running the Bureau was never going to be easy. Its functions and powers were not so much ill –defined as not defined at all. Smith immediately made a bad situation much worse. He made irrational and inconsistent judgments and was frequently abusive. In September 1914 he had to resign over his handling of a front-line despatch from Belgium by Times correspondent Arthur Moore.

Moore’s piece – filed on 30 August – revealed in graphic detail the full seriousness of the British retreat from Mons. Obeying the spirit of voluntary co-operation it imagined to be in operation the Times submitted it to the Press Bureau, where Geoffrey Robinson, the editor of the Times assumed it would be censored. 

Instead F.E. Smith returned it unchanged in all essential details but with an additional paragraph, written by Smith, pleading for the urgent despatch to France of British reinforcements. It said:

“England should realise and realise at once that she must send reinforcements and still send them…We want men and we want them now.” 
 To this was added a note, again from Smith, asking Robinson to please ensure prompt publication of the report – including his addition. The Times obliged, publishing the report under the headline “British Regiments Battling Against Odds” Another column beside it was headlined “German tidal wave – Our soldiers overwhelmed by numbers”  
Nothing annoys newspapers editors more than privileged information going to a rival and not to them. So, other newspapers responded to the Times stories by deploring the publication of such depressing news. The issue was raised in the House of Commons where Smith again displayed his pusillanimous nature and lack of leadership by insisting that the Times should have censored the report itself. (See Colin Lovelace – Newspaper History P. 311)   
The government had no choice but to sack Smith. He was replaced by Sir Stanley Buckmaster, the Solicitor General, and an altogether more competent administrator. Buckmaster established a staff of 50 and in late October 1914 gave his censors their first formal instructions. These were:

1. To prevent the publication of news injurious to the Naval and Military Operation of the British Empire.

2. Top prevent the publication of news likely to cause needless alarm and distress among the civil population

3. To prevent the publication of news objectionable on political grounds; news for example, calculated to injure the sensibilities of the Allied countries. 

Technically censorship was still largely voluntary. Newspapers could submit their stories to the bureau for censorship if they wanted to. If the stories were sent by cable the bureau would intercept them before they reached their destination – it controlled all incoming telegraph and telephone lines. But the government was still able to maintain that it had no direct control over the press and did not want any.

There was, after all, no legislation on the statute book specifically authorising censorship of newspapers by ministers or civil servants. The Press Bureau had grown out of the collaborative approach agreed back in 1911 between Sir Reginald Brade and the newspaper industry. 

But there were laws under which the government could threaten and punish newspapers for serious transgressions. The Defence of the Realm regulations, approved by Parliament on 12 August 1914, were not specifically aimed at newspapers, but key aspects of them were clearly relevant.

· Regulation 18 banned collection or publication of any information about the British armed forces that might prove useful to an enemy.

· Regulation 27 banned the spread of false reports that might damage morale in the armed forces or harm Britain’s relationships with its allies
· Regulation 51 gave the armed forces power to search and building believed to be involved in breaching the regulations and to seize any machinery. 

So, censorship was not statutory, but if a newspaper obtained story suggesting, for example, that the British infantry were desperately short of ammunition, the army could, technically, seize and remove its printing presses. 

But, Colin Lovelace argues:

“The regulations were available, but seldom used and, where used against newspapers, were rarely successful in the courts. The Press Bureau was not a government department; it was, in the words of an internal memorandum prepared for Buckmaster in November 1914,’a delegate or agent for other government departments (Admiralty and War Office). It could only recommend prosecutions to the Admiralty or the War Office for decisions, and the delay entailed in this procedure regularly defeated the purpose.”
Cases in which newspapers were prosecuted included a 1915 case against the Times for publishing a letter suggesting that Britain’s most powerful ally, France, had been severely weakened by the first year of war. The Times was absolved by the magistrates. In November 1915 an extreme right-wing newspaper, The Globe, was banned for publishing a false report that Lord Kitchener had resigned. But the Globe promptly made a full apology and was allowed to restart. 

(Colin Lovelace cites several other examples in his essay in Newspaper History).

Beyond the Press Bureau and the Defence of the Realm Regulations – the first big barrier to reporting the First World War was an acute shortage of  

Given all that, if newspapers and their staff – not the government - were largely responsible for the failure to tell the truth about World War One, then the big question is clearly why? Part of the answer lay in circumstances beyond the control of editors or proprietors.
By 1914 national and regional newspaper proprietors had enough experience of war to know it sold newspapers. Copy from Crimea, the Franco-Prussian War and the Boer War had inflated circulations. In “The Last Casualty” Phillip Knightley quotes an unidentified Northcliffe editor saying:

“War not only creates a supply of news, but a demand for it. So deep-rooted is the fascination in war and all things pertaining to it…that a paper has only to put up on its placard, A GREAT BATTLE for sales to mount up.”

The problem in 1914 was a very poor supply of news. Lord Kitchener, the Secretary of State for War – the fellow in the “Your country Needs You” Poster and whose equestrian statue you can see outside the Kitchener Barracks on Dock Road – was not a big fan of reporters. He had insulted them as “drunken swabs” during a previous campaign in the Sudan. Now he had a chance to cause them, and their newspapers, real difficulties.
He began by not accrediting any correspondents to travel to France with the British forces.  This left newspapers entirely dependent on correspondents who were already on the continent and usually miles from the fighting. Knightley cites the experience of the Paris correspondents who were provided with daily news releases by the French Army which, sadly, contained nothing of value. 

Kitchener did make one concession to the demand for information. He appointed a soldier, Colonel Sir Ernest Swinton, to write reports about the war. These were released to newspapers under the by line “Eyewitness.” They were naked propaganda. Imagine the sort of tripe Saddam Hussein’s official spokesmen broadcast during the Allied Invasion of Iraq (the Republican Guard was winning every battle- which made it hard to imagine why Saddam was deposed). Or, if you are too young to remember 2005, the bilge spouted this year by Robert Mugabe’s regime – a modern example of a government that does not like reporters. 

Swinton was not a bad man. In his own terms he did his best. Later in the war he played an important role in the development of that revolutionary new fighting machine the tank. But his loyalty at this point was to the army not the truth – and it showed in the copy he produced. 

Philip Knightley quotes an example from September 1914 in which Swinton gave no details of any fighting, no colour, no names of towns or villages let alone the names of individual soldiers. Written at the very beginning of trench warfare on the river Aisne in France it recorded that British soldiers were “well fed and in spite of the wet weather of the past week are cheerful and confident.”

It is the type of bland waffle that drives editors to fits of ranting, swearing fury. So, it is hardly surprising that they began to lobby ministers for help. As a young man Winston Churchill had been a war correspondent himself, filing for the Morning Post from Afghanistan in 1897, from Sudan in 1898 and from South Africa in 1899 and 1900.  Now Editors hoped he would see their point of view. 

Churchill didn’t. Faced with the army’s hostility to the presence of reporters in its ranks he declared that: 

“The best place for correspondence about this war will be in London”  
As for his own particular responsibility – the Royal Navy – he was adamant that:

“A warship in action has no room for a journalist.”
Newspapers concluded that they should take the risk of sending reporters without accreditation or official help. At beginning of August 1914 a young American freelance, Granville Fortescue, had given the Daily Telegraph an early exclusive about the German invasion of Belgium. Editors hoped their own reporters would be as entrepreneurial.

It was a risky business. Kitchener had ordered that any reporter found at or close to the front lines should be arrested and kicked out of France. But at first a few daring types managed to get close to the shooting – and sent their reports back with messengers on the cross channel ferries (so avoiding the censored telegraph cables). 

Philip Knightley cites the examples of Philip Gibbs of the Daily Chronicle and William Beach Thomas of the Daily Mail. Geoffrey Pyke – a former Reuters correspondent – smuggled himself into Germany using a fake American passport (The Americans were neutral in 1914 and only joined the Allied side much later in the war). Pyke was arrested and threatened with execution as a spy. But he escaped and filed a version of his adventure for the Daily Chronicle. 

The intrepid independent reporters continued to get stories. Philip Gibbs got himself to the River Marne in time to see the Germans forced into retreat and filed a moving column describing the work of a peasant gravedigger, earnestly intent on burying or burning the German dead. 
But important battles went entirely unreported during the first months of war and, by the beginning of 1915; the net was tightening around men such as Philip Gibb. Kitchener issued orders requiring his arrest – and that of several other named correspondents who had filed accurate reports from the battlefront. Gibbs was arrested and told that if he returned to France he would be shot.  The army rounded up all the independent reporters and sent them back to England. 
Kitchener defended such actions on the grounds that the French government had forbidden French journalists to accompany French forces. According to his logic Britain could not be seen to tolerate a freedom so emphatically denied by its major ally.
During the first year of war, newspapers particularly resented the ban on correspondents. Starved of the front-line tales of glory and heroism they had been relying on to boost circulations, they were forced to rely on bland, eviscerated versions of the action penned by official spokesmen such as Colonel Swinton.

Newspapers of the time are packed with columns attacking the government’s decision to keep correspondents away from the fighting. Some argued the classic liberal line that war correspondents perform a vital service to democracy (See Newspaper History P 315 for examples). Lord Northcliffe’s newspapers kept up a barrage of criticism against the government for denying them the juicy copy they wanted. 

But – and this is important - newspapers were completely free to criticise the government and to publish adverse comment. They did so, as Colin Lovelace makes clear:

“As the war progressed and Allied success became less certain, press criticism widened. Lack of information was bad for morale; it deprived the nation of news of the exploits of its gallant sons dying or lying wounded in France; it was bad for recruiting…Ignorance of the sacrifice of our men in France led to selfishness and strikes, the ‘censorship’ had become indicative of Liberal politicians’ failure to wage war effectively.” (British press Censorship during the First world War, by Colin Lovelace, Newspaper History P 316)

Among the most effective pieces of criticism was published in 1915 by the Daily Mail in an incident referred to as the ‘Shell Scandal’. In brief – trench warfare was proving much more demanding of ammunition than military commanders of General Kitchener’s generation had imagined. 

The demand was immense for bullets, grenades, artillery shells and mortar rounds.  Killing people in unprecedented numbers required unprecedented amounts of ammunition. And British industry –stripped of many of its most productive workers by the vast numbers who had volunteered to fight – was failing to keep up with demand. 

The notion of ‘our boys’ left to face the evil Germans without the right equipment was a Godsend for the Mail and for the Liberal government’s political opponents in parliament. So, egged-on by the ambitious David Lloyd George, Lord Northcliffe published an article in May 1915 blaming Kitchener and the War Office for the shortage of shells. The scandal played an important part in bringing down the Liberal government and replacing it with a coalition in which Lloyd George was given control of a new Ministry of Munitions. 

The story is instructive in that it identifies two key features of British newspaper coverage of the First World War.,

1. There was a lot of complicity between politicians and newspaper proprietors
2. When the press demanded complete freedom to report it almost always did so because it believed it could support the war effort more effectively than the government.

The government realised early on that newspapers editors and journalists might be useful as propagandists. They were obviously well in tune with public opinion and, if they were willing to use their skills as writers to encourage the war effort, then they would be very useful. Many were willing.
Philip Knightley writes:

“The editors of The Times, the Express, the Daily Mail, the Evening Post and the Chronicle and the managing director of Reuters all did their bit. (Reuters placed its entire resources at the disposal of the Allied cause.) Their skill lay in knowing how to get the war over to the man in the street, how to exploit his vocabulary, prejudices and enthusiasms.”

One of the owners of the Reuters news agency, Baron Herbert Reuter, made it plain that, despite the German origins of his family, he was dedicated to a total British victory. In January 1915 he wrote to a colleague explaining that:

“Every day I realise more deeply the colossal task before us, and the necessity of sparing no sacrifice to succeed where failure spells ruin to three Empires, and will involve the unspeakable blight of German military tyranny over the whole Continent.” (Quoted in The Power of News, The History of Reuters by Donald Read Page 111)  
In the last year of the war Lord Northcliffe went a stage further. He accepted a government position - as Director of Propaganda in Enemy Countries – lending his editorial talent to the official Allied cause. 
If his surrender of editorial independence and integrity sounds shocking – it is after all a complete abdication of the liberal principle of a free and independent press capable of holding government to account - then it can only be properly explained in the context of the overall failure of British journalism in World War One.

I began today by offering two common explanations of that failing – censorship or patriotism. I also explained that I think the real explanation is a bit of both, but with the emphasis firmly on blind patriotism, or voluntary SELF-CENSORSHIP, by the newspapers themselves. 

You must make your own judgment on this important question. Here, for the sake of stimulating debate, is what I believe. 

In many titles the ferocious pride in nation and empire that had greeted the Boer War – and which had been promoted so aggressively by the new journalism – was on display from the beginning of World War One.  
An example from the Daily Mail of September 22, 1914 referred to Kaiser Wilhelm, the German monarch, as a “lunatic,” a “barbarian,” a “madman” a “monster” a “modern Judas” and a “criminal monarch” – all in one report. Northcliffe told his editors that “The Allies must never be tired of insisting that they were the victims of a deliberate aggression.” 
Such prejudice was promptly reinforced by a campaign to depict the war as one between good and evil. An early example involved the atrocity allegations levelled against the Germans during and after their initial advance through Belgium.

These allegations included claims that the Germans systematically tortured and raped women and murdered children. Stories included reports that German soldiers had raped twenty Belgian girls in the market place in Liege that eight soldiers had bayoneted a two year old child, and how a young woman had her breasts cut off.

A Financial News report in June 1915 claimed that the Kaiser had ordered the torture of three year old children and that he had specified the nature of the torture to be inflicted. 

Many such allegations were invented by the French government funded Bureau de la Presse, which published so many atrocity stories that the French newspapers simply ran them under a generic headline: Les Atrocités Allemandes.  

Several of the specific examples I have given appeared in an official report compiled by Lord Bryce, a former British Ambassador to the USA, whose authority to claim that the Germans were involved in “Murder, lust and pillage” seemed credible. It wasn’t. His report relied on untested hearsay evidence from Belgian refugees, none of whom testified on oath.  

And such early tales of terror, brutality and sadism soon persuaded influential institutions to give the war their backing.  Even the Church of England, which might have been expected to condemn conflict as a thoroughly bad idea, concluded that civilisation was threatened and that, in Philip Knightley’s words, “Clearly, God would be able to discern the essential difference between Christian Englishmen and Christian Germans.”
So prevalent was the depiction of the Germans as thoroughly evil and depraved, and so widespread the patriotic commitment to Britain and Empire, that most newspapers quickly settled into a mood of fervent support for the army.

It did not change when the high command agreed to let a few “writing chappies” travel to France as war correspondents – which it did in 1915. These formally accredited correspondents arrived on the Western Front in June 1915. They were:

Philip Gibbs for the Daily Telegraph and Daily Chronicle

Percival Philips for the Daily Express and Morning Post

William Beach-Thomas for the Daily Mail and Daily Mirror

H. Perry Robinson for The Times and Daily News

Herbert Russell for Reuters 

Basil Clarke for the Amalgamated Press  
The high command only agreed to have them because the Cabinet thought they might be beneficial to the war effort. They wore officers’ uniform, held the honorary rank of captain and were provided with food, drink accommodation and transport by the army.

They never moved without a “conducting officer” i.e. a serving soldier to show them around and they were accompanied at all times by mobile censors. I suspect they hardly needed them. To win accreditation their newspapers had agreed to restrictions which prevented them from identifying regiments, places or people.
Their collective patriotism or lack of journalistic integrity (take your pick) may be deduced from the fact that, after the war, all six were offered knighthoods. 
Philip Gibbs later said:

“We identified ourselves absolutely with the Armies in the field…We wiped out of our minds all thought of personal scoops and all temptation to write one word which would make the task of officers and men more difficult or dangerous. There was no need of censorship of our despatches. We were our own censors.”

That notion of journalists as censors of their own work – backed by editors and proprietors who believed the loyal, unquestioning, patriotic line is for me, the key to understanding what went wrong with British Journalism between 1914 and 1918. 

Journalism’s new power and prestige had made newspaper proprietors members of the elite and their correspondents respectable. They forgot all the arguments which had won press freedom in the previous century: arguments about diversity of opinion revealing truth and reporting as a weapon with which the people might be protected against over-mighty government.  Now they behaved like members of the establishment they should have scrutinised. 

The Times admitted these failings after the war. It acknowledged that, throughout the war, its commentators:

“…felt that their task was to sustain the morale of the nation in mortal combat; therefore they praised victories no less highly than they deserved, in stalemates they found elements of advantage; and defeats they minimised, excused or ignored.”

Late in the war the Prime Minister, by that time David Lloyd-George, discussed the performance of journalists during the conflict with the editor and proprietor of the Manchester Guardian, the now legendary C.P. Scott. The PM told Scott:

“I listened last night at a dinner given to Philip Gibbs on his return from the front, to the most impressive and moving description from him of what war in the West really means, that I have ever heard. Even an audience of hardened politicians and journalists was strongly affected. If people really knew, the war would be stopped tomorrow. But of course they can’t know. The correspondents don’t write and the censorship would not pass the truth.”

C.P. Scott offered a good example of the same mindset in a letter he wrote in October 1915 to his London editor. It said

“A wounded man – AN EDUCATED CORPORAL – just back from Loos sends a letter to us – TOO DAMAGING FOR PUBLICATION – from which it appears that in that engagement we shelled our own men.”

There in the words of the man who said “Comment is free. Facts are sacred” – the man whose face still appears on the Guardian’s Comment is Free website to this day – is the real story of British journalism in the First World War. 

Sure – the government imposed censorship. It limited access to the facts. But wounded men were returning to Britain by the Christmas of 1914. Letters were being sent to newspapers. Journalists knew that what was happening was horrible. They just chose not to tell the truth. 

Instead they told a version calculated to sustain morale, keep young men volunteering for war and, after conscription was introduced in 1916, to keep them believing that it was their duty to fight and that they would be fighting for a just and honourable cause. 

Hard news was scarce – to that extent the censorship worked. And it is possible that a few minority publications would have used accurate eyewitness reporting from the front to make a case for peace. But most newspapers only objected to the censorship because their proprietors and editors believed that the war was right and that they could best help the country to victory by whipping up public hostility against the Germans.

Colin Lovelace argues that. 


“They regarded the censorship as an unnecessary impediment to their patriotic efforts to win the war.”

Self censorship was the crucial ingredient in the failure of journalism to give accurate coverage of the First World War. Would honesty have stopped the fighting? Well, Lloyd George thought so.

