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Abstract
This article revises previous interpretations of the Imperial Maritime League, and adds new detail 
to our understanding of Edwardian patriotic leagues, by highlighting the relevance of radical right 
ideology. A product of division in the Navy League, the Imperial Maritime League channelled 
extra-parliamentary sentiment into specific navalist causes, and worked closely with likeminded 
newspaper editors and naval officers to challenge the Unionist leadership, Admiralty, and Navy 
League. The new league was ultimately undermined by British victory in the naval race, and the 
Navy League’s preparedness to react positively to the challenge of a new navalist league.
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In April 1908 the Navy League Journal passed judgement on the recently formed Imperial 
Maritime League (IML): a ‘group of malcontents to whom every official action is ipso 
facto foolish if not traitorous’.1 Five years later, another naval journal referred to the 
IML’s founders, Harold Frazer Wyatt and Lionel Graham Horton-Smith, as ‘two well-
meaning enthusiasts whose enthusiasm runs into hysteria, and, like the “Militants,” they 
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kill the cause by overdoing it.’2 These assessments reflected long-standing tensions 
within organized navalism. From its establishment in 1894, the Navy League contained 
two contending approaches to activism. A minority of members, disproportionately 
active at its highest levels, regarded the organization as an unofficial overseer of naval 
policy, and were prepared to use politics to exert pressure against the decision-making 
processes of naval professionals and ministers. The majority, however, were cautious of 
antagonizing the Admiralty and government, and preferred to concentrate on public edu-
cation. An especially bitter clash between these competing visions of navalism in 1907 
resulted in the formation of the IML. The new league was fired by a radical right outlook 
which strongly believed in the purposive and interlinked roles of the state, nation, and 
race, and the need to express its concerns through predictions of impending disaster that 
required urgent action.

The IML won over high-profile navalists, including Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and 
Rudyard Kipling; newspaper editors, H.A. Gwynne and Ralph Blumenfeld; defence 
journalists, F.T. Jane, H.W. Wilson, and L. Cope Cornford; and a number of Unionist 
MPs and peers.3 The new league set about vindicating the rupture of navalism through a 
succession of national campaigns that contrasted it with the apparent quiescence of the 
older league. It provided a model of campaigning that initially made the Navy League’s 
leadership appear tired, but the IML did not convert the British population to navalism, 
let alone precipitate a mass exodus of members from the older organization. Patriotic 
leagues proliferated in Britain and Germany from the 1890s, but constitutional, political, 
and cultural differences between the two countries meant that British organizations 
remained relatively small compared with their German counterparts.4 Moreover, the 
appeal of joining patriotic leagues, according to Franz and Marilyn Coetzee, ‘was not 
primarily ideological’; people became members for ‘a wide variety of reasons’, includ-
ing support for specific goals, material inducements, and social attractions such as enter-
tainment and personal prestige. Members ‘did not view their participation as the basis for 
a comprehensive ideological and political renovation of the . . . British right. Such hopes, 
when they were entertained, were largely confined to the leadership.’5 The IML focused 
primarily on its campaigns and hoped that mass membership would follow. Yet, without 
a rival network of branches it could not offer the necessary inducements. The existence 
of the IML nevertheless prompted the Navy League to overhaul its organization and 
strategy, and declare its willingness to take on the government and Admiralty. The new 
league dismissed suggestions of reunification even as the Navy League reaped the ben-
efits of reform with an expanded membership and enhanced political patronage. The 
IML remained a patriotic vanguard without followers, but its short life reveals the uneasy 
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relationship between radical right ideology and organized navalism, and how the activi-
ties of dissidents could spur the revitalization of a wider movement.

I

The IML features in a number of historical studies on navalism, patriotic leagues, and 
conservatism, although there is no specific study of its activities.6 A number of assess-
ments present it as the product of divided opinion among navalists about the motivation 
and efficacy of Admiral Sir John Fisher’s naval revolution.7 Others address the IML’s 
political outlook and identify it with the radical right.8 Alan Sykes defines the radical 
right by its belief in the purposive and interlinked roles of property, state, nation, and 
race, expressed in prognoses of imminent catastrophe and diagnoses requiring urgent 
action.9 The potential imprecision of the label is evident in its application to organized 
navalism.10 G.R. Searle identifies both the Navy League and IML as radical right, dif-
ferentiating the latter as ‘extremist’.11 David Thackeray prefers ‘Radical Conservative’, 
and suggests that each league represented a wider division between ‘Gradualist Unionists’ 
and ‘Imperial Activists’.12 In spite of his own assessment, Searle’s analysis of the 
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Edwardian right helps to explain why both navalist leagues were not radical right. He 
categorizes three overlapping groups: traditional Conservatives, proponents of national 
efficiency, and the radical right. The second and third were both critical of the Unionist 
leadership and frequently drew on social imperialism, but they differed in their attitude 
to party politics. Proponents of national efficiency ‘hankered after some “national gov-
ernment” that would combine the talents of all the “first-rate men” and shelve traditional 
party issues’. The radical right, in contrast, actively opposed bipartisanship, real and 
imagined. It claimed a monopoly on patriotism, and readily derided or undermined the 
patriotic credentials of Liberals and even Unionists who opposed or ignored its propa-
ganda. The radical right professed to represent conservative principles, yet it brought 
together diehard Tories, such as Kipling and Wyatt, with former Liberals, such as Conan 
Doyle and Horton-Smith, who broke ‘with Liberalism in protest against its alleged “paci-
fism” and “anti-imperialism”’.13

The Navy League straddled all three categories identified by Searle, and succeeded 
also in appealing to Liberals; it was its refusal to surrender to purely radical right preoc-
cupations which opened the breach with the IML’s founders.14 A number of prominent 
Navy Leaguers identified with the radical right, such as Alan Burgoyne, Patrick Hannon, 
and Arnold White, but they were influenced also by ‘national efficiency’.15 Wyatt and 
Horton-Smith, in contrast, were committed to an untempered radical right outlook and 
strategy, and, in this sense, can be labelled extreme.16 If the IML could not attract all radi-
cal rightists, it did succeed in recruiting one of the most prominent, Lord Willoughby de 
Broke, who became its president in 1912.17 Like the diehard peer, the league believed 
that the best way to appeal to the masses was to attract publicity through taking a strong 
stand, in particular to ‘awaken and rally the forces of Unionism’. Their mutual embrace 
was expedient for both parties. Willoughby de Broke’s outlook remained that ‘of a tradi-
tional landed aristocrat’; the IML was merely another vehicle for attacking the Liberal 
government and Unionist leaders.18 For its part, the league craved titled patrons, but only 
for decoration. Willoughby de Broke had no discernible influence over policy or tactics, 
and although the IML occasionally strayed from purely naval matters, it did not take up 
the peer’s campaigns to protect aristocratic privilege and the union with Ireland.
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The IML was almost exclusively animated by navalist preoccupations, yet it was defined 
by its attitude to party politics. It was one of a legion of patriotic leagues which orbited the 
Unionist Party in an effort to influence its policy, but unlike most others, the IML was reso-
lutely and openly partisan. Most assessments, as a consequence, conclude that the IML 
wielded no political influence. Pressure groups, of course, rarely exercise high-level influ-
ence; in the period when the IML operated, ‘pressure’ tended to be directed at parliamentar-
ians and not the government.19 Assessing the influence of navalist groups is especially 
difficult given the inability of the Liberal cabinet to agree a national naval policy.20 Pressure 
groups, however, could potentially shape the ideological framework within which issues 
were discussed.21 They might enthuse ordinary voters and members of political parties, and 
as a consequence become a disruptive influence.22 The patriotic leagues, therefore, were an 
integral part of the transition to mass democracy. This is evident in their concern that 
Unionist leaders lacked the competence to deal with the dangers of socialism and national 
decline, an attitude that was related to wider resentment with political and professional 
elites. It led amateur commentators and pressmen – such as Wyatt and Horton-Smith – to 
claim wide competence in defiance of specialist professional experts. Advances in trans-
port and information communication allowed emerging single-issue pressure groups such 
as the IML to present themselves as national organizations.23

The Navy League’s allies in the Unionist Party endeavoured to block the IML’s pro-
gress at the local level, but various constituency associations allowed the renegade naval-
ists to meet on their premises, and some even co-convened meetings. Along with 
advertisements for the IML in the monthly periodicals of the Tariff Reform League and 
Primrose League, the evidence suggests that the IML could take advantage of fissures in 
Edwardian Unionism.24 It also benefited from the Navy League’s initial silence on the 
Liberal government’s Naval Prize Bill and ratification of the Declaration of London. 
Groping for an issue to undermine the Liberals, Arthur Balfour agreed to address an IML 
protest meeting, part of a campaign that culminated in the presentation of a petition to the 
House of Lords. The upper house’s rejection of the bill was not, as Avner Offer suggests, 
the result of ‘an invisible hand’ stirring up opposition, but the tireless and visible work of 
the IML and other opponents.25 The Navy League’s eventual adoption of a more negative 
assessment of the bill and Declaration was a response to the IML’s campaign, and 
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ultimately undermined the new league’s rationale for independent action. It became 
clear, subsequently, that the IML had played a bridging role similar to ‘the Confederacy’, 
a militant faction of the Tariff Reform League, which ‘became redundant almost as soon 
as it was formed’, for it was designed to fill a gap left by the paralysis of the Tariff 
Reform League from which it soon recovered.26 Like the National Service League, 
established in 1902 to promote compulsory military service, the IML struggled to sur-
vive the realization of its narrow goals.27 The Navy League, in contrast, was able to cast 
itself as the respectable voice of navalism and simultaneously occupy territory hitherto 
left to the IML. The latter’s significance, therefore, should not be judged on assessments 
of high-level influence that few Edwardian pressure groups could satisfy, but on its effect 
on the Navy League, and the cause of navalism more generally.

II

The Navy League emerged in 1894–5 in the wake of a naval scare propagated by Henry 
Spenser Wilkinson, military correspondent of the Pall Mall Gazette. He helped to organ-
ize its first formal meeting on 10 January 1895, but soon fell out with other members 
about whether or not the organization should give pronouncements on the Admiralty.28 
The league subsequently published six aims which gave primacy to public education: to 
inform people about Britain’s reliance upon imports, encourage them to regard naval 
expenditure as insurance, enlist supporters from all classes, place the navy above party 
politics, equate naval supremacy with prosperity and liberty, and unite the British empire 
in this cause.29 Membership grew steadily, reaching 14,000 by 1901, concentrated mainly 
in port towns and cities as well as public schools. It achieved a measure of fame for ini-
tiating in 1896 the annual public celebration of Trafalgar Day, and the development of 
training ships to prepare boys for the merchant marine and Royal Navy.30 Close contacts 
between senior navalists and admirals disposed the league to occasionally issue public 
statements on naval policy, but the criticism which usually followed ultimately con-
vinced Navy Leaguers to concentrate on public education.31 The resulting quiescent atti-
tude to the government and Admiralty was placed under considerable strain by Fisher’s 
revolution in naval organization and the return in 1906 of a Liberal government.

In pursuit of his transformation of British naval power, Fisher ‘had no time to persuade 
the irreconcilable, and rushed because time was short’.32 He provoked a ‘syndicate of 
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discontent’ encompassing most of the Unionist press, including Wilkinson, Leopold 
Maxse, and Charles Repington, as well as three founding members of the IML, Gwynne, 
Wilson, and Cornford.33 The admiral also faced opposition within the navy, especially 
from Admiral Lord Charles Beresford, which critics in the press strove to amplify.34 
Fisher’s detractors were wide-ranging in their denunciations. His social-levelling agenda 
for the navy was particularly resented by officers such as Beresford and Unionist reaction-
aries, and he was accused of cooperating with the Liberals in a radical-inspired agenda of 
surrendering Britain’s global power and influence at a time when it was under acute strain. 
Specific criticisms tended to highlight his management style, the diminution of the navy’s 
global presence to concentrate on the North Sea, the construction of dreadnoughts, and 
changes to the reserve fleet. The strategic justification for Fisher’s reorientation of naval 
strategy did not satisfy those who regarded his primary purpose as the reduction of esti-
mates.35 Those who looked to the Navy League to make a stand were disappointed.

The league’s progress, by its own admission, had been slow for several years.36 Its 
executive committee refused to share Wyatt’s view that this might be arrested by com-
menting publicly on Fisher. At the November 1906 meeting of the executive committee, 
Wyatt proposed without success that the league contact mayors and chambers of com-
merce across the country to enlist their support in an anti-Fisher front.37 Immediately 
afterwards, Wyatt broke ranks with the committee by publicly condemning Fisher.38 The 
agenda of the December committee meeting included Wyatt’s original proposal, along-
side another inviting Balfour and Lord Rosebery to address a protest meeting. As before, 
the committee declined to approve Wyatt’s proposals, and he continued to issue public 
criticisms of Fisher.39

Wyatt was a long-standing member of the committee, having joined in 1895. Born in 
1859, the son of a clergyman, he attended Exeter College, Oxford, graduated in 1882, 
and subsequently became active in Unionist politics around Southampton and 
Portsmouth.40 Wyatt’s income is uncertain, but he was able to devote most of his time to 
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political activism. In 1894 he became honorary secretary of the central London branch of 
the Organisation of Speakers upon the Unity of the Empire, formed to succeed the 
Imperial Federation League.41 His early journalism was acerbic and grandiloquent, and 
revealed a radical right outlook which was preoccupied with conflict. Wyatt wrote that 
he lived in an ‘era of national degradation’.42 He justified territorial acquisition on the 
basis of might and civilizational superiority, and warned that if:

English people under the British flag become so altruistic as to withdraw from the ceaseless 
competition for national existence and the means of national growth . . . they must wither away 
and cease to operate as a moving factor in the affairs of men.43

Wyatt was an active member of the Imperial South Africa Association.44 He had no direct 
military experience, yet his writing was fixated on the necessity of armed conflict for the 
progress of civilization and vitality of nations.45 An article to launch the Army League in 
1898 signalled Wyatt’s breach with mainstream Unionism. He had previously defended 
the prime minister, Lord Salisbury, but Wyatt now blamed setbacks in South Africa on 
the ‘incompetence’ of the Unionist government.46 He advocated political subservience to 
military leaders, expressed admiration for German government, and argued that only 
public pressure could force the Unionist government to improve the military. Turning out 
the ‘magnates of the Unionist party’ and replacing them with the ‘magnates of the Liberal 
party’ would not, Wyatt argued, lead to change.47 In September 1902 the Navy League 
dispatched Wyatt on a ‘mission to Greater Britain’.48 He urged audiences in Canada, 
South Africa, and Australasia to look beyond local concerns to the Royal Navy’s global 
role.49 His return to England in October 1904 was celebrated by the league at its annual 
Trafalgar Day dinner, though it was noticeably less enthusiastic about his Unionist can-
didacy at the 1906 general election.50



304 War in History 23(3)

 51 Passing, 39–40, 47.
 52 ‘Skye and the Navy League’, 3 September 1906, HSM/8.
 53 Passing, 2–3, 22; NL executive committee agenda, 5 November 1906, HSM/8.
 54 Morning Post, 21 December 1889, 3; Standard, 20 June 1893, 7; 18 June 1894, 6.
 55 NL executive committee agenda, 6 May 1906, HSM/8.
 56 Pollock to Crutchley, 3 May 1907, HSM/8.

Horton-Smith signalled his support for Wyatt’s stand against the Navy League com-
mittee at public protest meetings on 14 December 1906 and 26 February 1907.51 The 
younger man had joined the league in 1896 and the committee in 1904. He had been dili-
gent and loyal to ‘the non-political nature of the League’s work’, yet he also hinted at an 
emerging unease about democracy: ‘politics, in the ordinary acceptation of the term, 
were the curse of this country, and it was only the sense of ensuring the good of 
the . . . “body politic” as a whole that the Navy League was political’.52 He was entrusted 
by fellow committee members as late as November 1906 to represent the league when it 
met with a government minister.53 Born in 1871, Horton-Smith attended Marlborough 
School and studied classics at Cambridge, before following in his father’s footsteps at 
the bar.54 He professed to be a Liberal Unionist, but unlike Wyatt, Horton-Smith does not 
appear to have been active in local politics. The London Scots Regiment provided him 
with modest military experience. A prolific writer, Horton-Smith regularly sent missives 
to the press on naval matters, but his more substantive literary contributions dealt with 
the classics, antiquarianism, and Scottish culture.

III

Wyatt and Horton-Smith developed their attack in May 1907, at the committee meeting 
which preceded the Navy League’s annual general meeting. Horton-Smith tabled two 
motions asking the organization to issue statements about international disarmament and 
the shortage of naval vessels in the Caribbean.55 Another committee member, Sir 
Frederick Pollock, a prominent figure in several imperialist groups, protested about ‘con-
stant questions raised about matters outside the proper work of the Navy League’. The 
two dissidents, Pollock went on, appeared to believe:

that all the Governments of Europe are engaged in watching the action of our Committee . . . our 
action is very little noticed in England, and our formal opinion carries next to no weight. It will 
carry none whatever if Mr Horton-Smith and Mr Wyatt have their way and keep us in a chronic 
state of puerile agitation.56

The committee’s refusal to consider the motions prompted Wyatt to propose a further 
motion for the forthcoming annual general meeting. It deplored the abandonment of 
naval stations across the globe, reductions to naval and royal dockyard personnel, 
changes to coastal stations and bases, the failure to construct a North Sea naval base, and 
the relative decline of the torpedo flotilla and naval construction. Horton-Smith subse-
quently offered a ‘compromise’ in which the president, Robert Yerburgh MP, would read 
to the meeting the points raised in Wyatt’s amendment, indicate the committee’s 
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intention to discuss them in the ensuing year, and allow the proposer to address the 
issue.57 The committee declined, prompting Wyatt and Horton-Smith to stand down and 
set about winning over support in advance of the AGM.58 The editor of the league’s jour-
nal, H.W. Wilson, sided with the dissidents, and they received favourable coverage from 
Gwynne at the Standard.

Opening the AGM, Yerburgh claimed that he welcomed the amendment as an oppor-
tunity to ‘help to clear the air’. The chairman, Seymour Trower, remarked that the:

mover and seconder of the resolution advocate attack by the pyrotechnics of the platform and 
letters to the Press. I am not surprised that they should choose this method, on account of their 
well known competence, their ready pen and their powerful oratory. But we prefer to confine 
ourselves to the less picturesque, and we believe more practical, steady spade-work of 
education.59

Wyatt and Horton-Smith addressed the meeting at length. They provoked protest with 
their claim that criticisms of Fisher relied on information culled from the league’s journal. 
Fractiousness gave way to farce as each side engaged in personal attacks. The amendment 
was defeated, 44 to 27, which convinced the dissidents to seek another opportunity by 
gathering the required 50 signatures for an extraordinary general meeting.

The Standard hailed Wyatt and Horton-Smith as the ‘Reform Party’, and the two men 
again took to the letters pages to advance their case.60 Critics responded in a like manner, 
provoking further accusations, retorts, and rebuttals.61 The Unionist candidate for 
Portsmouth, Fred Jane, announced his decision ‘to become a member of the Navy League 
with the sole object of supporting Mr Wyatt in his protest against the Navy League being 
turned into a political and Admiralty lap-dog’.62 The league’s Third London Branch 
elected Wyatt and Horton-Smith to its committee and issued a resolution condemning the 
league’s leaders.63 After protracted delays on the part of the secretary, W.C. Crutchley, 
the dissidents obtained the membership list, and subsequently issued a circular with the 
barbed observation that: ‘The national Policy of this country in regard to the Fleet is not 
inspired or sustained by the school-children to whom the work of the League’s sole offi-
cial lecturer is mainly confined.’64 By 9 July the dissidents claimed to possess 400 signed 
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requisitions for an extraordinary general meeting; Crutchley grudgingly scheduled it for 
19 July.65 Wyatt and Horton-Smith also wrote to parliamentarians, prompting the state-
ment from Lord Tweedmouth, first lord of the Admiralty, that the navy was as strong as 
ever and that the scare raised in the media was ‘entirely manufactured’.66

The league’s committee attempted to blunt criticisms by releasing to the press proofs of 
an article, intended for its journal, which questioned naval strategy and dispositions.67 Wyatt 
and Horton-Smith subjected it to ridicule, and suggested it was the latest in a series of pro-
cedural irregularities which brought into question the committee’s competence.68 The dis-
sidents similarly dismissed a last-minute compromise which supported the committee but 
expressed ‘its serious apprehension that our present first line Fleet, the Channel Fleet, is not 
so maintained’.69 As with the AGM, the EGM was tense and raucous; Jane read a letter from 
naval officers which accused the committee of ‘imitating pro-Boers’. The compromise 
amendment was defeated in the poll of those gathered at Caxton Hall, 87 to 73. However, 
once proxy votes were tallied, the dissidents lost 897 to 559.70 Wyatt and Horton-Smith 
spoke for a narrow majority of high-level activists, but not the broader movement. They 
nevertheless demanded that the committee resign and threatened to form their own league.71

IV

The exchange of criticisms in the press continued unabated. In communicating to Navy 
Leaguers, the committee had the advantage of the league’s journal:

if agitation proves necessary, efficient machinery is required . . . It is quite easy to agitate by 
way of manifestos to the Press, by circulars, and so forth at the cost of postage . . . Real abiding 
results can only be obtained by speakers who know what they are talking about, and meetings, 
the success of which is assured by hard work and intelligent arrangement locally.72

In reply the Standard claimed that this amounted to doing ‘nothing’.73 Lacking the 
league’s resources, Wyatt and Horton-Smith relied instead on the publication of their 
letters in two sympathetic newspapers, Maxse’s Standard and Gwynne’s Morning Post. 
These two outlets remained crucial for publicity after the establishment of the IML in 
1908, though the new league also produced a number of publications to accompany its 
campaigns, and received further public exposure through Wilson’s connections at the 
Northcliffe press. It was not until January 1914, however, that the league issued its own 
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quarterly publication, the IML Record, a mediocre news-sheet compared to the Navy 
League’s monthly journal. Wyatt and Horton-Smith’s early letters to the press relied on 
Beresford’s public statements and on expressions of support from anonymous naval 
officers. Observing the exchange of insults, the secretary to the Admiralty, Edmund 
Robertson MP, noted that:

He never thought he would live to see the day when he would be grateful . . . for the existence 
of the National [sic] Navy League. He had not hitherto agreed with their policy, but he was on 
their side now. (Laughter.) Within the Navy League there was a ‘Navier’ League.74

Wyatt and Horton-Smith cited the statement as evidence of Navy League complicity 
with the Liberals.75

In November 1907 Wyatt and Horton-Smith confirmed their intention of establishing 
a ‘new Navy League’, and revived Wilkinson’s 1895 call for a strategy department at the 
Admiralty that would be independent of political interference.76 Wyatt also signalled his 
support for the former first naval lord Sir Frederick Richards, who called for an inquiry 
into the state of the navy.77 A motion to this effect was passed at the first public meeting 
called by Wyatt and Horton-Smith following the EGM, held at Wandsworth and attended 
by the local Unionist MP.78

The establishment of the IML was announced on 27 January 1908. It boasted a ‘gen-
eral council’ of under 300 eminent persons intended to impress and encourage further 
support.79 Its joint honorary secretaries, Wyatt and Horton-Smith, were accompanied by 
three former members of the Navy League committee, Admiral Sir Edmund Freemantle, 
Captain R.B. Nicholetts, and Robert Weatherburn. Some 17 Unionist MPs affiliated, a 
figure that rose to 23 by 1911. The presence of officers of flag and general rank was 
given especial prominence to rebut unflattering references to Wyatt and Horton-Smith’s 
lack of professional naval experience. This cohort steadily rose to 184 in 1911, and con-
tinued to grow even though the general council itself shrank in size from 966 members 
in 1911 to 608 by 1913.80 Prospective members of the general council were reassured 
that they would be ‘unburdened with any work’.81 This was undertaken by the joint sec-
retaries, assisted by a small office staff, and a regularly convened executive committee. 
Like many patriotic leagues, the IML did not disclose its total membership. Bombastic 
claims to have established branches as far afield as India probably encouraged 
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accusations that the general council constituted its total membership.82 The IML retorted 
that its membership ‘numbered in the thousands’, but in 1912 it was merely able to report 
the activities of a dozen branches, only two of which – Alton, Staffordshire, and Plymouth 
– were outside London.83 A ‘Ladies Council’ was convened with Lady St Helier as presi-
dent and Wyatt’s sister, Grace, as secretary. Out of this emerged a ‘Junior Branch’, which 
organized drill and rifle shooting for boys, and nursing skills for girls.84

The IML’s finances give some idea of membership and indicate that agitation was a 
greater priority. Like the Navy League, the IML offered a range of subscriptions.85 It col-
lected £776 15s. 1d. in its first year, suggesting a possible membership of around 900.86 
This appears to have doubled in the period between 1 July 1910 and 31 December 1911, 
when it collected £1,363 1s. 2d., and an additional £257 10s. in life memberships.87 
Wyatt and Horton-Smith believed that membership would increase through agitation, 
hence their emphasis on the immediate results of funded campaigns over the long-term 
strategy of establishing branches. Requests for financial assistance were constant, not 
least to compensate Wyatt and Horton-Smith’s personal contributions.88 In its first year 
the IML’s outgoings totalled £1,217 18s. 1d., which rose to £3,842 18s. 4d. in the first six 
months of 1909 and £6,186 4s. 4d. for July 1910–December 1911. For the same periods, 
donations increased from £181 3s. to £963 15s. 3d. In 1910 and 1911, donations out-
stripped subscriptions; the £100 million loan campaign received £2,257 3s. 10d., and the 
‘Coronation Year’ fund received £1,621 9s.89

V

The IML declared its five main aims to be: command of the sea as national policy, the 
creation of a strategy department within the Admiralty, the two-power standard plus 10 
per cent, the fulfilment of the old league’s duties, and an increase in the number of British 
seamen working on British ships. The last aim attempted to appropriate a popular Navy 
League crusade, though in practice the IML did not make it the subject of a specific 
campaign.90 It was the new league’s declaration on ‘Party Grounds’, however, that 
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distinguished it from the Navy League. The IML censured socialists and Liberal ‘Little 
Englanders’ for being ‘perpetually engaged in denouncing both patriotism and the fight-
ing spirit’. The league would ‘point out that these denunciations are poisonous to the life 
of Britain, and that those who deal in them are in effect the advance of a Foreign Power’.91

The IML suffered an early rebuke when Lord Esher, secretary to the Committee of 
Imperial Defence (CID), publicly declined an invitation to join its general council. The 
league’s demand for a public inquiry, Esher wrote in an open letter, ‘would indicate a 
want of confidence in the present Board of Admiralty’ which he could not support. He 
was ‘struck’ by the lack of any ‘great naval authority’ on the general council, and rebut-
ted the charge that Fisher’s reforms were introduced ‘for the purpose of saving money for 
social reforms’. He concluded, famously, that ‘There is not a man in Germany, from the 
Emperor downwards, who would not welcome the fall of Sir John Fisher.’92 However, 
Esher’s claim to have known about Fisher’s plans in 1903, when the peer had no official 
position in the government, emboldened those like Wyatt who called for an inquiry. It 
also contributed to a minor diplomatic incident, when Kaiser Wilhelm II contacted 
Tweedmouth about Esher’s status, and ultimately the first lord’s dismissal two months 
later, following Herbert Asquith’s appointment as prime minister. Unknown to the IML, 
this series of events had the effect of removing pressure from the navy for economies, 
placing it instead on the army.93 Esher subsequently launched his own navalist organiza-
tion, the Society of Islanders, on 25 March 1909. Unlike the IML it did not seek to rival 
the Navy League, but instead presented itself as a Jesuit- or Masonic-style body of elite 
‘workers’. Bipartisan and unwilling to demonize rival nations, Esher’s group neverthe-
less shared with the IML the capacity to present unsubstantiated and exaggerated mem-
bership figures, and take the credit for changes in government and Admiralty policy.94

In April 1908 the IML moved into an office at 2 Westminster Palace Gardens. In addi-
tion to a constant stream of letters to the press, Wyatt fulfilled his 1906 proposal to contact 
chambers of commerce.95 On this occasion only North Staffordshire requested an IML 
speaker, though the reapplication of this strategy in 1911 proved to be markedly more suc-
cessful. Between its foundation in January 1908 and its first major meeting the following 
November, IML public meetings were held at the rate of one a month. With the exception 
of Edinburgh, these were typically convened at locations around London. The league’s 
general council did not turn out in force, though meetings were attended by a sprinkling of 
Unionist MPs and reported in the Standard and local press.96 In addition, a series of ‘draw-
ing room meetings’ were convened by and for its more eminent supporters.
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The IML’s distinctive approach to ‘Party Grounds’ was clarified in these early months. 
Jane claimed that the league was ‘non-party’, but asserted that if it became ‘an anti-
Radical Association, the blame lies with those 130 MPs whose anti-naval policy is so 
evident’.97 Its Edinburgh organizer, Henry Tero, took issue with the Fleet’s suggestion 
that the IML ‘will be purely party political, and will be run by men violently in favour of 
Tariff Reform’. There was no ‘universal connection between members of the League and 
Tariff Reformers’, Tero replied, and cooperation would only follow if their aims hap-
pened to coincide.98 Wyatt’s approach was more direct. He participated in two Unionist 
by-election campaigns, in April and May, on behalf of Leopold Amery at East 
Wolverhampton and against Winston Churchill at Dundee. The ‘Liberal Government of 
which [Churchill] is a member’, he informed Dundonians, ‘have committed the greatest 
crime . . . [they] have laid their deadly and paralysing hands upon the British Fleet.’99 In 
the wake of the Navy League’s announcement in June 1908 that 75 MPs had joined their 
ranks, including Liberals, Wyatt organized a ‘standing committee’ of Unionist MPs, later 
joined by peers, sympathetic to the IML.100 In spite of the greater support among Unionist 
MPs for the Navy League, and occasional rebuffs from local Unionist clubs, Wyatt 
believed that ‘the Unionist party alone has the means, the organisation, the number of 
speakers, and the prestige needed to arrest the attention of Britain and to penetrate the 
cloud of apathy and indifference’.101

Heightening anxiety about naval preparedness in the closing months of 1908 elic-
ited from the Navy League an extraordinary call for Balfour to challenge the govern-
ment on naval policy. Rather than welcome the league’s intervention, Wyatt condemned 
it for breaking its ‘supine indifference’ to politics.102 The IML proceeded with its 
‘Great City Meeting’ on 19 November at London’s Cannon Street Hotel. It was graced 
by 33 Unionist MPs and 29 peers; Lord Ampthill took the chair, while Wyatt and 
Horton-Smith largely confined themselves to managing the event.103 Its call for an 
inquiry placed the new league at the heart of the latest naval scare and subsequently 
helped it increase the frequency of its public meetings. These were still largely con-
fined to London, but alongside the cooperation of local Unionist associations and 
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Primrose habitations, the IML’s committee was increasingly confident about develop-
ing a network of branches.104

On 12 March 1909 the government announced a massive increase to naval estimates, 
from £3 million to £35 million. Its decision to lay down four dreadnoughts immediately, 
and reserve construction of a further four, provided the IML with an opening to attack 
what was otherwise a remarkable change of policy. George Wyndham’s famous slogan 
‘We want eight and we won’t wait’ coincided with his decision to join the IML’s general 
council.105 On 24 March the IML celebrated its role in the spectacular Unionist by-elec-
tion victory at Croydon. On the same day, its joint secretaries attended Beresford’s arrival 
at Waterloo Station following a retirement ceremony at Portsmouth.106 Now a ‘free man’, 
Beresford worked on convincing Balfour and Asquith of the need for an inquiry into the 
Admiralty.107 The government’s decision to organize a CID subcommittee on the matter 
prompted the IML to demand an ‘independent’ and wide-ranging inquiry.108 In the mean-
time Wyatt and Horton-Smith compiled and published The Passing of the Great Fleet. 
Priced 8s. 6d., the 700-page hardcover book reprinted press reports, propaganda, letters, 
and other ephemera.109 Walter Long’s Parliamentary Navy Committee expressed alarm 
that the new league’s prominence was at the expense of the Navy League, and called on 
the two to reconcile their differences.110 The IML responded by insisting that its aims and 
strategy differed significantly.111 The Navy League reacted by initiating internal discus-
sions about reforming its structure, policies, and membership, and granting MPs a greater 
role in its highest councils.112

If the naval scare had given the IML a fillip, increased naval estimates and an inquiry 
into the Admiralty moved in the direction of its demands and threatened to undo recent 
progress. The IML therefore seized on David Lloyd George’s ‘People’s Budget’. Intended 
partly to pay for the revised naval estimates, its tax proposals angered all Unionists, and 
with the Navy League declining to take a position, the IML could highlight its utility to 
Unionists by organizing a petition asking the House of Lords to reject the budget.113 
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Tabled by Lord Cawdor on 22 November 1909, its total of 140,203 signatures was sec-
ond only to Long’s petition.114 The IML inevitably associated itself with the upper 
house’s rejection of the budget eight days later, 350 to 75.

The league was inexorably drawn into the ‘peers versus the people’ general election 
of January 1910. Highlighting the large number of Liberal MPs in the Navy League, it 
asserted the need for strict partisanship against all Liberals.115 It issued its own election 
manifesto on 12 January:

If you truly love the land of your birth; if you have any regard for the preservation of its 
liberties; if you wish to protect its soil from the footstep of the invader; if you would save 
yourselves, your homes, your wives and your children from sheer starvation, caused by the 
arrest of your food-supply as it crosses the seas of the world; if you would hand down to those 
who come after you the heritage of Sea-Power and of Empire which our fathers bequeathed to 
us; then vote against the Liberal Government.116

In another pamphlet the league translated the situation ‘into terms of football’ to make it 
‘intelligible at once’ to the average voter.117 This exemplified Wyatt’s frustration that 
ordinary people cared more about England’s defeat in sporting contests than the interna-
tional situation.118 The IML’s election pamphlets had utility for Unionists. A loophole in 
the 1883 Corrupt Practices Act allowed auxiliary organizations and interest groups to 
contribute to election campaigns without the need to register the costs on candidates’ 
official expenses.119 Unfortunately for the IML, the Navy League was also prepared to 
enter the political fray. It suggested that voters at the general election had to decide 
whether to be a ‘patriot’ or a ‘traitor’, and claimed afterwards that it ‘had no little share’ 
in ‘the reduction of the Radical majority’.120 The IML had helped to make the naval ques-
tion a feature of the poll, but its contribution was overshadowed by Balfour, the Unionist 
press, and more significantly by Robert Blatchford, socialist activist and newly appointed 
member of the Navy League’s committee.121

VI

The Navy League’s recent assertiveness did not prompt the IML to consider reunifica-
tion; it preferred instead to discuss the possibility of an alliance with other patriotic 
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leagues.122 It also launched two parallel campaigns to re-engage the attention of Unionists: 
its alternative to the People’s Budget, the £100 million defence loan campaign, and the 
defeat of the Naval Prize Bill. The IML argued that only through a £100 million defence 
loan could the two-power standard be properly maintained and the issue lifted above 
party strife. It launched its campaign on 25 June 1910 – during the political truce follow-
ing the death of Edward VII – in the first of six public letters addressed to Asquith.123 
Each successive missive, through to 22 November, was appended by an ever-lengthening 
list of signatures, the last running to seven pages. These included the IML’s usual allies 
in the press, as well as hundreds of former flag and general officers.124 Wilson obtained 
Lord Northcliffe’s agreement to publicize the loan crusade in the Daily Mail.125 Beresford, 
however, disavowed the campaign in favour of a shipbuilding vote of £60 million.126 The 
IML’s first letter to Asquith referred to Richard Cobden’s 1861 call for a defence loan, 
but the accompanying discourse about the inevitability of war was unlikely to have 
appealed to many Liberals.127 In advance of the December 1910 general election, the 
league again attacked the Liberals.128 Leading Unionists toyed with the idea of a defence 
loan, but despite the efforts of the Northcliffe press, naval matters did not feature promi-
nently in the second poll of 1910.129 In the wake of yet another Liberal victory, the IML 
was left only with the empty boast that its campaign had the support of ‘no fewer than 
509 officers of flag and general rank, besides nearly 1,000 other representative men’.130

The league had greater success with its agitation against the 1909 Declaration of 
London. Wyatt believed that international peace agreements eroded national character and 
were contrary to ‘biological law’: ministers could no more prohibit war than they could 
‘abolish the winds of the heavens’.131 In 1898 he condemned Britain’s abandonment of the 
right of capture of enemy ships given that Russia and Germany threatened to blockade 
food in wartime.132 The risk to Britain’s food supply had long been a prominent theme in 
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navalist propaganda, and the Navy League appears to have been satisfied that the new 
proposals might lessen this threat. Wyatt, in contrast, was indignant about the Liberal 
government’s leading role at the 1907 Hague Peace Conference and 1908–9 London 
Naval Conference, and its determination to codify maritime law and establish an 
International Prize Court. He first spoke against the Declaration on 9 June 1909, echoing 
Beresford’s concern about Germany arming civilian vessels, condemning the govern-
ment’s claim that maritime law required clarification, and predicting that it would lead to 
the return of privateering. If the government assented to the Declaration, Wyatt pro-
nounced, ‘they will have put the coffin lid on England and nailed it down’.133 Tension 
between the government and Admiralty obliged Wyatt and other critics to navigate the 
resulting confusion. On the one hand, the Admiralty developed plans to blockade Germany 
economically regardless of the government’s recent diplomacy.134 Oblivious to this, the 
IML claimed that Fisher had endangered Britain’s global supply lines.135 On the other the 
Admiralty and government colluded in repudiating Beresford’s alarm about German mer-
chant ships converting to warships. Wyatt’s assertion that ‘most, nearly all German liners 
carry guns on board’ may have been very wide of the mark, but until Beresford’s recent 
intervention the Admiralty had concluded that this was a serious possibility.136

The IML and Unionist press campaigned vigorously to compel the government to 
refer the Declaration to parliament. The former launched its agitation on 31 October 
1910.137 It contrasted itself with the neutral stance adopted by the Navy League, boasting 
that ‘in this League we work for . . . the induction of the spirit of self-sacrifice for coun-
try, and of the desire to live and die in the service of the British race’.138 On 19 November 
it wrote to all Unionist parliamentarians that the Naval Prize Bill ‘constitutes the revival 
of privateering in a form more fatal and more insidious than was ever known before’.139 
Wyatt warned a meeting at Wimbledon that the government’s reliance on Irish Nationalist 
MPs meant that British naval policy was ‘at the mercy of the hireling gang of avowed 
enemies of England, who were in the pay of Patrick Ford and the Irish dynamiters in the 
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United States’. Horton-Smith followed: ‘Weakness invited war. The Liberals, ever pro-
fessing peace, were, in fact, themselves the War Party.’140

Ahead of the December 1910 general election, the IML published a lengthy pamphlet 
on ‘national starvation and the threat of war’.141 It also issued a manifesto which declared: 
‘The Liberal Government have only allowed friendly nations the freedom to send us one 
kind of food when we are at war. That food is nuts. Monkey food for Britain! Nuts as the 
Liberal Diet!’142 It referred to Britain’s controversial concession to continental powers 
that ‘conditional contraband’ could include food, excepting that intended for civilian 
consumption, and that one particular food, nuts, was exempted as part of the ‘free list’ of 
raw materials necessary for national industries.143 Wyatt’s attempt to encourage Unionists 
to adopt the issue at the general election was unsuccessful, but this setback was reversed 
dramatically the following year when the City of London, and chambers of commerce 
across the country, came out against the Declaration.144

On 2 February 1911 the IML convened a protest meeting at London’s Baltic Exchange 
addressed by Gibson Bowles, Unionist MP and the ‘central figure’ in the anti-Declara-
tion crusade.145 On St Valentine’s Day it contacted a number of Navy League branches 
suggesting ‘future unity of aim’ if they agreed to oppose the Declaration and support 
Wilkinson’s call for a strategy department.146 The Navy League’s continued neutrality on 
the Declaration allowed the IML exclusive association with the swelling numbers of 
those opposed to the Naval Prize Bill.147 With Unionists increasingly restless too, Balfour 
became disposed to address the IML’s ‘non-party’ demonstration in the City on 27 June, 
convened just prior to the bill’s second reading in the House of Commons.148 On the back 
foot, the Navy League blamed the government for making it a party issue, and recom-
mended that a panel of experts examine the question.149 When the measure was debated 
in the Commons, Liberals commented on IML influence in the chamber, which MPs 
associated with the league – Wyndham, Walter Faber, and its chairman, Rowland Hunt 
– declined to address in their contributions.150

Following the Liberals’ expected victory in the lower house, 301 to 231, the IML 
sought financial donations to support a ‘Coronation Year Fund’ of £3,000 to petition the 
king, ‘praying him to defer his assent’ to ratification of the Declaration ‘pending its 
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reconsideration by a Select Committee or Royal Commission’.151 The league headed a 
list of 310 chambers of commerce, shipping and insurance associations and companies, 
leagues and societies, 106 peers, 558 admirals and generals, 82 King’s Counsel, over 100 
privy councillors, lords lieutenant, and high sheriffs, and 197 mayors of cities, boroughs, 
and towns.152 It boasted that these signatories constituted a ‘far greater weight of support 
than has ever previously been accorded to the public action of any League or Society’, 
and claimed it as ‘a truly remarkable and national volume of approval of the League’s 
aims’.153 The Navy League reluctantly conceded that the campaign ‘has brought home to 
every man who reads and thinks the imminent peril in which we stand with regard to our 
food supplies in time of war’.154 The government secured a reduced if still comfortable 
majority when it divided on the third reading, on 7 December, 172 to 125.155 The IML 
wrote to Unionist peers demanding that they put aside their earlier avoidance of a divi-
sion on the bill. The league declared the subsequent vote, 145 to 53, as its own victory, 
even though peers’ speeches erred on the side of renegotiation rather than outright 
rejection.156

VII

In January 1912 the Navy League welcomed the announcement of a new naval war staff 
and intelligence department. It cited approvingly Wilkinson’s recommendation for a 
‘brain for the navy,’ and claimed that it had supported such a step for the past three 
years.157 This inevitably provoked the wrath of the IML; it launched a scathing attack on 
Alan Burgoyne MP, editor of the Navy League Annual, for supposed inaccuracies in his 
yearly compendium of the world’s navies.158 The Navy League retorted that such attacks 
were ‘personal’, though it was not beyond labelling Wyatt a ‘jeremiad’.159 Under its 
energetic new secretary, Patrick Hannon MP, the Navy League demonstrated that it had 
learnt lessons from the 1907 split. It participated in two well-publicized debates, on 8 and 
13 February 1912, on naval supremacy, at the Oxford and Cambridge unions respec-
tively.160 The league’s journal gave increasing space to the threat from Germany and 
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from socialists and pacifists at home. It even adopted the IML’s concern about the Royal 
Navy having abandoned imperial lines of communication.161

In March 1912 the IML organized a week of meetings across west London in protest 
at the Liberals’ commitment to the Declaration.162 These had only modest success, so the 
league’s focus shifted from the threat of starvation to the need to arm British merchant-
men. The issue had provoked some internal disagreement several months beforehand, so 
the league was careful to secure unanimity before publishing Britain’s Imminent 
Danger.163 Characteristically, the IML’s analysis made absolute comparisons between 
Britain and Germany. This not only disregarded the significance of the alliance system, 
but it demonstrated the league’s obliviousness to the fact that Britain had won the naval 
race.164 In a desperate effort to demonstrate high-level influence, the IML made much of 
its meeting in July 1912 with Canada’s minister for the marine, J.D. Hazen, part of a 
delegation then visiting London. The IML’s parliamentary standing committee persuaded 
Hazen to issue a press statement in which he concurred ‘with the view that should Canada 
contribute towards the British navy, that contribution should not be in reduction of what 
Great Britain should do, but should supplement what she did’.165 As Hunt informed 
Hazen, the league was concerned that ‘if the Dominions are continually giving 
Dreadnoughts to the British Government the effect will be that there will be no more 
Dreadnoughts built’.166 The episode demonstrated the IML’s poor grasp of imperial 
affairs: Canada had been, and continued to be, the least reliable of the dominions in con-
tributing battleships to the Royal Navy.167 When this became apparent, at the end of 
1912, Wyatt denounced Ottawa as ‘opportunist’, and warned that all dominions ‘must 
entertain and act upon the idea of mutual self-sacrifice in the common cause, if they are 
to survive in that mighty competition which has the whole earth for its stage and national 
victory or national death as the stake’.168 Horton-Smith was more constructive, writing 
to Canadian parliamentarians to request that they bring pressure to bear on the British 
government to enact the ‘highest interests of the empire as a whole’.169
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On 10 February 1913 the press announced Horton-Smith’s resignation as joint secre-
tary on grounds of ill health; he could not ‘in future contemplate the possibility of fol-
lowing two professions’.170 Wyatt resigned soon after, also on grounds of ill health, 
though at his ‘own suggestion the Press were not notified of his decision as he was of the 
opinion that his resignation following so closely after that of Mr Horton Smith might 
give rise to misapprehensions which might do harm to the League’.171 Unable to acknowl-
edge the league’s vulnerability to a rejuvenated Navy League, Wyatt instead blamed the 
Unionist Party for allowing the naval scare to dissipate, a result of its being ‘bound by 
the shackles of Parliamentary convention’.172

Hunt and the IML’s committee struggled to pick up the slack in the months that fol-
lowed. Wyatt departed from the league altogether; Horton-Smith remained on its com-
mittee until the AGM in May.173 He helped Hunt to solicit financial support for a paid 
secretary, and kept up correspondence to the press.174 These missives soon turned from 
propaganda to complaints that sections of the press ignored or declined to publish his 
letters. Ridicule followed, with the War Office Times informing readers that it would not 
respond to Horton-Smith’s ‘screed’ as it ‘would be cruel and would be, moreover, giving 
to it an importance it does not deserve . . . [he] has simply been suffering from a diar-
rhoea of words’.175

The appointment on 5 May 1913 of a new general secretary, Captain O.L. Mathias, 
helped to stall the IML’s decline. His chief task was to continue Hunt’s denials that the 
league had become ‘moribund’.176 Mathias inherited the league’s latest agitation, on the 
‘new peril of the air’; his difficulty was that it coincided with, perhaps even emulated, a 
similar campaign by the Navy League. Each league summoned meetings in London 
within days of each other, the IML at the Baltic Exchange, the Navy League at the 
Mansion House. The latter launched the National Aeronautical Defence Association, 
announced a campaign to raise £1 million for aeroplanes, and published an endorsement 
by Beresford.177 The IML’s scheme for county aeroplanes and city dirigibles, in contrast, 
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attracted only mockery, from the Fleet, for ‘hysteria and violent shouting’, and for a 
scheme which appeared to be weighed down by local and national fundraising commit-
tees.178 IML publicity made much of its success in persuading the Admiralty to accept, in 
principle, the gift of an aeroplane, but this was its only noteworthy success in a campaign 
that soon ran out of steam.179

In addition to the press, Mathias reassured members that the league would continue.180 
A report issued in July 1913 admitted that ‘difficulties were experienced in carrying on 
the work of the League’, but it reassured readers of ‘steady progress . . . though in the 
nature of things this progress was slow’.181 It slowed further when Mathias became 
embroiled in protracted rows with Horton-Smith about access to the league’s premises, 
and with the Junior Branch for becoming a ‘league within a league’, which in turn led to 
a public row with the breakaway ‘Imperial Patriots’.182 Mathias also disagreed with Hunt 
about whether to issue an annual review on naval defences, but managed to resolve this 
amicably with the publication in October of ‘Guard, Turn Out!’183 This confirmed the 
league’s abandonment of the aerial campaign in favour of the naval race and the atten-
dant threat of starvation.184 In November the league wrote public letters to the prime 
minister and leader of the opposition, but these failed to elicit a response other than fur-
ther mockery from the War Office Times.185

Chastened by recent criticisms, the IML in December 1913 signalled a departure from 
the partisanship which had hitherto defined the organization. Two league speakers, John 
Whitman and Henry Tero, gave addresses that were supportive of the first lord, Winston 
Churchill.186 The following month Hunt shared a platform with Navy League speakers 
which condemned the ‘little navy’ grouping within the Liberals.187 Admiration for Churchill 
was also evident in the first issue of the IML Record, published in January 1914.188 This 
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change of attitude, however, did little to arrest the league’s decline, nor did the appeals to 
prominent women to host drawing-room meetings, regular advertisements in the Primrose 
League Gazette, and the offer of its speakers to Primrose habitations, working men’s clubs, 
and Unionist agents.189 Mathias sent increasingly desperate requests for subscriptions to 
life members and a ‘list of people whose names appeared in Who’s Who 1913’.190 A wag 
at the Daily News commented that the ‘maritime people . . . explain that they are in a par-
ticular need of funds because their League is so successful!’191

On 23 March 1914 the branch organizing secretary, G.W.M. Dale, announced the end 
of an ambitious plan for county branches.192 Mathias estimated that total membership, 
still confined to a dozen branches, stood at 1,460.193 In a remarkable outburst, he rebuked 
members:

If those who are sufficiently interested to pay a subscription, do not take the trouble to read the 
League’s publications, it can hardly be expected that the great mass of the people of the country 
can be roused to the state of our national defences.194

The May AGM indicated a determination to stumble on; Willoughby de Broke offered a 
tirade against democracy, and Hunt ruled out further cooperation with the Navy League.195 
In the week prior to Britain’s declaration of war on Germany, the IML announced that it 
would ‘carry out a special campaign in South Devon, with the object of placing before 
both residents and visitors the true facts of the present naval situation’.196

The IML greeted the outbreak of hostilities with propaganda vindicating its years of 
agitation. The war provided a useful cover to cancel all meetings and reach an agreement 
with the Navy League ‘that both organisations should join forces and pursue united activ-
ity in promoting recruiting in response to Lord Kitchener’s appeal’.197 Mathias joined the 
staff of the Railway Transport Department and was replaced by Dale.198 Wyatt did not 
return to the league; he lectured for Naval Intelligence during the war and stood unsuc-
cessfully at the 1918 general election for the National Party. Horton-Smith did return to 
the league, enthusiastically steering its ‘Villages and Rural Districts Enlightenment and 
Recruiting Campaign’, and producing a stream of wartime tracts and letters to the press. 
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There was no further mention of cooperation with the Navy League. Fundraising became 
more challenging, and even Willoughby de Broke took to handwriting personal letters to 
lists of donors.199 Few militaristic leagues survived the Great War. Esher’s Society of 
Islanders effectively ceased at the end of 1913.200 The National Service League ‘ground to 
a complete halt’ after January 1917.201 The Navy League managed to survive, but post-
war efforts at naval disarmament led to discord among senior members, and a considera-
ble diminution of its influence and profile.202 In 1920 Horton-Smith attempted one last 
IML campaign, again opposing the Declaration, before abandoning agitation altogether.203 
On 2 April 1921 the league’s committee, chaired by Dr Sidney Williamson, announced its 
decision to close ‘owing to a lack of public interest’.204

VIII

Judged solely in terms of exerting a direct influence on government policy and naval 
strategy, the IML’s agitation is easily dismissed as irrelevant. Defined as extremist, its 
effects on the Navy League are overlooked, and the older organization is implicitly 
absolved of encouraging readiness for war with Germany. The IML’s significance was 
lost on its own membership, which either shared Horton-Smith’s delusions of grandeur 
or simply abandoned the organization unconvinced of its own propaganda and purpose. 
Its claims to have brought about increases to the Channel Fleet, the naval inquiry, and a 
new war staff simply coincided with decisions taken at the highest levels of the govern-
ment and Admiralty. But it did exert an indirect influence on the Navy League. The initial 
schism, and the IML’s anti-Declaration agitation in 1911, provoked the older organiza-
tion to reform its structures, give greater influence in its councils to parliamentarians, and 
launch a reasonably successful recruitment campaign to attract working- and lower-mid-
dle-class members. The Navy League’s propaganda also changed: it was more willing to 
criticize individual government ministers, albeit employing judicious assessments that 
distinguished it from the generalizing hysteria of the IML, and it more readily employed 
some of the IML’s approaches to fundraising and propagandizing.

The IML’s ideas were often muddled, unrealistic, and ignorant. It could not decide 
whether Fisher influenced the Liberals or vice versa. It was blind to divisions within the 
Liberal Party until late 1913. Its call for more dreadnoughts overlooked its initial hostility 
to the class. Its belief in a naval staff of experts, to be placed above party strife, both con-
tradicted its disdain for Fisher’s Admiralty and repudiated its own employment of politi-
cal tactics to influence naval policy. The league’s constant references to the empire, even 
in its own name, belied a far narrower concern for England. After the outbreak of war, it 
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disavowed in practice its early campaigns, and implicitly acknowledged that Britain had 
won the naval race, by focusing exclusively on army recruitment. What others perceived 
as confusion and oversimplicity, the IML recognized as the purposive and interlinked 
roles of the state, nation, and race, expressed through prognoses of imminent catastrophe 
that required urgent action. This radical right outlook fuelled its founders’ decision to 
depart the Navy League and establish a new league committed to partisanship, in spite of 
the coolness or hostility of most Unionist MPs. Unable to tackle or fully understand the 
persistent indifference of the British public, and incapable of rivalling the social attrac-
tions of the Navy League, the IML remained a relatively small league which ultimately 
turned in on itself. It nevertheless made a mark on public life that exceeded its size. In 
common with the legion of leagues which emerged in the 1890s, the IML reflected anxi-
ety about the democracy of which it was an intrinsic part. Like the Navy League and 
National Service League, the IML arose out of, and contributed to, press scares about 
Britain’s preparedness for war between the great powers, and probably helped to increase 
awareness of this among the public.205 Modern communications enabled the IML to pro-
ject its message to a national audience, even if it also deluded its propagandists into over-
estimating their importance and ambitions. As ‘online’ political activists have recently 
discovered, greater democratic participation in communications does not necessarily dis-
lodge established political parties in favour of new groups and coalitions.206

Acknowledgements

An early version of this article was presented as a paper to the British Maritime History Seminar, 
Institute of Historical Research, University of London, 8 October 2013. The author would like to 
acknowledge the help and advice of Robert Blyth, Michael Humphries, Lizelle de Jager, Andrew 
Lambert, Marc Mulholland, Alan O’Day, Nigel Rigby, Martin Salmon, John Stewart, and the two 
anonymous referees.

Funding

This research was supported by a Caird Research Fellowship, National Maritime Museum, and the 
Anderson Fund, Society for Nautical Research.


