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To historians interested in the relationships between business and society
few periods are so instructive as those of war. Not only can war leave a lasting
mark on busincssmen and their decision making. It also focusses particularly
clearly problems of social relationships which have always confronted business
institutions. It is in the nature of war to evoke extremities of both socially ap-
proved and socially stigmatised business behaviour. From this viewpoint the
study of the First World War is particularly important. The shock that it ad-
ministered to the XIXth century sanctities of property rights, business frecdom
and competition was profound. Indced, its socio-palitical impact on business
was arguably much greater than that of the Second World War.: The aspira~
tions that it reasscricd, of social solidarity, cooperative organisation and moderate
profit, and the relationships it thrust into a new prominence for firms, with
workers, consumers and government departments, were to be of the highest im-
portance in the development of the modern mixed economy.

In the absence of detailed academic study our perception of business public
behaviour in 1914-18 is still largely fogged by confusion and by a lack of clarity
and consistency even in retrospective standards of judgement. Thus Professor
Taylor claims that busincssmen performed great organisational feats and that
they largely ran * war socialism *’ for patriotic motives but also implies that
they captured large arcas of government for the benefit of vested interests and
that, overall, they tended to profitcer. Professor Taylor can describe a whole
sub-group, the shipowners, as being both profiteers and patriots.  Equally sti-

* This articles form the part of the results of a study, financed by the Social Science
Rescarch Council, on business public bchaviour, 1880-1935.
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mulating but ambiguous is Professor Marwick’s allusion to “ the great patriotic
prestige acquired by businessien in this war of machines and industrial systems ™
and also to their use of * cconomic power to exact the highest possible terms
from the community ', so that the whole profitecring issuc became a prime
“ emotional corrosive ™’ of the period.! Given a careful definition of the terms,
the asscrtion of a combination of patriotism and profiteering is not - necessarily
inconsistent; but such sweeping gencralisations on business behaviour are con-
testable.  Although the general neglect of war by economic historians is a fa-
miliar phencmenon, cven those interested in the First World War have tended
to ignote the specifics of business behaviour and to concentrate on macro-cco-
nomic trends and policies, war taxation and overall effects.2 Nor has the small
but growing band of business historians repaired these deficiencies. 1t is a fa-
miliar point that the sample of scholarly company historics is still small and
probably unrepresentative.

This article aims to pose the significant issucs and outline a framework for
the research that is needed. The final outcomes for firms, financial and orga-
nisational, which only cmerged after the war and which are anyway extremely
hard to assess, are not considered. Nor are the longer-term cffects on business
relationships with government and socicty in a wide sense. Instead, the cmphasis
is on the behaviour of businessmaen as they reacted to the challenges of the war,
on their responscs to the immediate civic crisis, The article concentrates on
manufacturing industry and distribution, and on commercial and and political
rather than labour rclations aspects. In seeking to evaluate how far behaviour
was “profitecring” or “patriotic”, it delincates typologics of response, both bet-
ween and within industrics, on the use of market power, on price controls and

1 AJ.P. Tavion, English History 1914-1945 (Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1977) pp.
o6, 99, 114. A. Marwick, The Deluge, British Socicty and the First World War (The
Bodley Head, Londen, 1968} pp. 201, 123, Elsewhcre we read of the * stubbormn
resistance ” of arms firms to Government directives but also of “a wave of parriotic
fervour ” sustaining intervention in agriculture - . Hampbacn, The First World War
1914-18 {Allen Lanc, London, 1977) pp. 82, 126.

? A.C. Picou, A Capital Levy and a Levy on War Wealth {Humphrey Milford,
Oxford, 1920}; Picou, The Political Economy of War {(Macmillan, London, 1921); A.F.B.
BowiEy, Prices and Wages in the United Kingdow 1974-1920 (Humphrey Milford, Ox-
ford, 1921; Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. Division of Econemics and
History. Economic and Social History of the World War. British Series, General
editor, J.T. Shetwell. Hereafter, Camnegie Scries); Sir Joserr Stame, Taxation diring
the War (Carnegie Setics, London and New Haven, 1932); J.R. Hicgs, UK. Hicks &
L. Rostas, The Taxation of War Wealth {Oxford, The Clarendon Press, 1941); E. VicTor
Moraax, Studies it British Fivaneial Policy 19141925 (Macmillan, London, 1952); A.S.
Muiwwarp, The Econtoriic Effects of the Tive World Wars on Britain {Macinitlan, London
1970). Sec also essays and bibliography in JM. Winter (ed), War and Bronontic De-
velopient {Cambridge University Press, 1975).
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on busincss cffort and p]n]anthropy As a result 2 more differentiated view of
the businessiman at war is ‘;uggutt,d

The article uses a wide variety of mainly sccondary sources, each of which
has limitations. Governnient reports of the time were hindered by unsophisticated
methods of social and financial investigation. Even the reports of sub-committees
appointed under the Profitcering Act of 1919, despite the benefits of hindsight,
could be vague about costs, pricing behaviour and profits. Of contemporary
public papers only the official History of the Ministry of Munitions offered
any kind of sweeping perspective within its own ficld.3 The studies in the Carne-
gic series, mostly published soon after the war, ranged from the supeificial through
the compendious to the relatively objective and highly informed accounts of
Edward Lloyd and William Beveridge# Most contemporary accounts werc
subject to biasses about business, ranging from the Whitchall consttictions of
civil scrvants through the ideological prejudices of politicians, whether favourable
or critical, to varying degrees of patriotic sclf—congratnlauon in the spate of
publications celebrating a firm’s, industry’s or locality’s contribution to the war
effort. Nonctheless some contemporary accounts can be highly informative,
for cxample those of Lloyd George, Christopher Addison and Tom Joncs,
and among ex—civil servants, Salter, Redmayne and Stamp.S

By contrast, contemporary businessmen hardly did themselves justice.
Even leading spokesmen like Dudley Docker, Marcus Samuel, W.H. Lever
and Alfred Mond left no accounts of their firms’ activities during this period.
Their speeches, as of company chairmen generally, are of some value, however,
and a limited use is made of that source. Hardly any of the leading businessmen
drafied into Whitchall wrote up their experiences, although they attracted much
comment about themselves. However, many of the gaps can be filled from
recent sources, including industrial, labour and local histories, the lesser breeds

3 History of the Ministry of Munitions (London 1918-22). Hereafter Ministry of
Munitions.

4 EMM.H. Liovp, Experituents in State Control at the War Office and the Ministry of
Food {Carnegic Series, Oxford, 1924). W.H. BeveriDGE, British Food Control (Caegie
Series, London and New Haven, 1928). Lloyd served in the Raw Materials section of
the War Office before becoming Assistant Secretary at the Ministry of Food. Beveridge
went to the Ministry of Food from the Board of Trade, a5 second and then permanent
secretary.

s Davip Liovp Georee, War Memairs of David Lioyd George (Odhams Press, Lon-
don, 1938). CHRISTOPHER ADDISON, British Workshops and the War (T. Fisher Unwin,
London, 1917); Politics frem Within, including some records of a great national effort
{Herbert Jenkins, London, 1924); and Four and a half Years - A personal diary from
June 1914 to January 1919 (Hutchinson, London, 1934). R.K, Mmpiemas (ed.), Thomas
Jones, Whitehall Diary, Vol. I 1916-25 (O.U.P. 1968}, ].A. SarTer, Allied Shipping
Control, An Experiment it International Administration (Catnegie Series, Oxford, 1921.)
Sit R.A.S. Repmayne, The British Coal-Mining Industry During the War (Carnegic Se-
ries, Oxford, 1923), Stamp, op. it.
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of business biography and history, and more particularly some of the more
outstanding scholarly business historics.

Offcial controls, public nonms

It is important to realise how far circumstances affecting both government
control and public opinion left busincss firms with discretion.e It is a familiar
point that the evolution from ™ business as usual ” to *“ war socialism ™ only
came about because of a series of crises and even disasters: the *“ shell scandal ™
factory discontent; political turmoil; public anger over profiteering; food and
other shortages. Price and production controls spread jerkily from munitions
and army provisions through enginecring, steel, shipping and coal to food and
consumer goods. In cach casc they took time to tighten: only in 1916-17 did
most of them start to bite scriously. Their application and interpretation varied
with time, ideological bias and adnunistrative sophistication, as well as the
perennial factor of varying market susceptibility to control. Not lcast, the very
concept of “ profitecring ”’ remained uncertain.?  There appear to have been
four possible interpretations: (a) a substantial increase in profit over a pre-war
“standard ', (b} profic rates exceeding some gencral or industrial norm, (c)
profits disproportionate to contributions of cffort, organisation or risk, or (d)
profits from excessive market power related to categories familiar from economic
theoty.

Price controls and Excess Profits Duty cmbodied the first two interpreta-
tions of profitcering, although in the case of EP.D. (a), the notion of ** war
excess ', came to dominate. These criterta were further qualified by the litmus
tests of “ necessity ' — the extent to which profitecring affected vital supplies
and the cest of living — and blatancy — the degrece to which it offended public
opinion or damaged civilian morale. This approach had admiinistrative merits
since the problems of defining pre-war “ standard profits 7, even " reasonable
rates of return on capital under interpretation (b), were relatively mild. But
critics deplored the neglect of efficiency criteria and the failure to prevent uncarned
or monopolistic types of profitcering under {c) and (d). Moreover, the official
formulas for price controls were interpreted liberally, mainly by stretching and
modifying the pre-war “ standards, ”’ for reasons to be discussed. Consequently,
even when price controls were most stringent average profits in the relevant

6 For a good general outline of the development of controls sec Morcan, op. cit.
ch. 2.

7 Significantly, “ profitcering ™ only appeared in the dictionaries Jater and then
hardly helpfully, c.g. ** making or attempting to make excessive profit on the sale of
necessaries during a period of scarcity, c.g. in war-time ” (1935 Q.E.D.). For imme-
diate post-war discussion of the definitional problems sce Select Commnitice on High Prices
and Proﬁ!s, Repores, Cmd. 166 and 234, 1919,
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scctors probably were at least maintained in real terms whilst some companics
could make large real increases, all within the letter of the official rules. Social
equity and a fair share of the burdens, so official theory went, were to be secured
by E.P.D., introduced in two stages in 1915 and 1917, and of course income
taxation. But cffective E.P.ID. ratcs were also geared to liberal interpretations
of the pre-war “standards ” and muuch of the E.P.D. burden was delayed (and
later remitted). Owerall, therefore, the official framework on prices, and profits
and business incomes was a loosc one, certainly by the standards of later war
or fully planned economies.® oo

Yet the great degrees of freedom left to business did not imply a neutral
zone of purely technical decision-making immune from social considerations.
On the contrary, there were all sorts of ways in which business was expected to
co-operate well beyond the ambit of laws and formal controls. Even conformity
to the rules could leave much to business discretion. Beyond them existed a
realm of public and official expectations covering most areas of corporate acti-
vity. Thus Whitchall departments sought to persuade, cajole, bargain with
and exhort businessmen on a wide range of issues, including the organisation
of supplics, co-operative schemes with competitors, the settlement of labour
“disputes, the loan of technical experts. Public opinion expected firms to offer
production facilities for the war cffort, to avoid extravagance and to contri-
bute generously to war charides. Not least, widespread public pressures and
criticism on the profitcering issue, confirmed by the Commitec on Unrest in
1917, strongly invoked restraint in the seeking of profits and personal gains.?

These public norms posed major difficultics of interpretation and appli-
cation for businessmen. For example, dislike of profiteering took several forms,
partly depending on ideology, although a high degree of political consensus
on this issue emerged by 1917-18. Simplistic views on price-fixing and specu-
lation often disregarded the pressures of supply and demand disparities and
world-wide market movements, which could limit the options of individual
firms. A firm’s welfare expenditure could be criticised as extravagant and tax-
evading, since it was allowable against EP.D. yet it could also attract public
approval, amplified by pragmatic and humanc arguments for “sweetening

8 The best general source for E.P.ID. and its corellaries is Hicks et al., ep. cit. For
the evolution of the relevant legislation sec STame, op. cit. For the operation of pre-
war ‘standards’ in particular industries sec REDMAYNE, op. cit, especially pp. 64-66;
G.D.H. Cote, Labour in the Coal-Mining Industry 1914-1921 (Carnegie Series, Oxford
1923), pp. 52-5; and C.E. Favie, The War and the Shipping Indusiry (Carnegic Series,
London and New Haven, 1927).

® The findings of the Committee were discussed by EpwiN CANNaN, “ Industrial
Unrest ’, Economic Journal XXVII (1917), pp. 453-70. For the press and patliamen-
tary pressures see LLOYD, op. cif., p. 42, and, for mote detail ,S.]. Hurwirz, State Inter-
vention in Great Britain, a study of cconomtic comtrol and social response 1914-1919 (Colum-
bia University Press, New York, 1949}
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labour. Public encouragement of industry-wide co-operation co-cxisted, confu-
singly, with perennial suspicions of monopoly: a familiar ambivalence. it
was unclear how far good performance on some criteria might atone for a poor
record on others. For cxample, could the stignia of exceptionally high profies
or personal gains be erased by outstanding factory organisation, generous phi-
lanthropy or dedicated service in Whitehali? '

The use of market power

The first great test was over the use of market power where controls were
delayed, limited or absent throughout the war. During the first fow months
deliberate profitccring scems to have been most rife outside the regular trade
channcls, in situations where the restraings of settled loyalties and custom were
lacking. Addisen described ““ a singular collection of sharks and adventurers
from all parts of the carth*" (not excluding Britain} who suddenly offered their
services to Whitehall as nuddlemen for rifles and shells. Lloyd refers to ** feverish
buying and sclling in cvery item of Army clothing” as arm socks became
“a favourite gambling counter in the City ™ and " speculators turned with
relief from the slump in rubber shares to the boom in army contracts ', often
supported by ample bank credit. A complete stranger to the wool trade with
next to no capital was authoritatively said to have made £ 150,000 in six nionths
by speculation in yarn.t®  This vein of outsider speculation was to continue
throughout the war. Of all categories of profitcering that by the commercial
privateers scemed to be most bitterly distiked by public officials, investigative
committees and indeed by ordinary businessmen, '

How much deliberate profitcering there was among cstablished manufa-
cturers and traders during the carly months is hard to assess. An initial spurt
in food prices probably mainly reflected panic reactions on the part of shopkeepers
and the public. The biggest price increases were of imports, affected by world
supply/demand disparitics, shipping bottlenccks and other overseas factors.
For example, nieat and flour importers found themselves sitting on stocks acqui-
red before the war whose value sharply increased through no agency of their
own, although they may sometimes have contrived part of the overall price
rises.  Overall, world market forces probably exerted the biggest influence.
In certain trades supplying the army Whitehall’s inadequate purchasing methods
provided a further external twist as competitive tendering by hundreds of firnis
accentuated a gadarene rush for supplies, grossly inflating profits on certain
raw materials.!! Compared with these pressures elements of planned extortion,

0 Lrovp, op. cif, pp. 26, 31-2.  Appison, Pelitics from Within, Vol. T, p. 79

1 MorGan, ep. cit., pp. 36, 80, 290, Departmental Counnittee on Prices, Interim
Report on Meat, Milk and Bacon, Cmd. 8358, 1916, and Reports on Bread, Flour,
Wheat, Potato, Tea and Sugar, Cmd. 8443, 1917.
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successful or otherwise, were probably small. They did occur, of course. A
Dundee jute dealer tried to scll jute for sandbags to the War Office at three
times the normal price, thereby precipitating the first war-time requisition
order; a number of London coal merchants scom to have used their control of
scarce supplies, also of water transport, to force up coal prices; and massive
rises in steel prices arc unlikely to have been wholly uncontrived.12 Nonetheless
it scems a reasonable hypothesis that pricing behaviour during the initial period
was basically conservative and confused, cleaving to established practices of
aiming at standard or customary miargins over and above estimated ** full costs ™'
and reflecting prevalent assumiptions of *“ business as usual ”* and of a short war.
With regard to army supplics Lloyd makes the interesting point that until go-
vernment purchasing was reformed in 1915-16 its sheer impersonality put a
premium on habitual conimercial attitudes and actually hindered the sort of
appeals to busincssmens’s co-operativencss and patriotism which emerged later.13
Insofar as prices were deliberatcly pushed up, then, this may have been largely
becausc  full cost ™ estimates werc inflated by firms ** hedging ™ heavily against
inflation.  Price-fixing, where it existed, would have largely reflected “ sati-
sficing " profit policies coupled with marked, sometimes extreme, propensities
to avoid risks and insure against future difficulties. In this sensc ncither infamy
nor glory donunated the majority ground, but rather habit, anxiety and muddle.

The question of initial pricing behaviour was thrown into sharp, if not cutirely
typical relief in the armaments trade. For many years a small group of armament
firms had been locked into a close but frequently abrasive relationship with
the War Office. The lateer had, somewhat inconsistently, combined a belief
that armament work should be restricted to a few technically expert firms,
in effect an oligopoly, with an adhcrence to economically orthodox ideas of
non-collusion and arm’s length competitive tendering. Bargaining on contracts
had tended to be slow as well as tough. Such a system was utterly inadequate
to supply the vast increase in demand for munitions in 1914. But there was
no immediate political stimulus for reform and War Office officials were unpre-
pared to look beyond the inner ring of initiated suppliers or to amend their
aloof, almost ritualistic conduct of negotiations. There was, therefore, no
pressure from Whitchall on the arms firms to be more flexible or to allow
outsiders to supplement existing production. Scveral chairmen protested that
regular arms manufacturers were being singled out for unfair criticism and
sacricifices because they were so much in Whitehall’s and the public eye. They
also defended their right to recoup the cost of increased capacity, built in anti-
cipation of national needs, and to niake up for low returns in peace tine. Ac-

12 LroyD, op. cit., pp. 40-1, AppisoN, Four and a half Years, pp. 69-70. For steel
price trends, 1913-15, see M.S, Bigkert, * The Iron & Steel Trades during the War”,
Jnl. Royal Stat. Soc, Vol. LXXXIIL, 1920.

1 Lroyp, op. ot., p. 29.
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cusations of deliberate witholding of supplics to force up prices were wide of
the mark. Instead, these companies were falling over themsclves to obrain
government contracts, Jn so doing they over-committed themselves and had
to default on deliveries of thousands of shells. At the same time there is evidence
of substantial price increascs not cntircly attributable to understandable allo-
wances for inflation.14

The History of the Ministry of Munitions confirms that by late 1915 the
prices conceded catlier to the armanient firns were regarded as seriously excessive
in Whitchall but that it took a serics of extremely tongh mowves by governnient
to wrest price reductions from them. These moves included evidence of much
lower prices arranged with the non-arms firms by then producing shells and
related products, information on lower costs in the Government’s own shell
factorics and, not least, discreet thecats to use new legal powers to examine the
armament firms’ own costs. Any sins were being caught up with as a result
of the tough new Ministry of Munitions and widespread criticism from trade
unions, cost-anxious parlianientary committees and the press. However, the
evidence suggests certain differences between the firms,  Crities like Addison
scem to have been more suspicious of Armstrong Whitworth than some of the
others.  The Ministry history says that when discussions on possible price re-
ductions started in late 1915 Armnstrong Whitworth began by refusing to discuss
the question whereas others were prepared to discuss it but refused to submit
cost data; and that Vickers first asked for a 209, profit margin, weakly argued,
whereas Hadfields only asked for 109, (and according to Addison, showed
an almost ingenuous openness about their ability to make shells at much lower
prices). The press evidence hints at differences in public sensitivity, too, between
the firms. Some protested vigorously their patriotism and the unfairness of the
attacks made upon them, notably Cammcll Laird and Vickers. Others, like
Armstrongs and alse Nobel’s Explosives, kept a low profile.1s

14 For the background-to Whitchall's relationship with the armaments ndustry,
see C. Trepncock, The Vickers Brothers, Armaments and Enterprise 1854-1914 {Europa,
London, 1977) especially pp. 1-25, 74-103, and his essay, * War and the failure of in-
dustrial mobilisation: 1899 and 1914, in J.M. WiNTER (ed.), War and Economic De-
velopment, op. ¢it. For the arms firms and the War Office at the start of the war,
sce also Ministry of Munitions, Vol. 1 part 1 ch. 3 and 4, part 1, pp. 21-2; Lio¥p
GEORGE, ap. cit. Vol. 1, pp. 75-127; Apwisow, Four and a half Years, Vol. 1, p. 83; and
W.H. BeverincE, Power and Influence (Hodder and Stoughton, London, 1953), p. 122,
Among publicly defensive chairmen of arms firms were W.I. Hichens of Cammnell
Laird and Lord Aberconway of John Brown, Times 1-4-1915, p. 10, 30-6-1915, p. 15.

L8 Ministry of Mutritions, Vol. Il part 1I chs. 1 & 2. Appwsown, Pelitics from Wi-
thin, Vol. |, pp- 97-106, and Four and half Years, Vol. 1, pp. 139-256. Lrioyp GEORGE,
op. ¢it,, Vol I, pp. 143-210. .. Scorr, Vickers, a History (Weidenfeld & Nicolson,
London, 1963), pp. 126-33. Hichens conducted his defence of Canunell Laird through
“the correspondence columns of the Times 16-10-1916, p. 13, 24-10-1916, p. 16, 28-10-
1916, p 7.
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Nowhere were the subtle varictics of speculation and profiteering more
apparent than in the shipping industry. Here gross anomalies in goverment
controls and colossal temptations on an international scale produced extrava-
gant profits but of widcly varying kinds. There were the outside speculators
who cashed in on, and contributed to, the rapidly rising market in the sale
and purchase of ships. There were the conunercial operators with no previous
experience in shipping who made large gains from floating new companies or
snapping up old ones. There were the abdicators, the established shipowncrs
who seized the chance of selling out to newcomers at a high profit. Even among
ordinary shipowners who stayed on the job profit behaviour varied considera-
bly. For these included highly active profitcers who evaded regulations and
sought out lucrative uncontrolled cargoes, soructimes in forcign waters; less
active profitcers who merely continued to operate in such ways; and more
passive beneficiaries whose normal roles or preferences kept them largely within
the sector of official * Bluc Book 7 rates where profits still tended to be very
high. At an exalted point in the spectrum of behaviour came a businessman
like Walter Runciman (the politician’s father) who offered the whole of his
Rect “ for national service unconditionally ™ at the outbreak of war., There
were, too, some {mostly well-known) shipowners whose sense of public service,
perhaps also of guilt, brought them into active co-operation with the govern-
ment’s belated efforts to tighten shipping conrrols in 1917-18.1¢ .

Big contrasts in behaviour also emerged in normally competitive consumer
trades which were frec from government controls for long periods. In-the
clothing industry contrasts between * fair profit 7, ofhicially approved schemes
and free markets produced a polarisation similar to that in shipping, though
perhaps less extreme. Somc firms conformed to government restrictions on
production for civilians, so as to supply army needs at a moderate profit. Those
which did not made large profits from sharp price rises in the civilian trade.
When the resuiting outcry forced the gavernment to introducc a standard clothing
scheme for civilians in late 1917, applying military-type costing and price-
fixing, this merely recrcated the problem in a new form. A leading group
of firms showced responsibility by co-operating voluntarily with the scheme

16 The major source for shipping is FavIg, op. cit. But see also SALTER, op. cit.
pp- 109-16, Lro¥p Geomgk, op. ¢, Vol 1, pp. 718-54, Appison, Pelitics from Within,
Vol. If, p. 14, Sir Warter RUNCIMAN, Before the Mast - and After (T. Fisher-Unwin,
London, 1924), p. 259 & F.E. Hypg, Liverpool and the Mersey, An Economic History of
@ Port 1700-1970 (David & Chatles, Newton Abbor 1971}, p. 147. Among those to
enter shipping with the apparent intention of bencfiting from war-time conditions was
12.A. Thomas, later Lord Rhondda: M.H. Mackworts, D.A. Thomas, Viscount Rhondda
by his daughter and others (Longmans, Green & Co., London, 1921}, p. 137. For a
critical discussion of what the shipping companies did with their increased profits sce
$.G. STURMEY, British Shipping and World Competition (London University Press, 1962),
pp. 36-55.
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whercas others, quiic legally if uncthically, made higher profits once again
from the uncontrolled trade.  Related minor trades produced comparable
contrasts. For cxample, the “ quite small persons ™ in the haberdashery trade
quoted by Sir Auckland Geddes as suddenly buying “ estates of several hundred
acres in the country " were probably counter-balanced by others who hewed
closcly to habit and customer loyalties, particularly in small communities. Spe-
culative activities continued. For example, Beveridge refers to an * orgy of
speculation " in spring 1917 in peas, also in beans, which had become important
for bread-making; and other products affected at various time included wheat,
meat, tca, whisky, brush bristles and linsced oil. But certain consumer
trades were largely exoncrated by official opinion.  Thus the biscuit manu-
facturers emerged quite well from a relatively thorough mvestigation in 1919,
wlich suggested price parallelism, perhaps collusion, but no untoward profit
rises during the war; and the footwear industry received several official tri-
butes to its civic virtues.1?

Complex managerial choices arose in a very different field: that of concen-
trated and cartelised industrics which disposed of their products partly to the
government, usually at controlled prices, and partly to civilian outlets. Here
firms lived in two worlds, one of direet service to the state, the other of conside-
rable discretion, singly or collectively, in setting prices. Such dualism could
imply double standards of behaviour within the same firm, deliberate cross-
subsidisation of the “ public " activities by the * privatc”” or corporate con-
vergence towards onc or other of the two modes. Cross-subsidising typically
involved a display of ultra-restrained profit-making, even of chivalrous generosity,
towards the state. Thus large shipbuilding or steel firms like Beardmore, Colville
and Dorman Long gained kudos in Whitchall for charging much lower prices

17 For clothing see particularly Lroyp, sp. . ch. 12, Also Report on a Valuntary
Scheme for Standard Clothing subniitted by the Wool Textile and Clothing Trades of Great
Britaiti, and Report on Uniforni Clothing, prepared by a subsconnittee appointed by the Stand=
ing Commiitter on Trusts, HMSO, 1921 Cind. 1314, 1339, Sir AuckLann GEDDES, in
Select Committee on High Prices and Profits, Special Reports, tagether with minutes of evidenee,
pp- 1919, Vol. V, p. 21, para 385,

For speculation sec BEVERIDGE, op. cif,, p. 36; Liovp, ap. cit., pp- 40-1, 47, Ap-
pison, Four and a haff Years, Vol. 1, pp. 69-70, 241, J.R. CryNes, Mcmoirs (Hutchin-
son, London, 1937), Vol. 1, p. 183. Departmental Connittee on Prices, 3rd Report 1917
Cmd. 8483, p. 18; Report on Brushes and Broows prepared by a sub-commintee appointed
by the Standing Committec on the Investigntion of Prices HMSO Cmd. 1275. 1921, p. 8.

Report by the Standing Committee on the Investigation of Prices into the Prices, Costs
and Profits at all Stages of the Biscuit Trade HMSO 1920 Cmd. 856, p. 4. Report on the
Repairing of ‘Boots, Shoes and Footwear and Report on the Standard Boot and Shee Scheme
HMSO 1920 Cmd. 1354 & 1269. Lrovp, ‘op. cif,, pp. 91-95. Mamoirs of the Earl of
Waoolion {Cassell, London, 1959), pp. 46-7, 54. But there was some backsliding even
in the boot trade, see Woolton, p. 55.
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for shells than the specialist armament firms (scc above).  Such actions werc
cffectively financed by, perhaps sometimes intended to atone for, high profits
carned alscwhere. Plainly, low profits on government orders could mean re-
latively greater sacrifice for less diversified firms,  Encrgetic and public spirited
entreprencurs like Herbert Austin switched their firms’ activities so radically
towards government work that they appear to have reaped little or no financial
benefit from the war.'8  But although accepting low profits on government
work might be regarded as virtuous, particularly when it thus absorbed a large
proportion of a firm’s output, some large companies, straddling the two sectors
and much in the public cye, were notably sensitive to expectations of restraint in
prices to consumers as well as to governinent. Distillers claimied to be charging
exceptionally low rates for alcohol for shells while foregoing opportunities to
double their profits berween 1914 and 1916. Dunlop were sclling rubber tyres
to the govermment at controlled prices but still claimed to have held prices to the
public steady from 1915 to 1917. In similar fashion profits on forcign operations
could be used to subsidise domestic restraint.  Shell volunteered tankers for
hire to the government at prewar rates and forewent large increases in the price
of motor fuel to the public. It even tried to lower prices at one point, but its
competitors did not follow suit and the cnsuing run on supplies led, ironically
but predictably, to a shortage and price tise, for which Shell found itself criticised.
Such gestures were made possible because 80%, of Shell's profies accrued from
outside this country or even the empire.!9

In a final category of trades public responses were particularly severely
tested. These were the highly concentrated andjor cartelised sectors enjoying
additional market power in the war but imainly exempe from govermment
purchasing or formal control. Many of these were scrutinised immediately
after the war by sub-committees of the Standing Committee on Trusts. Although
inconsistent in quality, their reports do suggest a spectrum of behaviour in
rclation to war-time profiteering. Thus a relatively comprehensive enquiry
found that soap prices, particularly involving Lever Brothers, had been held
relatively stcady {although informal government influence may have been a
significant factor here}. Less sophisticated enquiries into jam and milk (the latter
by a departmental committee rcporting in 1916) largely absolved Crosse and
Blackwell, and United Dairies, the former because of the existence of substantial
competition, the latter mainly hecause lower milk prices would throw many small
distributors out of business and endanger supply. Similar investigations suggested
pricing moderation in chocolate {Cadbury, Rowntree, Fry)and tobacco (mainly

18 R.A. CuurcH, Reccivership, Reconstruction and Renaissance at the Austin Motor
Conmpany 1921-39, Unpublished paper 1978,

9 Tinses, 24-7-1916, p. 11, 30-1-1918, p. 13. R.D.O. Henniquss, Bearsted, A Bio-
graphy of Maraus' Samucl, First Viscount Bearsted and Founder of * Shell” Transport and
Trading Company. (Viking Press, NUY., 1960}, pp. 591-622. Times 12-7-1916, p. 14,
21-6-1918, p. 13.
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the International Tobacco Company). In other sectors the verdict, also variable
i quality, was mixed, doubtful or negative. According to one superficial reporr,
the Cable Makers Association’s defence of fixed prices 109, higher than the
independents” was of doubtful validity. In glassware one trade association was
broadly cleared, another was criticised and Pilkingtons, a powerful firm, were
found to have stceply increased prices for reasons partially open to donbt. In
the clectric lamp trade a morce detailed repore found that a highly collusive
and manipulative oligopoly had restrained war prices to some degree, bue
still at levels apparently far above what falling production costs and other cri-
teria might suggest as reasonable.  Probably the best rescarched abuse arose in
the drug industry, over aspirin tablets. Here manufacturers were shown to have
charged seriously cxcessive prices, taking advantage of massive concentration,
advertising, increased patent protection duc to the war, and consumer igno-
rance.20 Overall, however, it seems unlikely that profitecring by the  truses ™,
cven the most criticised ones, went as far as in parts of normatly morc compcetitive
trades like textiles, clothing and shipping.

Responses to controfs

In trade after trade a major test came as government controls were initially
proposed. Overall the main reaction was clear, It was one of reluctant acquie-
scence, with minority strands of initiation of control proposals from within
the business community and of outright resistence to them. But the contours
of acquicscence, initiation and resistance varied significantly from scctor to sector.
The important variables scein te have been previous experiences, if any, of
government intervention, expectations of economic confusion if controls were
not imposed, the pressures of public opinion, the adroitness of government
persuasion and the desire of co-operatively-minded businessinen to prevent
sabotage by deviant minorities.

In a few cases the initial reactions of a trade were well defined and positive,
for predictabie internal reasons. Thus cven before 1914 the railway companies
had co-operated in sctting up machinery for war-time regulation and profit
control. Such contingency planning was incvitable, given the gencrally acknow-
ledged strategic importance and long-cstablished public regulation of the
railways. Dositive support of, or requests for, government control from the

2 Reports by Sub-Commitices of the Standing Committee on the Investiation of Prices
itita the Price of Fruit in the Unifed Kingdonr; the Prices, costs and profits of drugs and me-
dicinal tablets, with special reference to aspirit and aspirin tablets; the existence of any Trust
or Trade combination in the Electric Lamp Industry; the existence of a Trade combination in
the Tobacco Industry, HMSQ 1920, Cmd. 878, 633, 622, 558. Reports by Sub-Commit-
tees appointed by the Standing Coummittee on Trnsts into the Electric Cable Industry, the Glass-
ware Trade and the Seap Industry HMSQ 1921 Cmd. 1332, 1385, 1126,
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sugar trade {1914}, the wholesale clothiers (1915) and the Malayan rubber planters
{1917) reflected dismay at actual or threatencd breakdowns of normal market
processes.  According to Lloyd, the ready acceptance of centrol by the boot
and leather trades (1914-15) partly reflected the government’s leverage as a
major purchaser but, morc importantly, the influence of able and respected
industry lcaders and cffective trade organisations. By 1917 most businessman
in the more heterogencous food trades were prepared for even greater control.
According to Beveridge, public anger at rising food prices, the failure of half-
baked controls in carly 1917 and the massiveness of the political conscnsus be-
hind the new Food Controller, Lord Rhondda, who excoriated food profitcers
as “ blackmailers 7', paved the way. Attitudes of resignation or responsibility
did the rest so that * the food traders came in naturally; they could hardly have
wished for more than to take their margins and be free of their worst responsi-
bilitics; they were in any case as patriotic as the rest of the community... 7" 2

Elsewhere, responses were more mixed. In the heterogenous, politically
fraught coal industry a progressive-minded coal-owner like D.A. Thomas
{later Lord Rhondda} proposed government control at the start; at the other
extreme a rump of recalcitrant coal owners fought government control of pro-
fits to the last ditch as late as in 1917, It was the coal industry’s bad labour re-
lations which provided the main reason not only for government intervention
but also for a conciliatory minority of coalowners to advocate controls and a
larger minority to resist them, although here, too, the dominant response was
probably one of reluctant acquicscence.22 Even more complex was the drink
trade. Here proposals for control and taxation revived the temperance debate
and aroused fierce resentment among consumers of beer in key industrial and
_ agricultural sectors. In at least one area, Liverpool, publicans and brewers vo-
luntarily reduced opening hours. But extra taxation was itially rejected in
Parliament by a combination of the Unionists (whom Bonar Law admitted
to be tied to the brewers’ pursc) and the Irish, with tacit support from Labour.
Lloyd George's hopes for nationalisation were discouraged by his financial

2t E.A. Pratr, British Railways and the Grear War, Organisation, Efforts, Difficulties
and achicvements (Selwyn & Blount, London, 1921} Vol. 1, pp. 40-53. Pratt’s favou-
rable view of the co-operativeness of the Railway Exceutive was not shared by Addison;
sec Four and a half Years, Vol. T, pp. 332, 348. For sugar, and boots and leather, see
Liovp, op. cit, pp. 31-3 and chs. 8 & 9; for tubber, JH. Drassie, Rubber in Malaya
1876-1922, The Genesis of the Industry (O.U.P., Kuala Lumpur & London 1973}, pp.
139546; for the food trades, Beveriper, British Foed Contrel, pp. 162, 342,

22 MACKWORTH, op. cit., pp. 139-40. For a favourable view of the industry’s per-
formance, see RepMaYNE, The British Coal-Mining Indusiry, especially, pp. 34-6, 40-9,
64-6. For a more critical contemporary account, sce Cotg, Labour in the Coal-Mining
Industry, cspecially, pp. 42-55. For a recent, balanced view, H. W. Kirsy, The British
Coal-Mining Indusiry 1870-1946, A Palitical and Econontic History {Macmillan, London,
1977), pp. 24-36.
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advisers and a Liquor Control Board was cstablished instead, along with progres-
sively heavy dutics and requisitioning of stocks, which inclined many in the
trade to favour State purchase, after all. In the event, this took place only in
Carlisle.23

The next test of business behaviour came with the detailed negotiation
of controls specifically, on prices.  Here the arena narrowed to a negotiating
table between ‘small groups of businessmen and Whitchall representatives.
The business response to the new challenge of collective bargaining with go-
verniment, one of the most significant developments of the war, was tested by
the level of their initial price proposals, their readiness to divulge cost infornia-
tion, the cconomic plausibility of their arguments for higher prices, the nature
of the cventual compromises and the apparent reasons for these {patriotic co-
opetation? government threats? cconomic necessicy?).  Critics attacked this
process both for debasing patriotic responscs and for producing formulac too
favourable to busincss.24  However, the system'’s wain defenders, Lloyd and
Beveridge, claimed high virtues for it: opportunities for the government re-
presentatives to use both patriotic appeals and discreet threats, in private; a pro-
cess of mutual education and joint consultation; and a better chance of the even-
tually agreed controls being made to ™ stick ™', The discussion relates to a conten-
tious issue. If price control interpreted the * war-exceess ™ and excess-of a-selected
norm approaches so as to provide rather high profits, was this the result of
excessive business influence on the official machine?

In assessing this issue a number of factors have to be weighed. Whitchall
observers noted a tendency among business representatives to cxaggerate their
costs. This was not nccessarily a case of deception.  Undoubtedly some bnsi-
nessmen were slow to adapt to the new conditions, to discard the habits of
commercial bargaining. Attempts were sometimes made to claim for such
items as sclling expenditure (hardly applicable in war}, increased unit overhead
charges {which wonld have tended to decrease with larger cutputs) and increased
working capital {whose requirements may have lessened where wartime trading
conditions were more stable), Expectations were an important mfleence.  Ap-
prchension of post-war conditions was commonplace among businessnicn

2 H. Carter, The Control of the Drink Trade, A Contribution to National Effciency
{Longman, Green & Co., London, 1918). S. Sauvipge, Salvidge of Liverpool. Behind
the Political Seere 1890-1928 (Hodder & Stoughton, London, 1934), pp. 139-44. Earl
of Oxford and Asc_luith, Memotics and R{:ﬁecri'on.s 1852-1927 (Cassel & Co., London,
1928), vol. I, p. 75. Liovyp GEORGE, op. cif., pp. 192-205. Appison, Polifics from
Within, Vol. I, pp. 46-7, and Four and a half Years, Vol. I, p. 200. The Chairmen of
Ind Coope and Barclay Perkins viewed liquor control as a tectotallers’ conspiracy, Tities
17-12-1%15, p. 18, 1-8-1916, p. 14,

24 The Select Committee on National Expenditure, 1918, cited in Ministry of Mu-
tiitions, Vol. III, part II, pp. 31-2.
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from 1915 onwards. Many anticipated a renewal of * cconomic warfare” and
feared that constraints on profit margins would damage future investent and
abilitics to fight foreign competition. There was a téndency to over-insure in
making cstimates of future costs.25 Equally if not more important was the
varying availability of cost information to the government bargainers. Up
to carly 1916 there was no legal compulsion: often costs were voluntarily pro-
vided (for cxample, in jute, army boots), sometimes they were not (as in wool
textiles),  Even when disclosure became mandatory there was the problem
that cost data could be seriously defective, mainly reflecting poor management
methods, and difficulties of definition and comparability were widespread. The
employment of accountants by government departments, sorely needed to
unravel these complexities, gathercd force in relation to army contracts from
mid-1915 and reached a climax at the Ministry of Food in 1917-18. Elsewhere
it was patchy.26

Probably most important however, werc the inherent problems of fixing
standard prices. The principle that the least cfficient unit should receive a mi-
nimum return was repeatedly assumed by the public negotiators. Tt was someti-
mes achieved by a “ minimum guarantee ™’ clement as in coalmining, sometimes
by a generally unremuncrative price combined with profit pooling or a govern-
ment subsidy, but usually by fixing the price at an appropriately high level.
The official rationale was partly that of secking maximum production, partly
that this was hardly the time to inflict hardships on weaker and smaller units
or to reform the cconomic system morc gencrally; partly to ensure that the
controls *“ stuck ™" and to provide an incentive to business to co-operate. The
main result was apparcntly well understood in official quarters. Profit levels
were high, cven by conteriporary standards, for the most cfficient and best
placed concerns (frequently the larger ones). Where cost cfficiency * spreads
were great — to the cxtent of optimum production costs as low as 1/2 or 1/3
of the most efficient, as in baking or worsted spinning — this cffect was parti-
cularly pronounced.?” In addition, the official negotiators must sometimes have
been tempted to give the benefit of the doubt where cost data on the marginal

25 For discussion of thesc bargaining factors, see Lioyp, op. cit., pp. 317, 320-1;
Sir Arthur Rose, giving evidence to the Select Consnitice on High Prices and Profits. Mi-
tiisiry of Munitions, Vol. 1, part II, pp. 56, 74, Aimong leading businessmen to cxpress
concern about post-war conditions, and the ctfects of war taxation on British compe-
titiveness in the long-term, were . W. Pearson of British Oil and Cake Mills, and Ar-
thur Chamberlain of Kynochs, Tianes 10-3-1916, p, 14, 20-9-1916 p. 15.

26 Lioyp, op. cit., p. 46, pp. 318-9. Appison, Four and a half Years, Vol. I, pp.
139-40). Bevemipge, British Foed Conirol, pp. 54-5.

27 BEVERIDGE, op. cif., pp. 73-4, 178, 339. Liovp, op. ., pp- 321-8. F.H. Cor-
VER, A State Trading Advensure (N.U.P., London, 1925), p. 227. Picou, The Political
Econoty of War, p. 133. Sir Auckland Geddes in Select Comumittee on High Prices and
Profits, .
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units were lacking or in fear of protests from large numbers of individuals with
collective political influence.  But the basic aim of minimally rewarding the
marginal units was politically conceived. So far from being pushed on to unwilling
politicians and civil servants by over-mighty business lobbics, the policy scoms
to have reflected considerations of production, social stability and morale.
That it was sometimes, perhaps often, overshot probably mainly reflected poor
information and hurricd and confuscd negotiating processes for which neither
civil servants nor politicians nor businessten can catirely escape blame,

Part of the pay-off for liberalism came with an apparcntly high standard
of conformity to both price and other controls. True, there were some dark
corners of evasion. Some arms manufacturers sought to increase profits secretly
by falsifying prices paid to their sub-contractors; a number of shipowners
evaded official requisitioning in an ugly fashion; control of coal, at first restricted
j1e] Plt—hcad PrlCCS WwWas SOlllLtUllCS undcrllllllt‘d IJY thc CJ&"I.CtlDllS Of lllerchallts
and dealers; in some trades disguised price cuts or premiums were colourably
suspected; in remote rural arcas a farmer might quictly slip a joint of meat to
a favoured customer at a black market price; and by 1918 many small shopkec-
pers were being prosccuted, mainly for petty offences, under the Profiteering
Acts.28 Further rescarch will doubtless provide more detail on the forms and
extent of evasion. But defiance of legality appears to have been a minor pheno-
menon. Although convictions under the Prevention of Corruption Act increased
four-fold over the pre-war average and the penaltics for bribing public officials
- had to be strengthencd in 1916, the incidence remained remarkably low and
most were only petty offences.2  Price control was undoubtedly proving cf-
fective by 1917 and 1918.30 [f some official accounts appear complacent, the
sheer amount of voluntary co-operation was striking, as emphatically suggested
by balanced obscrvers like Beveridge and Lioyd.31 Repeatedly, it seems, business-
men co-operated with control schemes negotiated on their behalf, where the
legal penalties for non-compliance were theoretical or non-existent and where
the only real -;anctlom were the more subtle ones of conscience- abusmg public
scandal or social disrepute.

2 Ministry of Munitions, Vol III, part. 0, pp. 6-10. FAvrE, op. cit, p. 116, For
the reealcitrant coal merchants, and mcasures taken to control them, see W.R. ScoTtr
& ]. Cunnison, The Industries of the Clyde Valley during the War {Carnegie Series, Ox-
ford 1924), p. 47, REDMAYNE, op. cit., pp. 116-21. The rural black market is touched on
by Liovp, ep. dt., pp. 287-8. BeveminGE, op. cif., p. 235.

2 The average number of convictions was just over 40 p.a., and not all of these
involved businessmen.  Secret Comumissions and Bribery Prevention League, Awnnal
Reports 1908~18 (London 1909-19).

30 BOwLEY, op, cil., p. 7; MORGAN, op. dt., pp. 2934

3 BEVERIDGE, op. cif., p. 74. LLovp, op, cit, pp. 64, 92-3, 101, 111, 172, 236, 243,
275. Sce also Corise, op. ct, p. 231.
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Managerial efforts and philanthropy

A rounded picture of business public behaviour during the war necessitates
brief reference to two other aspects: cxtra managerial effort in day-to-day
operations and philanthropy. These activities provided significant opportu-
nitics for businessnen to salve their consciences, to compensate for high profits
or cven acknowledged profiteering, to show their patriotism in fairly unambi-
guous ways and to carn public repute.

Official accounts detail the countless exertions and improvisations shown
by businessmen, for example in providing 60 million pairs of cheap and reliable
boots to the British and allied armices, squeezing the last ounce of productivity
from obscure animal fats, or delivering essential foodstuffs to millions of con-
sumers under the 1917-18 rationing schemes. Truc, some care is needed in cva-
luating business claims of exceptional exertion in the national service, especially
the hyperbole of Dudley Docker who likened managerial stresses to those on
the battleficld. Less attention was drawn to managerial remuncration: the dirce-
tors of Bass, Ratcliffc and Gretton were unusual in openly rewarding themselves
for hard work. A fair evaluation in particular cases would need to take account
of directors’ pay; of normal commercial uncertaintics which were now absent;
even of occasional failures to sink separate interests, as when certain railway
wagon owners dragged their feet over wagon pooling proposals or when a
number of oil and fat firms jibbed at profit pooling schemes.32 On the other
hand such an evaluation would need to embrace many dimensions of genuine
and often unrecognised sacrifice. There were sectors like building, poorly
organiscd and already at a low cbb in 1914, which werc actually further impo-
verished by the war. There was the occasional sheer loss of livelihood, for
example in the case of Birmingham jewellers, Bradford wool buyers, Smith-
ficld meat factors.33 There was the obvious dimension of additional quantities
of work: retired managers returning to their old jobs; long working hours;
holidays foregone. There were big additions to man-management, complex
new requirements on welfare, safety and joint consultation with workers. There
were the genuine offers of help to government, particularly in the carly pha-
ses, which Whitehall departments were unable or unwilling to take up. There
was the occasional dimension of risk. For example, Hans Renold was so moved
by an appeal from Lloyd George at a Manchester meeting that he accepred a
purely verbal offer of a contract for fuses and bought the materials before the

32 Times 2-6-1916 pp. 14-15, 20-8-1517 p. 11. REDMAVNE, op. cit., pp. 70-2. LLoyp,
op. ct., p. 215

M Interim Report on the Prices, Costs and Profits of the Brick Trade and Report on
Cerient and Mortar Prepared by Sectional Comnittees of the Sub-Connmittee on Building Ma-
terials HMSOQ, 1920 Cmd. 959, 1091. A. Brices, History of Birmiugham, Vol. 1I Bo-
rough and City 1865-1938 (O.U.P., London, 1952), p. 217. Liovp, op. cif., pp. 122-3,
152-3. BEVERIDGE, op. cif., p. 152.
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order was officially confirmed.  There were, too, the losses of advantage to
competitors cxperienced or suspected by the more prominent and public-spi-
rited firms: for example, those who were above-average in training skilled
workers or in sharing jealously guarded technical skills witl: competitors in the
intcrests of the war cffort.3 The heaviest burden must often have fallen on
businessmen who manned ofhicial regulatory bodies while still performing
their company dutics.  State intervention relicd cqually on the services of
innumetable businessmen in ad hoc capacitics.  Such commitments deprived
many conipanies of key personnel for all or part of the war: John Brown had
three directors absent in 1916.35

Donations of money, materials or scrvices to charitics and war-related
projects threw up significant contrasts i behaviour. The category of politically
involved or interested businessnien produced some lavish war givers like Sir
Alfred Mond, Marcus Samuel and W. H. Lever.36 From many companies there
were repeated donations to war-related causes ranging from the Red Cross
to the Y.M.C.A,, from rcfugee funds to ambulances. In the aggregate such
donations tended to be only a small proportion of profits, though probably
a higher proportion than in peace. Somectimes their motivations are partly di-
scernible: for example, attempts to divert public bostility to high profits (Lovell
and Christmmas, the food distributors), anxiety to disavow any personal benefit
from war output (as when the Weir Group and Pilkingtons passed to charity the
carnings from shell production), the setting of an example to employees in the
interests of labour relations or to encourage reciprocal sacrifices {a likely in-
tention of Sir WilllamWeir) or a display of virtue for the benefit of sharchol-
ders who might expect their board to show public spirit {Liebigs}).37 The ci-

34 Ereanor C. Bawngs, Alfred Yarow, His Life and Work (Edward Arnold, Lon-
don, 1924), pp. 241-54. Sir AN GRaNT, Steel and Slips (Michael Joseph, London,
1950), pp. 62-6. Basi Triee, Renold Chains, A History of the Company and the rise nf
the precision chain industry 1879-1955 (Allen & Unwin, London, 1956}, pp. 27, 117-8.
CwITTALL, op. cit., p. 92. Sir CHarces Macara, Recollections (Cassell, London, 1921),
pp- 22941. 1. Mortow, Tilwee Generations it a Family Textile Finn, (RUK.P. 1971).
A.]P. Tavior, Beaverbrook, (Hamish Hamilton, 1972), p. 87. Ministry of Munitions,
Vol. T, part II, pp. 41-2.

5 PRATT, op. ¢it., pp. 86-97, LLoYD, op. «it., p. 172, W. Rosertson, Middlesbrough's
Effort in the Great War (Jordison & Co., Middlesbrough, 1922}, Tines, 28-9-1916  p. 14,
For a further example of major governmental services by leading personnel, scc AH.
Joun, A Liverpool Merchant House, the history of Alfred Booth and Co. (Allen & Unwin,
London, 1959), pp. 107-11.

3s HH. BourtHe, Alfred Mond, First Lord Melchest (Martin Secker, London, 1933),
p. 206. HENRIQUES, op. cit., pp. 593-4. W.P, Joiry, Lord Leverhulme: a biography
{Constable, London, 1976), p. 162. For a prominent cxample of religiously-derived
philanthropy scc I Wiiztams, The Firm of Cadbury 1831.1931 (Constable, London,
1931}, pp. ¥8-5.
¥ AL Kervie, The Story of Fitch Lovell 1784-1970 (Phillimore & Co., London and
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vic activities of some business leaders in organising welfare schemes, army
recruitment and war savings campaigns, for example Neville Chamberlain
in Birmingham and the Dorman Long directors in Middlesbrough, reficcted
long-cstablished traditions of local public activicy. Nor should one forget
genuine grief at the appalling loss of life and the sacrifices at the Front, parti-
cularly among businessmen with close relatives or friends involved. Intere-
stingly, too, during the carly pericd many firms provided allowances to the
families of their employees who enlisted. But these allowances were more
or less extensive and also more or less generous relative to profits.38

Mixtures and contrasts

Thus cach testing-ground of behaviour saw a great variety of responses,
At firse sight this suggests the virtual impossibility of a composite picture of
the businessman at war. But some kind of overall typology, however tenta-
tive, is not precluded and stll scems wortl attempting. In fact, the cvidence
suggests two predominant features: first that within cach firm, indeed each
businessman, mixtures of civic virtue and backsliding tended to reside; second,
however, more tentatively, that these mixtures were not so random as to pre-
vent polarising trends within industries such that, within a particular sector,
some firms might be, in an overall sense, “better” or “ worse” than
others. :

Truc, the “ mixtures ' seldom enierge in the conventional literature per-
taining so the war. Politicians, labour leaders and senior civil servants dealt
with lazge numbers of firms and generally only with isolated aspects of beha-
viour. Even for the more perceptive, businessmen appear to have divided into
stereotypes of * co-operative and public spirited ”, “ difficult ", or merely
acquisitive. Qccasionally their accounts run to a wry irony. Thus Sir Auck-
land Geddes grew accustomed to hearing that ** profiteering was always going
on in somebody else’s trade ”’; Addison pictured Sir Trevor Dawson of Vi-
ckers as * indeed majestic in his exposition of the attitudes of the firms, of their
patriotism, their self-denial 7 etc.; every measure of food control confronted
Lord Devonport with ™ a string of deputations trying to prove that whatever
might be done with the others, national safety depended on this particular

Chichester, 1972), pp. 60-1. W.J. Reaper, The Weir Group, A Centenary History
(Weidenfeld & Nicolson, London, 1971), p. 70. T.C. Barker, The Glassmakers, Pil-
kingtons 1826-1976 (Weidenfeld & Nicolson, London, 1977), p. 244. In the case of
Liebigs, subscriptions first made at the suggestion of a shareholder became a regular
contribution, Times 22-7-1915, p. 12, 23-8-1917 p. 11, 16-8-1918 p. 12,

18 Brices, op. ¢it., pp. 203, 211. K. Frwing, The Life of Neville Chamberlain (Mac-
millan, London, 1946), pp. 56-60. RosertsoN, op. cit., p. 13. References to allowan-
ces to enlisted employees’ dependants are to be found in many chairmen’s speeches
at company meetings in 1914-15.
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interest being left alone 3 and when a shipowner tried, amid professions of
patriotism, to prove the cconomic damage if onc of his ships were requisi-
tioned, Salter was able to reveal that the Department knew that the man had
been trying to scll it all along: “ he looked startled and picked up his hat”

Of all the political “ businessman-watchers ” Lloyd George probably came
ncatest to appreciating the subtle mixtures of idealistic, sentimental and acqui-
sitive man lurking inside many entreprencurs preciscly because they so closely
matched his own complex psychology. Paradoxically, the worst disservice
to businessmen was performed later by their own hack historians, Hagiological
tributes ro wartime hard work, bencvolenee and phzlanthropy combined with
neglect of basic commercial aspects. Such a narrowing of reality was worsened
when raw ncrves were spirited away by glossy pictism, for example when
soHICcone $o intcresting and probably cross-Prcssurcd as Sir Archibald Saividg{:,
the Liverpool brewer, was described as “ honourably combining loyaley to
sectional interests with the higher loyalty duc in face of national necessity.” 40
In fact, such an ** honourable combination ™ scems likely often to have pre-
sented difficult choices, even major problems of conscience.  The conflicting
loyaltics of one young busincssman are clearly revealed by Jamies thhgow
ertmg to his brother from France in 1915 about the government's errors,
he said: * Pyt bluntly it docs not matter & damin to us sclfishly how deep in the
soup it gets as it will be all the more profitable to pull it out, but both of us
can lay definite claim to having bcen guided by better motives in all we
have done since this troublc arose.” 41

Such awarcness of a combination of “ selfish "’ and “ better ’ motives was
clearly implied by a man like Lord Rhondda when he confessed to making
large profits from speculation soon before performing the brilliant services
to the nation which virtually cost him his life. Embarrassment over high pro-
fits is palpable in many reports of annual mcetings. And comparable mixtures
scem to have applied, if less dramatically, to the few firms on which relati-
vely full information cxists. Thus while Rio Tinto’s profits and dividends
reached giddy heights, reflecting its overscas power and grip on scarce metals,
the same firm provided for Whitchall services Sir Chatles Fielding, according

2 Select Committee on High Prices and Profis P.P. 1919, v. no. 166, p. 21. Appison,
Politics from Within, Vol. I, p. 104, Viscounrt Devonrport, The Travelled Road, Sowmec
Memories of a Busy Life (Private Publ,, London, 1935}, p. 207. Lowp SALTER, Memoirs
of a Public Servant (Faber & Faber, London, 1961}, p. 82.

% SAIVIDGE, op. cif., p. 145. Other examples of this genre arc GeoRGE BLAKE,
B.I. Centenary 1856-1956 (Colling, London, 1956), p. 175 & J.K. Carvar, 100 Years
in Coal : the kistory of the Aflea Coal Company (Private pub,, University Press, Edinburgh,
1944) ch. 9.

4 JM. RE, James Lithgow, Master of Work (Hutchinson, London, 19643, pp.
58, 61,
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to Addison “a man with a big vision and immense knowledge. ”  Vickers
scems to have argucd most of the way with government over proﬁts, prices
and controls yet shown extra sensitivity towards local communitics and its
own labour: perhaps a more typical combination.#2

Although such mixtures were probably widespread, it is possible that
within each industry some firms may have bchaved in much more socially
approvad ways, overall, than others. Thanks to W_]J. Readcr, two large com-
panies within the chemical industry, Nobels’ Explosives, and Brunner, Mond,
can be broadly compared. Nobels’ Explosives profits seem to have increased
about threefold, judging by their published accounts: if anything, Reader
suggests, an understatement in view of large debenture redemptions, hidden
reserves and the traditions of above-average secretiveness and even deception
characterising this firm. Most of Nobels’ profits came from sales to the go-
vernment of war materials, the high margins on which were suspected of being
excessive in Whitehall, although whose fault that mainly was is debatable.
Nobels co-operated to a high degree with government in terms of production
but along familiar lines. There is no sign of philanthropy or generosity towards
serving cmployees’ dcpendants By contrast, Brunner, Mond’s pub]ished pro-
fits increased by about 50%. Even allowing for profits poured into major
investments and acquisitions, increases arc unlikely to have greatly exceeded
pre-war levels in real terms. Much of Brunner, Mond’s profit came from
government sales covered by price controls and unsuspected of exploitation
in Whitchall. Its record of co-operation with government, particularly in terms
of technical ingenuity and new lines of activity, appeared to be excellent. Its
generosity to employees scems to have been above-average and its philanthropy
possibly the same. 4> Despite the empirical problems of assesing performance
on each front, let alone the conceptual difficultics of attempting a relative weight-
ing between them, it would be hard to dispute, on the basis of this evidence,
that Brunner, Mond’s war record was better, in some overall sense, than Nobels’.
Looking more widcly, it would be surprising if firms like Rowntree, Cadbury
and Booths, which were characterised by high-principled direction, were not
better—than-average, overall, within their respective industries; surprising, too,
if there were not some tendency for minority aberrations to congeal around
a few firms in particular sectors.44

42 MACKWORTH, op. ¢it., p. 138. DBowuTro, op. ot, pp. 200-6, D. AVERY, Not dn
Queen Victoria’s Birthday, The Story of the Rio Tinte Mines {Collins, London, 1974),
p. 329. Aoppison, Politics from Within, Vol. 1, p. 146. For Vickems, see above and
Times 6-8-1918 p. 9. For a well-chronicled * uncasy mixture of patriotism and profits ”,
sce D.C. Coteman, “ War demand and industrial supply: the ‘ Dope Scandal’, 1915
197, in .M., Winter {ed.), War and Economic Development, ep. cit.

4 W.]. READER, Imperial Chemical Industries, a history, Vol. I, The Forernuners 1870
1926 (O.U.P., London, 1970), pp. 282-8, 293, 301-5, 499-500, 513,

44 See A. Brices, Social Thonght and Social acvion, A Study of the work of Sechohm
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Conclusions

We conclude that the teem “ profiteering ”” embraced many forms of beha-
viour, some more intentional than others, and attended with varying degrees
of success. The extent to which they subverted public norms depended on when
they took place, what products they affected, how far they could claim some offi-
cial sanction and, very importantly, what, if any, socially useful contribution
those people involved were making at the same time. A minority of busincss-
men profiteered both deliberately and effectively, particularly cxploiting army
supply shortages during the early months, food and clothing scarcities in later
periods and anomalies in shipping controls whenever they existed.  Such men
usually acted legally but in flagrant contravention of the public consensus,
sonictimes operating as privateers, outside normal comumercial channels or
even their own customary business habitats, and rarely providing any semblance
of service, In all likelihood these “ hard ” categories of profiteers were in a
clear minority in almost every trade. Ahmost certainly, they formed a small
percentage of businessmen overall. At the other extreme, a mixtare of con-
straints and moral preferences kept a minority of businessmen securely away
from temptation, particulatly where high degrecs of government work, official
control or public visibility coincided with a well-developed sense of social
responsibility.  In some cascs, indeed, managerial restraint and public spirit
partly explain a firm’s inability to benefit financially from the war or cven
hold its pre-war position. In the middle, the large majority of companies were
probably involved in partial, involuntary or intcrmittent profiteering, usually
occasioned by the imbalance of market forces or the disparities of reward af-
forded by price contzols. Typically, this would involve only part of a firm’s
operations. Somwctimics it would subsidise restraint on other more *public’
activities. Generally, therefore, its effect on overall war profits would be diluted.

Profiteering must be considercd alongside other arenas of behaviour. First,
there was general acquiescence with price controls, although significant mino-
rities cither resisted or actively supported such controls at the outset whilst
a small minority evaded them once they were installed, the proportions vary-
ing from trade to trade. Acquiescence was cased by the liberal nature of price
control, which rcflected a mixture of the inherent problems of standard prices,
deliberate political strategy and muddle.  Second, most businessmen showed
more organisational cnergy, adaptability and co-opcrativeness, displaying in
these respects a greater convergence of behaviour than on pricing and profi-
teering, Third, there scem to have been significant variations in the apparent
motivations, forms and proportional degrees of war-related philanthropy.
Fourth, the evidence suggests, unsurprisingly, a wide prevalence of mixtures

Roinfree 1871-1954 (Longmans, 1961), 1. Wiriams, op. oft, A.G. GarpiNer, Life of
George Cadbury (Cassell and Co., 1923), A.H. Jorn, A Liverpool Merchant House, op. cit.
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of socially approved and stigmatised types of behaviour within individual
firms. Thus most firms probably combined some profiteering with obedience
to controls, greater organisational cffort and miorc philanthropy, as already
implicd. Finally, however, there is the possibility that each industry harboured
minorities of firms which displayed either responsive or aberrant behaviour
in some overall sense.  But this polarisation hypothesis, implying strong con-
vergences of public spirit and deviance on particular groups of firms, remains
to be tested.

Some of our themes require to be illuminated by further research.” For
example, the assessment of profitcering would be greatly helped by fuller in-
formation on actual profit trends, although there are considerable empirical
difficulties here. Study of profit distribution behaviour would show how
companics varied in their responscs not only to tax influcnces but also to an
increasingly hostile public mood on unearned income. Information on capital
spending, relative to both commercial expectations and government pressures
and inducements, would illuminate an important source of war-related losses
and gains. A critical area we have hardly touched on is labour relations. Al-
though scnsitivitics to labour would sometimes have broadly coincided with
thosc to wider public opinion, notably over conciliation, on some issues, for
example welfare spending, firms may have polarised differently, More light
on the question of business political influence should result from studies of the
businessmen who entered Whitehall during this period. Further study is needed,
100, of the ways in which businessmen explained themsclves and their firms
to the public, particulatly through the medium of the press.

Underlying all this, however, there is still the question of why businessmen
behaved as they did. The derivation of typologics of behaviour, as pursued
here, needs to be followed by an interpretation of possible reasons. This raises
complex and difficult issues. For in the last resort such an mterpretation must
reckon with wider relationships between market, political and motivational
influences on business behaviour. It must reckon, too, with the part played
in cconomic life by ideas, normative values and social custom. In this article
we have only hinted at the structural and attitudinal factors which probably
favoured business co-operativeness: notably a moderate number of interests
to be controlled; good collective organisation; high exposure to the public
view; proximities to the people most affected by the decisions; pre-cxisting
attitudes of civic responsibility with doubtless highly complex psychological,
religious and eultural roots. It is to be hoped that business historians in particular
will devote more attention not only to the sadly neglected details of war-time
behaviour but alse to the role of such institutional and attitudinal factors in
helping to explain it. If this article has done no more than suggest some of the
possibilities, we shall be well content.
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