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A Sense of Crowd and Urgency

Winston Churchill™

There are two main characteristics of the Hous€@mhmons which will command the
approval and the support of reflective and expegdnMembers. They will, | have no
doubt, sound odd to foreign ears. The first is itmshape should be oblong and not
semi-circular. Here is a very potent factor in quglitical life. The semi-circular
assembly, which appeals to political theorists,béamevery individual or every group
to move round the centre, adopting various shadgsn& according as the weather
changes. | am a convinced supporter of the partyesy in preference to the group
system. | have seen many earnest and ardent Panlisndestroyed by the group
system. The party system is much favoured by thengbform of Chamber. It is easy
for an individual to move through those insensipladations from Left to Right, but the
act of crossing the Floor is one which requiresosisrconsideration. | am well informed
on this matter, for | have accomplished that difiiqorocess, not only once but twice.
Logic is a poor guide compared with custom. Logitich has created in so many
countries semi-circular assemblies with buildinggt tgive to every Member, not only a
seat to sit in, but often a desk to write at, watHid to bang, has proved fatal to
Parliamentary Government as we know it here ihdtsie and in the land of its birth.

The second characteristic of a Chamber formed etinles of the House of Commons
is that it should not be big enough to containitallMembers at once without over-
crowding, and that there should be no questiorvefyeMember having a separate seat
reserved for him. The reason for this has long lmenzzle to uninstructed outsiders,
and has frequently excited the curiosity and ewencriticism of new Members. Yet is
not so difficult to understand if you look at itofn a practical point of view. If the
House is big enough to contain all its Memberse#enths of its Debates will be
conducted in the depressing atmosphere of an alerapty or half-empty Chamber.
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The essence of good House of Commons speakingeisdhversational style, the
facility for quick, informal interruptions and imehanges. Harangues from a rostrum
would be a bad substitute for the conversationdg sh which so much of our business
is done. But the conversational style requiresidyfamall space, and there should be
on great occasions a sense of crowd and urgenagreT$hould be a sense of the
importance of much that is said, and a sense tleatt gnatters are being decided, there
and then, by the House.

We attach immense importance to the survival ofid#aentary democracy. In this
country this is one of our war aims. We wish to see Parliament a strong, easy,
flexible instrument of free Debate. For this pumas small Chamber and a sense of
intimacy are indispensable. It is notable that Baliaments of the British Common-
wealth have to a very large extent reproduced aufidPhentary institutions in their
form as well as in their spirit, even to the Chaiwhich the Speakers of the different
Assemblies sit. We do not seek to impose our ideasthers; we make no invidious
criticisms of other nations. All the same we holoha the less tenaciously to them
ourselves. The vitality and the authority of theude of Commons, and its hold upon an
electorate based upon universal suffrage, depemb temall extent upon its episodes
and great moments, even upon its scenes and rdvich,vas everyone will agree, are
better conducted at close quarters. Destroy thit Wwbich Parliament has upon the
public mind and has preserved through all thesengihg, turbulent times, and the
living organism of the House of Commons would beadlly impaired. You may have a
machine, but the House of Commons is much more gharachine; it has earned and
captured and held through long generations the imatign and respect of the British
nation. It is not free from shortcomings; they matkhuman institutions. Nevertheless,
| submit to what is probably not an unfriendly armdie on that subject that our House
has proved itself capable of adapting itself torgwehange which the swift pace of
modern life has brought upon us. It has a collecgigrsonality which enjoys the regard
of the public, and which imposes itself upon thenduct not only of individual
Members but of parties. It has a code of its owrclvleveryone knows, and it has
means of its own of enforcing those manners andsalnich have grown up and have
been found to be an essential part of our Parlitangtife.

The House of Commons has lifted our affairs abdwe mechanical sphere into the
human sphere. It thrives on criticism, it is petfieéimpervious to newspaper abuse or
taunts from any quarter, and it is capable of diggsalmost anything or almost any
body of gentlemen, whatever be the views with whigky arrive. There is no situation
to which it cannot address itself with vigour amdjénuity. It is the citadel of British
liberty; it is the foundation of our laws; its titidns and its privileges are as lively to-
day as when it broke the arbitrary power of the w@roand substituted that
Constitutional Monarchy under which we have enjogedmany blessings. In this war
the House of Commons has proved itself to be a updn which an Administration,
without losing the confidence of the House, hasbage to confront the most terrible
emergencies. The House has shown itself able te fhe possibility of national
destruction with classical composure. It can cha@geernments, and has changed
them by heat of passion. It can sustain Governmienteng, adverse, disappointing
struggles through many dark, grey months and eeansyuntil the sun comes out again.
I do not know how else this country can be govereh by the House of Commons
playing its part in all its broad freedom in Brtipublic life. We have learned — with
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these so recently confirmed facts around us andréefs — not to alter improvidently
the physical structures which have enabled so feabé an organism to carry on its
work of banning dictatorships within this Islanehdapursuing and beating into ruins all
dictators who have molested us from outside.

His Majesty's Government are most anxious, andrakeed resolved, to ask the House
to adhere firmly in principle to the structure anbaracteristics of the House of
Commons we have known, and | do not doubt thatishtite wish of the great majority
of the Members in this the second longest Parliaro€our history. If challenged, we
must take issue upon that by the customary Partitangmethod of debate followed by
a Division. The question of Divisions again relatesy directly to the structure of the
House of Commons. We must look forward to periodenvDivisions will be much
more frequent than they are now. Many of us hawn geenty or thirty in a single
Parliamentary Sitting, and in the lobbies of thea@ber which Hitler shattered we had
facilities and conveniences far exceeding thosehwvhie are able to enjoy in this lordly
abode. | am, therefore, proposing in the name af Majesty's Government that we
decide to rebuild the House of Commons on its olthflations, which are intact, and in
principle within its old dimensions, and that wélisg so far as possible its shattered
walls. That is also the most cheap and expeditnetod we could pursue to provide
ourselves with a habitation.

| now come to some of the more practical issueshvare involved. It is said that we
should wait until the end of the war, and | thinkripaps that was the point my hon.
Friend opposite wished to put. Certainly we mushdthing which appreciably detracts
from the war effort, but what we have to do in finst instance is to make up our minds
and have a plan and have the preliminary work amdey effectively done, so that at
the end of the war, if not earlier, we can stathwiit delay and build ourselves a House
again. All this will be a matter for the Committeghich will certainly have more than
fifteen Members of the House, representative ofdifferent parties and different points
of view. | am, however, not entirely convinced tlitatnay not be found possible to
make definite progress with this work even durihg tourse of the war. The First
Commissioner of Works has submitted a scheme whimkid enable the old House of
Commons to be reconstructed, with certain desirmpeovements and modernisations,
accommodation for the Press, the Ladies' Galled @her prominent features. This
scheme would take only 18 months, but it would bedpnt — and those concerned
with building houses would, | think, feel that ibuld be prudent — to count on double
that period, because everything must be fitted ith war needs, and also because it is
the habit of architects and builders to be moregsae when putting forward their
plans than is subsequently found to be justifiedH®y actual facts. The last House of
Commons, the one which was set up after theifir&834, was promised in six years
and actually took 27 years, and so, when | speaklnifilding the House of Commons
in 18 months, it is, of course, without panellingoarving, which can be added as the
years pass by. It is simply a Chamber for us tolldwend conduct our Business as we
require to do. The timber must be set aside noiviff to be properly seasoned. The
Clipsham Quarry, from which the stone was produfmdthe maintenance and re-
placement of the Houses of Parliament is tempgradibsed. It would have to be
reopened. We must then consider very carefullysti@n upon our labour resources.
The First Commissioner informs me that for thetfgix months after the plan has been
started, after the word ‘Go’ has been given, oryquarrymen and demolition men
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would be required, of whom half would be over 4@rgeof age and the other half over
50 years of age. In the second six months 185 nmaridwbe required over 40 and an
equal number over 50. But of those over 50 yearagef 60 would be masons, whose
trade has so little work at the present time. kn tthird six months — and we shall be
getting on by then — we shall require 170 men, additional, over 40 and an equal
number over 50. All the 170 over 50 would come fritn@ building trade; the 170 over
40 and under 50 would come from the engineerindetrd his last is a much more
serious consideration. But there is no need forewgn when the whole scheme is
approved and the work has begun, to commit oursetyéhe rate of reconstruction. We
can fitit in as a stand-by job. It might well be that igear's time, when we require men
from the engineering trade, our affairs might besuch a posture that we shall be
looking for jobs rather than men.

However, the House is not asked to commit itseling decisions of this kind. On the
contrary, the Committee has first of all to malsedecisions of principle, and then the
execution of those decisions must be a matteriferGovernment to carry out as and
when the public interest requires, and strictlyhimitthe limits of the war effort. All the
same, | must tell you, Mr. Speaker, that it wouddabreal danger if at the end of the war
we found ourselves separated by a long period ftloen possibility of obtaining a
restored and suitable House of Commons ChamberaM/éuilding warships that will
not be finished for many years ahead, and variooksvof construction are going
forward for war purposes. But | am bound to say thrank the House of Commons —
the most powerful Assembly in the whole world — ladst as important as a
fortification or a battleship, even in time of w&olitics may be very fierce and violent
in the after-war days. We may have all the charigegersonnel following upon a
General Election. We shall certainly have an immepegess of Business and, very
likely, of stormy controversy. We must have a gowd|l-tried and convenient place in
which to do our work. The House owes it to itsglfhwes it to the nation, to make sure
that there is no gap, ho awkward, injurious hiatuthe continuity of our Parliamentary
life. | am to-day only expressing the views of thevernment, but if the House sets up
the Committee and in a few months' time the Conemitiives us their Report, we shall
be able to take decisions together on the wholetemaand not be caught at a
disadvantage in what must inevitably be a timeaftipular stress and crisis at the end
of the war, from a Parliamentary point of view. Tdfere, | ask that the Committee
should be set up, and | feel sure that it will iIdeao make a good plan of action,
leaving the necessary latitude to the Governmen &ise time when this action can be
taken and the speed at which it can be carried effext, having regard to the prime
exigencies of the war. We owe a great debt to thesd of Lords for having placed at
our disposal this spacious, splendid hall. We haleady expressed in formal
Resolution our thanks to them. We do not wish ttstay our welcome. We have been
greatly convenienced by our sojourn on these remchms and under this gilded,
ornamented, statue-bedecked roof. | express mitugtef and my appreciation of what
we have received and enjoyed, but

Mid pleasures and palaces though we may roam,
Be it ever so humble, there's no place like home. A



