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s the tank now a military anachronism? Is it going
the way of the cavalry it replaced?
We pose the question and leave it hanging as

we mark the centenary of the debut of the tank in
September 1916. In our special this issue, Jeremy Black
assesses the military impact of the new weapon in the
second half of the First World War, while Arnold Harvey
selects some personal testimony from among the pioneers
of armoured warfare.
Then we have three very different American stories.

Fred Chiaventone recalls the epic last stand of a make-
shift Texas militia at the Alamo in 1836. Like many last
stands, it was the precursor to decisive victory – in this
case that of San Jacinto, which established the indepen-
dence of Texas.
Then Graham Goodlad continues our occasional

Great Commanders series with an assessment of
William Tecumseh Sherman, the iron man of the
Union in the American Civil War, while Nigel Hamilton
introduces his new study of the fraught wartime
relationship between President Roosevelt and
Prime Minister Churchill.
Finally, Patrick Mercer takes us into the hell of

Mametz Wood in July 1916, alongside that famous
(and very literary) British regiment, the Royal
Welch Fusiliers.
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ON THE COVER: A Mark IV (Male) tank 
ditched in a German trench near Ribecourt 
during the Battle of Cambrai, 20 November 
1917.

Credit: Alamy
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GALLANTRY AT SUVLA BAY?

Your correspondent Alun Granfield singles out the 

Gallipoli campaign as one of Churchill’s ‘preposterous 

schemes’ (MHM 72). However, though great gallantry 

was shown at Anzac Cove and elsewhere, this was  

not shown at Suvla Bay, where a large British force 

faced a vastly inferior Turkish one.

Had a modicum of ‘press-on’ spirit been shown,  

the whole campaign could have been won. Instead, 

the army merely brewed tea until it was too late. Small 

wonder then that, at least until recently, our Anzac 

comrades felt that they had been badly let down.

Godfrey Dann

East Grinstead

‘BLACK WEEK’

In response to your little note in the latest number 

of the magazine (MHM 72), I should like to draw 

your attention to the fate of Major-General ‘Andy’ 

Wauchope, who was, I believe, the last serving  

British general officer to be killed in action at the  

head of his troops.

During what was known as ‘Black Week’ in December 

1899, Wauchope led the Highland Brigade into what 

was a very ably devised Boer ambush at Magersfontein.  

Wauchope became a scapegoat for the failings of others, 

particularly the commander of this action, Lord Methuen.

Had Wauchope been no more than an honourable  

and much-decorated Victorian officer, his story would  

be much less interesting than it is. 

He began life as a cadet in the Royal Navy, where he 

was a shipmate of Prince Alfred. Later in life, he stood 

for Parliament against the then Prime Minister William 

Gladstone, reducing Gladstone’s majority from 9,000 to 

less than 700! Wauchope’s family were wealthy Fife 

coal-owners, and he himself was regarded highly by 

his workers: he held rents in abeyance and provided 

soup kitchens for striking miners – a remarkable man, 

whose story deserves telling.

Nick Cross

Cumbria

Your thoughts on issues raised 

in Military History Monthly 

BATTLEFIELD (MIS)MANAGEMENT
I have never gone along with the ‘lions led by donkeys’ view of the British Army’s  

high command, but with Strachan, Sheield et al. it seems to me that the pendulum 

has swung too far the other way (MHM 70 and MHM 71).

One aspect of the history of the Somme that I do not understand is that it has 

been deemed part of an essential learning curve for the British Army. But what was 

it that the British learned on the Somme that they didn’t already know?

Certainly there would be tactical lessons to be learned, but that is true of every 

battle that has ever been fought.

On the wider issues: by early 1915, the British Army already understood the 

need for heavy artillery preparation. But Haig knowingly diluted the artillery’s 

strength by expanding Rawlinson’s original plan to cover a much wider front. Nor 

was the Army under any illusions as to the efficacy of either barbed wire or the machine-gun.

Where I believe Haig was fully culpable was in not learning the major lesson of Loos in September 1915. 

The chaos at Loos demonstrated, in spades, that the command-and-control infrastructure of the British Army 

was not fit for the purpose of managing that battle, let alone one four times its size.

Haig insisted on fighting a battle that he must have known neither he nor his subordinate commanders 

could manage. At the same time, he knew that he was deploying inexperienced troops who would almost 

certainly need exactly the kind of battlefield management he knew could not be provided.

In my view, this was the basis for the tragedy that was the Somme. Haig was not stupid, but he was 

unforgivably reckless with the lives of his men. The fact that he committed the same error a year later at  

Ypres is perhaps beyond tragedy, and this does border on the stupid.

One further point: it is often said that Haig had to fight a ‘big’ battle in order to draw German troops  

away from Verdun. Surely a more limited but successful engagement (following Rawlinson’s original plan?) 

would have been just as effective, perhaps more so?

Terry Russell, Berkhamsted
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WAR OF WORDS
with Marc DeSantis

‘U-BOAT’
Desperate air battles over the

English countryside, harrowing

Luftwaffe bomber raids

on London, the danger of a

cross-Channel invasion by

Nazi Germany, and devastating

setbacks in North Africa and the

Far East did not daunt Winston

Churchill, Prime Minister of Great

Britain, during the Second World

War. ‘The only thing that ever

really frightened me during the

war’, he wrote candidly years

later, ‘was the U-boat peril.’

The word ‘U-boat’ derives

from German Unterseeboot,

which means ‘undersea boat’ –

a submarine. Normally shortened

by the Germans to U-boot, this

became the English ‘U-boat’.

The word irst appeared in

English in The Times in July 1916,

when German U-boats were

despatched into the Atlantic to

strike at British shipping. With

Britain reliant on overseas

imports for so much of her food,

fuel, and war materials, she was

especially vulnerable to any

disruption to her maritime trade.

U-boats stealthily prowled

the ocean, sinking many Allied

ships in an attempt to starve

Britain into submission. By the

time the First World War had

ended, German submarines

had sent some 5,000 ships

to the seabed, and ‘U-boat’

had become a synonym for a

lurking, unseen hunter, ready

to strike without warning.

During the Second World

War, Germany again tried to

cut Britain’s sea-links to the

rest of the world. With better

technology, U-boats were even

more fearsome, and the Allies

expended great effort to repel

these ‘grey wolves’ of the deep.

Nevertheless, German

submarines took a heavy toll

on Allied merchant shipping,

sinking thousands of ships in

an ultimately unsuccessful bid

to strangle Britain. The toll of

the war on the U-boat force

was dire – 783 U-boats were

sunk, and 28,000 out of

Germany’s 41,000 serving

U-boat crewmen perished at sea.

MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLYwww.military-history.org 7
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The Museum of St Helena has

expanded its unique collection

of handmade tools and objects

made by Boer prisoners-of-war

during the Second Boer War.

Some 6,000 Boers were impris-

oned on the tropical island of

St Helena (a British overseas ter-

ritory) between 1900 and 1902.

‘When the Boers came to

St Helena they were prisoners

and made their tools them-

selves; and from those tools

they made boxes and carvings,

and intricate patterns and

picture frames,’ said Museum

Director Adam Sizeland.

‘Things made from beef

bones include cutlery, rings,

and pipes for smoking. They

were very creative, inventive,

and resourceful people,’

he continued.

The island has a long history

as a military prison: the British

detained Napoleon there

from October 1815 until

his death in May 1821, and

visitors can explore the remains

of several 19th- and 20th-

century strongholds.

The museum’s most recent

exhibition tells the story of the

first RMS St Helena, a passenger

liner and mail ship used by

the Royal Navy to support mine-

hunters tasked with clearing

Argentinian mines laid during

the Falklands War.

Initially denied the South

Atlantic Medal, awarded to all

British military personnel who

served during the war,

RMS St Helena’s crew

and the mine-hunters

were finally given the

award in 2014, after a

hard-fought campaign

to recognise their con-

tribution to the post-war

mine-sweeping effort.

The new display

includes a model

of the first RMS St Helena,

photographs taken by RMS

St Helena’s Radio Officer Bob

Wilson, and a replica South

Atlantic Medal.

Entry to the museum is free.

For more information, visit

www.museumofsainthelena.org

Our round-up of this month’s military history news
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of the inal missing 8t of the Bayeux

Tapestry. Messent’s reconstruction

is now on display at the James Cook

Memorial Hospital in Thirsk.

Keen to shed light on the Bayeux

Tapestry’s missing scenes, Kate

worked with artist Pauline Black

to come up with the designs,

while Robin Whitaker created the

additional inscriptions, with the

support of Oxford-based Jane Bliss.

Kate told MHM, ‘The impetus

for creating our Alderney Tapestry

was to remind Channel Islanders

of how these islands came under

the protection of the English Crown.

Of course, there are those here

MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLY8 November 2016
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Tapestry will be displayed as

part of a special exhibition in

Battle commemorating the 950th

anniversary of the Battle of Hastings.

The modern embroidery was

created by volunteers on the

island of Alderney to conclude

the 1066 story in the style of the

original tapestry. In fact, experts

believe there really was an original

inal panel depicting William the

Conqueror’s coronation in London

on Christmas Day 1066, which has

since been lost.

The ‘inale’ panel was the

brainchild of Alderney librarian

Kate Russell, who was inspired

Boer PoWcraftwork
collection expanded

BAYEUX TAPESTRY ‘ENDING’ IN BATTLE

who say that it was really England 

that came under the domination 

of Normandy, but that is another 

viewpoint. Channel Islanders 

are i ercely loyal to Britain, so 

our tapestry is in celebration of 

that connection.

‘From the outset, the idea 

seemed to spark interest that 

has never waned. Although over 

400 people actually stitched the 

work, there were hundreds more 

who praised our ef orts as we 

progressed, and who have since 

commented on the importance the 

tapestry has to Alderney.

‘One of the greatest joys was the 

atmosphere that surrounded our 

stitching. People still comment 

on how peaceful an activity it was. 

Somehow the gentle action seemed 

to erase the tensions of the day. I 

can only wonder if it was similar for 

the unknown and unacknowledged 

embroiderers of the Bayeux Tapestry, 

who had to do their work at a time 

of turmoil in their personal lives and 

in the life of their country.’

The Alderney Bayeux Tapestry 

Finale is 3m in length, and will be 

on display at Battle Museum until 

31 October. It will then be displayed 

at Berkhamsted Civic Centre 

from 2 to 5 November, and at 

Old Hall Berkhamsted School 

from 7 to 11 November.
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The only portrait that Winston Churchill ever

signed has gone on public display for the i rst time

It was painted by artist Paul Trevillion in 1955. 

Born in 1934, Paul was a schoolboy during 

the Second World War. He told MHM, ‘My school

desk faced a large poster hanging on the school 

wall, it had the face of Churchill and the words 

“LET US GO FORWARD TOGETHER”.  

‘Our schoolteacher, Miss Stevens, each 

Monday morning would stand beside the 

poster and spell out the same message: 

“Remember children, you are all soldiers 

without uniforms. When the air-raid siren 

sounds you must stand to attention and then, 

in an orderly fashion, march to the air-raid 

shelter in the playground. The front row will 

lead of  followed by the second row, and so 

on.” This order of marching to the shelter 

rotated with each air-raid warning.

‘Even through the bombing, I slept well at 

nights thinking of the reassuring smiling face 

of Churchill which I had seen so many times 

in newspapers and newsreels. When the war 

ended in 1945, little did I realise that ten years 

later I was to meet Sir Winston Churchill.’

On Churchill’s 80th birthday, in 1954, 

renowned artist Graham Sutherland painted 

a full-length portrait of the Prime Minister that 

Churchill famously hated and never put on 

display. Sutherland’s portrait is said to have 

been destroyed by Lady Clementine. 

One year later, Paul decided to present 

Churchill with a more l attering likeness, 

painted to portray the Churchill the artist 

had found comfort in during the war. In the 

Trevillion portrait, the Prime Minister is smiling, 

eyes full of playful self-assurance. 

Paul’s portrait was delivered to Churchill 

via Bernard Sunley, a friend of Churchill’s and 

a client of designer and architect Lazslo Hoenig, 

for whom Paul was working as a designer.

‘Imagine my surprise when, a week later, 

sitting working in Hoenig’s studio, I was told that 

Sir Winston Churchill was on the phone,’ said Paul. 

‘“Hello,” Churchill said, in his deep voice. 

“Is that Trevillion?” I said, “Yes.” 

‘He said, “Winston here. I will be at the Bernard 

Sunley Buildings, Berkeley Square, on Wednesday, 

10.30. Oblige.” 

‘I did, and when I walked into the boardroom of 

the Sunley Buildings to meet Sir Winston Churchill 

I found him seated facing the door. He never 

got up. As I shook his hand, he smiled and said, 

“When were you born?” I said, “1934.”  

‘“So you were i ve when war was declared? 

Were you evacuated?” I said, “No, I didn’t get

evacuated.” Churchill nodded. “And where

were you living?” 

“London,” I replied. Churchill smiled, “So, 

you are a boy from the Blitz!”

‘Churchill picked up my portrait and I said, 

“I tried to capture the coni dent smile that 

reassured me as a little boy that we would 

win the war.” Still smiling, Churchill said, “I like 

this painting very much.”  

‘And I heard myself saying, “It would be nice 

to have that in writing!”  

‘“I will do more,” replied Churchill. “I will sign it.”’

The signed portrait of Churchill is on display 

at the National Football Museum, Manchester. 

For more information and the opening hours of 

the museum, visit the website www.national

footballmuseum.com

M
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FRONTLINE
NEWS IN BRIEF
Museum funding boost
The Green Howards Museum in Richmond has 

received £65,304 in funding from Arts Council 

England to ensure its future sustainability.

Green Howards Museum Director Lynda Powell 

said, ‘We have more than 2,000 uniforms. It is 

impossible to display them all, but they form an 

incredibly important part of our archive. This grant 

will allow us to create an improved uniform 

storage and display system, as well as paying 

for specialist training for staf , and the creation 

of a new Collections Assistant post within the 

museum team.’ The grant will also allow the 

museum to create an online catalogue.

Secret wartime 
bunker protected
A top-secret Second World War bunker in 

Norwich has been given protected status by 

the Government, following a consultation with 

Historic England. The underground wireless 

station on private land in a Thorpe St Andrew 

estate lay hidden for almost 70 years. It was 

discovered in 2012, at er its location was 

revealed by a retired groundskeeper.

Pinebanks Station’s aerial was concealed 

in a tree, and the underground dugout also 

had an escape tunnel. The bunker survived 

the war relatively intact, but was damaged by 

i re in 2014. It was accessed via an entrance 

concealed behind a bookcase. The site is not 

open to the public. 

Glasgow trenches
Two mock trenches were unveiled in 

Glasgow’s Pollok Park on Sunday 28 September. 

The Allied and German trenches were constructed 

as part of a project called ‘Digging In’, which aims 

to raise awareness about the i eld fortii cations 

built during the Great War.  

Visitors can explore the trenches up close, 

looking through periscopes on to ‘No-Man’s 

Land’. The facility will be used by schools, 

with visitors introduced to the realities of 

trench warfare by veterans.

The project is being led by a partnership 

comprising Northlight Heritage, Glasgow 

City Council, the University of Glasgow, and 

Stewart’s Melville College.

Frontier fort discovered 
Archaeologists from Southern Oregon University 

have discovered an earthen fort in which some 

100 19th-century settlers sheltered, having 

being besieged by Native American tribesmen 

during the Rogue River Indian Wars (1855-1856). 

The siege lasted a month, until the army arrived 

to drive the natives away. 

The archaeologists recovered musket balls,

nails, musket parts, and trade beads. Animal

bones were also found, revealing the desperation

of the besieged settlers, who extracted every

last bit of nutrition from what food they had.

GOT A STORY?
Let us know! editorial@military-history.org

Military History Monthly, Thames Works, 
Church Street, London, W4 2PD

020 8819 5580
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Richard Strauss (who is no relation

of the waltz composer Johann

Strauss) is best known these days

as the composer of Also sprach

Zarathustra (1896), the opening of

which was used as the theme music

for the ilm 2001: A Space Odyssey.

The son of the principal horn

player for the Munich Court Opera,

Strauss was surrounded by music

from his earliest years. His becoming

a composer seems almost a fore-

gone conclusion. Indeed, he showed

great talent and began composing

in his teenage years.

PROMOTING GERMAN

CULTURE

He became an important igure in

German music over the next several

decades, but it is his activities during

the Second World War that are of

interest to military historians.

In November 1933, Joseph Goebbels

appointed Strauss president of the

Reichsmusikkammer, the Nazi State

Music Bureau. He did this without

consulting Strauss or seeking his

permission. Goebbels believed that

I made music under the

Kaiser and under Ebert. I’ll

survive under this one as well.
Richard Strauss

Tim Rayborn considers music and the experience of war

MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLY10 November 2016

“

RICHARD STRAUSS

OPPOSITION TO

THE NAZIS

Strauss did not support Nazi anti-

Semitism, and he showed little in

the way of patriotic fervour. Writing

in his notebook in 1933, he said,

‘I consider the Streicher-Goebbels

Jew-baiting as a disgrace to German

honour, as evidence of incompetence

– the basest weapon of untalented,

BIOGRAPHY

Born: 11 June 1864, Munich, Germany

Known for: composing Also sprach Zarathustra (1896)

Died: 8 September 1949, Garmisch-Partenkirchen, Germany

lazy mediocrity against a higher in-

telligence and greater talent.’ He also 

refused to call Hitler ‘der Führer’.

It seems he attempted to do 

enough to satisfy the Nazi authori-

ties and their demands for ‘pure’ 

German art, while keeping himself, 

his family, and his friends alive. But, 

ultimately, he angered both the 

Nazis and their opponents in the 

Strauss could be useful for the time 

being, but also disliked and distrusted 

him, believing that he would eventu-

ally need to replace him. 

In return, Strauss disliked Goebbels 

just as much. But he kept the post, 

believing that he could do some 

good with his authority and that he 

could help to promote German cul-

ture. He was not eager to be involved 

in politics, but saw this position as 

one of convenience. This hope was 

probably naïve on Strauss’s part, and 

many people have condemned him 

for accepting the appointment and 

for befriending various high-ranking 

Nazis during his time as president. 

But, realistically, he probably had 

no choice. He was being used as a 

pawn, and his refusal of the position 

could have meant imprisonment or 

worse. He was able to use his post 

and the inl uence it brought him to 

protect some Jewish friends, as well 

as his Jewish daughter-in-law Alice, 

and her children.

BELOW Strauss with his wife and 

son, 1910.
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IN CONTEXT: STRAUSS

Nazi censorship of music
The Nazis had strict policies about what music was permitted 

and a long list of blacklisted individuals whose works were 

forbidden, both foreign and domestic. 

Hitler and Goebbels declared that the music of Beethoven, 

Bruckner, and Wagner (Hitler’s favourite composer) repre-

sented the best of German culture, and decreed that it was  

to be promoted and played widely. The music of Mendelssohn  

was banned; he was a Jew.  

Goebbels was the head of the Reich Ministry for Popular 

Enlightenment and Propaganda, which oversaw the news media, 

as well as art and entertainment. Nazi-approved nationalist and 

racist ideologies were integrated into the entire spectrum of 

media and the arts, to ensure ‘purity’ of thought. 

Musicians who did not want to be mouthpieces for the state 

found themselves in difficulty, or, at the very least, out of a  

job. Any musician with suspected Jewish ancestry was removed 

immediately, as Strauss found out as he tried to keep working 

with his librettist Stefan Zweig.  

MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLYwww.military-history.org 11

To Strauss the 
composer I take off 
my hat; to Strauss 
the man I put it 
back on again.” 

(conductor 
Arturo Toscanini, 

1933)

Unfortunately 
we still need him, 
but one day we 
shall have our  
own music and 
then we shall  
have no further 
need of this 
decadent neurotic.” 

(Goebbels, 
private diary)

Do you believe 
I am ever, in any 
of my actions, 
guided by the 
thought that I am 

‘German’? Do you 
suppose Mozart 
was consciously 

‘Aryan’ when he 
composed? I 
recognise only two 
types of people: 
those who have 
talent and those 
who have none.” 

(Strauss,  
in a letter to his 

family, 1935)

BELOW Strauss, pictured c.1910.

process – the irst at risk to his life, 

the second at risk to his reputation. 

He was in a no-win situation.

Strauss was forced to resign from 

his position just two years ater 

accepting it, in 1935. He had refused 

to remove the name of the Jewish 

librettist Stefan Zweig from the 

programme for his opera Die sch-

weigsame Frau (The Silent Woman). 

He had also written a private letter 

to Zweig in which he was critical of 

the Nazis; the Gestapo intercepted 

this and sent it to Hitler, leading to 

Strauss’s dismissal. 

The opera was banned ater only 

four performances. But, despite these 

setbacks, Strauss continued to be 

well regarded. In 1938, he produced 

camp where she was held to  

argue for her release, but he was 

refused entry. 

In 1944, Alice and Strauss’s  

son were arrested by the Gestapo  

in Vienna. Strauss was able to  

obtain their release from prison,  

but they remained under house  

arrest until the end of the war. 

On 30 April 1945 (the same day as 

Hitler’s suicide), a squad of American 

soldiers drove to Strauss’s home in 

Garmisch-Partenkirchen, Bavaria, 

with the intention of using it as 

his one-act opera Friedenstag (Peace 

Day). Hitler attended the premiere, 

but its anti-war themes and veiled 

criticism of warmongering led to it 

being set aside during the Second 

World War. 

PERSECUTION 

Throughout the conlict, Strauss 

managed to avoid persecution, but 

some of his friends did sufer. He 

tried to secure freedom for Alice’s 

mother, for example. He even drove  

to Theresienstadt concentration 

their headquarters. Strauss greeted 

them, identifying himself by name. 

Fortunately, Lieutenant Milton Weiss 

was a musician and knew who 

Strauss was. He declared Strauss’s 

home to be of-limits to any military 

interference.   

Ater the war, a tribunal investi-

gated Strauss, but he was ultimately 

cleared of any wrongdoing or wilful 

collaboration with the Nazi regime. 

He was free to resume his life as a 

composer and a musician, though he 

lived for only a few more years.  
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BALAKLAVA, 1855  
BY ROGER FENTON
This bustling black-and-white photograph ofers an 

atmospheric view of a natural harbour crowded 

with ships, campaign tents, livestock and sup-

plies. Titled Cossack Bay, Balaklava, and taken 

during the summer months of 1855 – just a 

couple of decades ater the birth of photography 

– it is part of a fascinating portfolio of pictures 

of the Crimean War taken by the great Victorian 

pioneer Roger Fenton. 

The 300-plus images in the set are celebrated 

today as the irst systematic attempt by a 

photographer to chronicle a war campaign. Or 

rather, to chronicle the actors and scenery of 

a war campaign – for although Fenton and his 

assistant experienced hardships and technical 

diiculties as they travelled around (using a 

mobile darkroom converted from a former wine 

merchant’s van), the images themselves reveal 

little sign of the grisly experience of combat. 

Fenton’s Crimean portfolio includes portraits 

of soldiers of all ranks, landscape views, diverse 

scenes of camp life, and all manner of weaponry 

and ordnance – but no actual ighting. 

In the set’s most famous photograph,  

The Valley of the Shadow of Death, we see a 

scrubby landscape through which runs a deserted 

path littered with countless cannonballs – the 

stark reality of a busy battleield but without the 

human element. This ghostly absence only adds 

to the image’s haunting power.

To what extent this lack of action came about 

by design or by censorship is hard to discern. 

Fenton came to Crimea with a commercial 

commission from publisher Thomas Agnew, and 

with the assistance of the British Government. It 

is clear that the constraints of the medium – and 

lengthy exposure times – meant that movement 

or action was hard to convey. 

It seems likely, however, that the dictates of

government and employer also played a part

in ensuring such an orderly and almost distant

view of the conlict.

Viewed today, Fenton’s photographs ofer an

extraordinarily detailed glimpse into the every-

day life of an army encamped in a foreign land.

It was not until a few years later, however, that

the photographers of the American Civil War

went one step further and gave the public its

irst exposure to combat’s bloody reality. . Im
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This year marks the centenary of the irst

edition of trench newspaper The Wipers Times. 

It was the i rst of what would be 23 satirical, 

bitingly tongue-in-cheek editions published 

between February 1916 and December 1918 

by Captain Frederick J Roberts and Lieutenant 

Jack Pearson. Its inl uence would be uplit ing, 

far-reaching, and long-lasting. 

When Captain Roberts and a party of men 

from the 12th Battalion, Sherwood Foresters, 

were collecting rubble to shore up the trenches 

from the bombed-out shell of Ypres, they 

happened on an old, salvageable printer.

They decided to create a trench newspaper, 

its name taken from the British slang for 

the destroyed city in which they had found 

the printer. It was used to make fun of the 

conduct of the war through poems, mock 

advertisements, and wry articles.

The content rel ected the dry humour of the 

downcast Tommy and, in many ways,

serves as a better insight into the daily 

lives and 

spirit of the soldiers than several of 

the published memoirs of the time. 

As the unit moved, the paper went 

through a series of name changes. 

It became The New Church Times, 

Kemmel Times, Somme Times, the BEF 

Times, and, i nally, when the last two 

editions were published in November 

and December 1918, The Better Times. 

Only 100 or so copies were printed of each 

issue, but it was so widely enjoyed that it 

warranted the publication of bound collected 

editions at er the war. 

To mark the anniversary of the inaugural 

edition, Visit Flanders released a series of short 

i lms featuring Ian Hislop and Nick Roberts, 

grandson of Captain Fred Roberts, telling the 

story of The Wipers Times. These can be seen 

in full on the Visit Flanders website. 

Here, we feature nine images related to the 

history of the publication, including some from 

Nick Roberts’ own collection.

14 November 2016

ABOVE Ian Hislop, who co-wrote BBC drama 

The Wipers Times, stands with Nick Roberts, 

signing a copy of The Wipers Times: the complete 

series of the famous wartime trench newspaper.

1. A selection of the issues of The Wipers Times owned by 

Nick Roberts. The publication’s name often changed depending 

on the division’s location. The New Church Times for example, 

was so named when the Sherwood Foresters were positioned 

at Neuve Eglise. It is also interesting to note the design across 

the top of each issue, depicting blessed thistle. This was a nod to 

the thorny, irreverent style of the publication’s content.

2. Editor Captain Fred Roberts (left) and sub-editor Lieutenant 

Jack Pearson (right) of The Wipers Times, standing in front of 

De Kazematten in Ypres 1918. Some of the first copies were 

printed within the caves of the old fortress, and it was here that 

the Sherwood Foresters discovered the printing press. Today, the 

underground space houses the Brasserie Kazematten, a brewery 

that, among other things, creates three Wipers Times beers.
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3. The front cover of the March 1916 issue

of The Wipers Times. The publication was

so-titled because of the British soldiers’

mispronunciation of Ypres.

4. A bound compendium of issues of

The Wipers Times owned by Fred Roberts’

grandson, Nick. A number of these collectors’

anthologies were created after the war and

many still exist today.

5. A German food 

convoy heading 

towards the Ypres 

front on the Menin 

Road. The image 

portrays the 

destructive force 

of the artillery fire 

endured by the 

men who printed 

The Wipers Times. 

In the films, Ian 

Hislop comments 

that these men 

‘refused to give 

up their senses 

of humour’ even 

in the midst 

of such bleak 

surroundings.
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GO FURTHER

6. Founder and editor of The Wipers Times, 

Frederick J Roberts. He survived the war. After 

unsuccessfully attempting to join the staff of 

the Daily Mail, he moved to the United States 

and then to Canada, where he died in 1964. 

His ashes were brought back to England and 

scattered in Brookwood Cemetery.

7. Ypres Cloth Hall in spring 1918 [TOP], in 

ruins after relentless bombardment, and 

today [BOTTOM]. One of the largest 

commercial buildings of the Middle Ages, 

the structure is now used as an exhibition 

space, tourist information facility, and First 

World War research centre. It also houses 

the In Flanders Fields Museum.

8. The Sherwood Foresters, photographed at 

Divisional HQ before they left for France in 1914.





Nigel Hamilton investigates the tortured wartime relationship between Winston Churchill,

the Tory prime minister of an empire in decline, and Franklin D Roosevelt, the New Deal president

of a rising global superpower.

Roosevelt 
versus
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HEADING

O
n 9 January 1943, the 

Ferdinand Magellan, President 

Roosevelt’s armoured 

train, bore him north from 

Washington to Hyde Park, his 

estate near New York City. Or seemed to.

In fact, it was the beginning of a quite 

different journey: by air across the Atlantic, 

in the midst of war, to inspect US command-

ers and troops abroad. And to decide on 

American – and Allied – strategy for the 

coming year.

Would the Western Allies capitalise on 

their growing mastery of the battlefields 

of North Africa to launch a D-Day invasion 

of northern France? Only Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt and Winston Churchill, as 

their nations’ ultimate military leaders, 

could decide. And at Casablanca they did. 

Or seemed to.

THE 1943 CONTROVERSY

The course of the war in 1943 was fraught 

with misunderstanding. Not only at the 

time – between the two great allies – but in 

subsequent historiographical debate.

Winston Churchill, in his epic six-volume 

memoirs The Second World War, appeared to 

clarify the course of the conflict, thanks to his 

army of researchers, the tens of thousands 

of documents he took with him from 

10 Downing Street when he lost the prime 

ministership of Great Britain in 1945, and, 

of course, his magisterial prose.

But, in truth, Churchill only muddied 

an already muddy account, since the Prime 

Minster had already boasted to Eisenhower 

in 1943 that he would, in telling his war story 

once hostilities were over, ‘bury my mistakes’.

In writing the second volume of my ‘FDR at 

War’ trilogy, Commander in Chief, I attempted 

to revise and clarify our understanding of the 

military direction of World War II at the very 

highest level – by, for the first time, trying to 

see it from President Roosevelt’s point of view. It is 

Churchill



The disagreement
between Roosevelt
and Churchill
put at risk the
very prosecution
of the war.

LEFT US President Franklin Delano Roosevelt and

British Prime Minister Winston Spencer Churchill

arrive at the ‘Trident’ Conference in Washington

in May 1943.

A Tiger tank lies in wait in a ruined Italian farmhouse 

[LEFT] and a New Zealand signaller summons help in 

a street battle in an Italian town [ABOVE]. Churchill’s 

notion that Italy would prove a ‘soft underbelly’ was 

nonsense. The Italian Campaign was a gruelling, 

bloody, attritional war up the mountainous length 

of the peninsula against highly motivated, heavily 

entrenched, and well-led German soldiers. 

nothing short of amazing that FDR’s 

perspective has never, in the seven decades 

since the war ended, been the subject of 

serious, detailed study.

The subtitle of Commander in Chief is 

FDR’s battle with Churchill, 1943 – and it 

is for good reason. There were myriad 

military decisions President Roosevelt 

had to make that year as US Commander 

in Chief – including whether to risk 

compromising Allied secret intelligence 

by ordering an air sortie to shoot down 

and kill Admiral Yamamoto in the Pacific. 

But it was the fundamental disagreement 

between President Roosevelt and Prime 

Minister Churchill that was to put at risk 

not only the Atlantic alliance, but the very 

prosecution of the war against the Axis 

Powers in Europe.

TWO GRAND STRATEGIES

The consequences of such a dire difference 

of strategy at the very apex of Allied decision-

making could have been grave in the extreme. 

Two million Jews had already been extermi-

nated by the SS by the end of 1942 – and 

millions more were being culled from across 

Europe by the Nazis.

Much ink has therefore been spilled on 

either side of the Atlantic as to the merits of 

Churchill’s preferred Mediterranean-Aegean-

Balkan strategy, versus America’s insistence on 

mounting D-Day (Overlord) in the spring 

of 1944. In particular, American writers 

have accused Churchill of bamboozling 

President Roosevelt into supporting the 

British Mediterranean ‘soft underbelly’ 

strategy, over the strong objections of the 

Joint US Chiefs of Staff.

British pundits, meanwhile, have argued 

that Prime Minister Churchill was rightly 

concerned by the casualties which a premature 

D-Day would entail; that he was concerned 

about the political consequences of the 

Soviets overrunning of Central Europe; and 

that he was trying to delay the cross-Channel 

undertaking only until it was guaranteed suc-

cess. Which of these is true, we wonder seven 

decades later? Is there, in fact, a clear answer?

There is one, I believe: an answer that has 

largely eluded historians of World War II 

because, until now, we have been unable 

or unwilling to study Roosevelt’s role as 

Commander in Chief of the Armed Forces 

of the United States.

CHURCHILL WRITES HIS VERSION

The President died on 12 April 1945, only 

weeks before the war ended in Europe. He 

had begun to amass his papers in order to 

write his own account, but it was not to be. 

Post-war security concerns thereafter kept 

many of the President’s papers secret, while 

American generals and their biographers 

recounted the parts they had played in winning 

the war. Roosevelt’s own role in directing the 

war as Commander in Chief thus went by 

default or was, inevitably, minimised.

It was a different story in Britain. Churchill, 

once out of prime ministerial office, was quick 

to assert his right not only to keep the govern-

ment documents he had, effectively, stolen, 

but, as a former prime minister skilled with 

the pen, to use them.
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ROOSEVELT VERSUS CHURCHILL
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TOP FDR and Churchill meeting at Casablanca, 

Morocco, in January 1943.

ABOVE FDR and Churchill meeting at Quebec, 

Canada, August 1943.
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His six volumes thus not only helped 

him win the Nobel Prize for Literature, but 

came to be seen and quoted by historians 

as gospel. Who, after all, could better know 

what had been in his mind than Churchill 

himself? Not even the much-censored 

diaries of Alan Brooke (Field Marshal Lord 

Alanbrooke), the Chief of the Imperial 

General Staff under Churchill, nor the 

much-edited diaries of Charles Wilson 

(Lord Moran), his doctor, could later 

dent the impact of the gospel – in which 

President Roosevelt was cast for the most 

part as an avuncular figure who looked to 

Churchill to manage the war’s strategy.

This popular misconception of FDR’s true 

role and his relationship with Churchill needs 

to be modified. Hopefully, by clarifying our 

understanding of the course of World War II 

in 1943, it is possible to show that President 

Roosevelt drove the strategy that won the 

war – against objections from Churchill that 

were rooted in his flawed analysis of Hitler 

and the Wehrmacht.

SOFT UNDERBELLY?

It was Churchill himself who had used the term 

‘soft underbelly’ to describe the southern regions 

of Nazi-occupied Europe, when meeting Stalin 

in Moscow in the summer of 1942. He explained 

to him President Roosevelt’s intention to land 

US troops in North Africa (‘Torch’), rather than 

across the English Channel as Stalin had hoped 

(‘the Second Front’).

‘Torch’ turned out to be a brilliant strategic 

success, which eventually crushed the Axis 

forces in North Africa between Allied forces 

advancing from west and east into Tunisia. 

However, the Prime Minister held on to 

his ‘soft underbelly’ view, even as the Western 

Allies found themselves confronting German 

troops in the Mediterranean who were not 

only highly professional soldiers, but were 

also ruthlessly determined to fight (like the 

Japanese) for the territories they had con-

quered – and willing to turn on their recent 

allies, the Italians, like maddened tigers. 

‘Soft’ would prove, in truth, a terrible and 

costly misnomer.

Tragically, at no point in 1943 did 

Churchill recognise his increasingly obvious 

mistake. Instead, the Prime Minister poured 

his genius into opposing the President. Thus, 

instead of abiding by the agreement he had 

made with Roosevelt at Casablanca – namely 

that US commanders and troops would 

spend 1943 learning how to defeat the 

Wehrmacht on a ‘safe’ southern battlefield 

at the extremity of German lines of commu-

nication, and then with British forces mount 

a great amphibious invasion of France in 

early 1944 – Churchill began a series of 

deceits and manoeuvres that would have 

been worthy of a Shakespearean villain.

MISSION TO THE US

In May 1943, Churchill travelled to North 

America by transatlantic liner, The Queen 

Mary, with literally hundreds of military 

advisers and staffers.

His mission? To try to persuade the 

President of the United States to abandon the 

D-Day project. When that did not work – the 

President having to read him the Riot Act – 

he resorted to sabotage, even meeting senior 

US senators and congressmen to persuade 

them not to back their own national leader, 

arguing that D-Day would be a disaster, while 

the ‘soft underbelly’ of the Mediterranean 

would be a walkover.

Churchill had some reason to fear the 

response of German forces to a premature 

cross-Channel attack, since his mini-D-Day 

operation by Canadian forces at Dieppe, in 
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BELOW The awkward trio: Stalin, Roosevelt, and  

Churchill, meeting at Tehran, Persia, in late 1943. 

Stalin’s army was doing most of the fighting 

and advancing west. Roosevelt wanted to open 

a ‘Second Front’ and contest control of post-

war Europe. Churchill, meanwhile, was waging 

a rearguard defence of the British Empire in 

the Mediterranean and advocating an advance 

through Occupied Europe’s ‘soft underbelly’. 
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northern France, in 1942 had proved a tragic 

fiasco. To the senators and congressmen on  

Capitol Hill in Washington, he therefore kept 

picturing the cross-Channel scheme as a poten-

tial Dieppe but on a larger scale.

Yet Churchill was unable to offer an  

alternative other than more bombing of 

German cities, and further fragmentary 

operations in Italy and Aegean that offered no 

realistic chance of the Western Allies reaching 

Berlin, or forcing the Germans to surrender 

unconditionally, which the President had, at 

Casablanca, laid down as the fundamental 

objective of the United Nations.

Churchill’s obstinacy was, of course, the  

very quality that had enabled him to rally the 

reeling British after Dunkirk in the summer  

of 1940. By the middle of the war, however, 

that quality was becoming a millstone.

The problem for Roosevelt was that,  

without British assistance in mounting  

the cross-Channel invasion in the spring of 

1944, United States forces would be unable  

to make D-Day the decisive battle of the 

war. And since Churchill was the quasi 

commander-in-chief of British Empire and 

Commonwealth forces, the President had to 

tread very carefully, employing the utmost 

patience in handling his ally.

It is the President’s restraint and fortitude 

in dealing with Churchill’s ‘rebellions’ in 

1943 that must most impress us today. On 

one hand, we see a hugely popular English 

leader: irrepressible, energetic, and impul-

sive. Yet he was a leader wholly unable to 

control his misguided military impulses, 

and unwilling to listen to wise council – 

indeed to anyone who disagreed with  

his opposition to D-Day. Churchill was, 

moreover, a leader devoid not only of  

strategic vision, but also of political vision  

for the post-war world. 

ROOSEVELT’S STATURE

On the other hand, we see an immensely 

experienced president – in a wheelchair –  

who was prepared to listen to wise council 

before making a decision with calm determi-

nation; a man who believed in civility and  

who knew that real courage required quiet 

dedication to a higher purpose. 

Roosevelt, as an experienced politician, 

knew he must set goals that his fellow 

Americans would be prepared to fight for 

because they were morally sound. He was, 

above all, a president who was patient –  

never losing his temper, or indulging in  

the humiliation of others.

Churchill travelled 
to North America 
with literally 
hundreds of 
military advisers 
and staffers.
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When his military advisers lost their tempers 

and counselled him to switch American 

strategic priority to the Pacific if Churchill 

continued to oppose the cross-Channel project, 

the President disregarded their advice. He 

knew that he needed to defeat Germany first, 

before Japan, since the one would follow the 

other. The defeat of Japan, however, would 

have had little impact on Germany.

To achieve that step-by-step strategy, 

Roosevelt needed Churchill, both as a great 

political symbol of the resolve of the United 

Nations, and as quasi commander-in-chief of 

British Commonwealth fighting forces.

Thus the President handled Churchill’s 

mercurial, obstinate personality and some-

times deceitful antics in 1943 with perhaps  

the most extraordinary patience and dexterity 

ever shown between allies in war.

MISSION TO CANADA

Not once but twice in 1943 Winston Churchill 

crossed the Atlantic with his huge retinue 

of British military advisers and staffers to try 

to get the President to abandon the D-Day 

in 1944 idea. His attempt to turn senior 

US senators and congressmen against the 

project had failed in May, but he was back 

in North America in August, now hoping 

to persuade the Canadian prime minister – 

whose Canadian forces would be vital for the 

enterprise – to reject the proposal, and then 

to work further on the President’s resolve.

Roosevelt was wilier than Churchill – and 

steelier. Before the Quebec meeting of the 

Combined Chiefs of Staff could take place,  

he summoned Churchill to his home in Hyde 

Park, New York, for a ‘talking to’. There he 

told Churchill that, if he continued trying 

to sabotage a spring 1944 D-Day, he – the 

President – would be forced to exclude Britain 

from co-development of the atomic bomb.

So firm was the President that he told 

the Prime Minster that the D-Day project 

(‘Overlord’) would not now be commanded  

by a British officer. It would, instead, be  

commanded by an American – who would 

ensure the operation was mounted in the 

spring of 1944.

Churchill was stunned – and had to return  

to Quebec to tell General Brooke, who had 

been promised three times that he would be 

the Supreme Commander if the D-Day inva-

sion ever took place.

With the President’s decision, the matter 

seemed resolved bar the fighting.

THIRD VOLTE-FACE

It is sobering, therefore, to have to record  

that, even after he had twice formally and in 

writing agreed to a 1944 US-British ‘Overlord’ 

invasion of northern France, Churchill once 

again reneged on this commitment in the 

autumn of 1943.

Once again Churchill became obsessed by 

the opportunistic rewards that might accrue if 

ROOSEVELT VERSUS CHURCHILL

ABOVE As FDR predicted and Hitler feared, D-Day 

was to prove decisive. By February 1945, at Yalta,  

a dying Roosevelt tried to get Churchill and Stalin  

to sign up to a post-war United Nations security  

organisation and to defeating Japan.

In his diary at 
the time, General 
Brooke described 
Churchill’s 
fantasies as 
‘madness’.



only the Allies delayed ‘Overlord’ and focused 

all their efforts on widely dispersed landings 

across the Mediterranean and Aegean.

Throughout September and October 1943, 

Churchill worked with all his passion and 

energy to convert the modest Allied invasions 

of southern Italy – launched at Reggio and 

Salerno – into an ambitious campaign not 

only to seize all of Italy up to the mountains 

of Tuscany, but to seize simultaneously (with-

out telling Roosevelt) the Aegean islands of 

Rhodes, Cos, and Leros.

Churchill had completely underestimated 

Hitler and the Wehrmacht – not only German 

commanders, but German troops. And he 

had made a tragic miscalculation about the 

willingness of Italian troops to turn and fight 

their former allies.

The Wehrmacht reaction in Italy and 

the Aegean was, contrary to Churchill’s 

assumptions, devastatingly effective and 

brutal – their forces not only committing mass 

murder of any Italians who dared welcome 

the Allies after the Italian government’s 

surrender, but forming deep defensive lines 

across the mountainous terrain of southern 

Italy that made a march on Rome anytime 

soon hopelessly optimistic.

Moreover, the Germans trounced British 

forces in the Aegean – handing Goebbels a 

wholly unexpected propaganda victory, as well 

as securing the islands for the Third Reich.

Instead of it being a ‘soft underbelly’, the 

Germans turned the southern Mediterranean 

into another demonstration of the prowess 

that had enabled them to conquer the whole 

of Europe in 1940 and 1941.

CHURCHILL’S FOLLY

Churchill’s third rebellion did not, in the 

end, derail either the Atlantic alliance (as 

General Brooke feared) or preparations for 

the spring 1944 D-Day assault. That this was 

so was due to President Roosevelt’s implacable 

insistence on its priority, and American 

leadership. ‘Overlord’ was thereby saved from 

Churchill’s opportunistic fantasies – fantasies 

that General Brooke, in his diary at the time, 

described as ‘madness’.

No matter how desperately hard the ‘under-

belly’ of Europe was to prove that winter, the 

D-Day invasion would nevertheless to go ahead, 

thanks to Roosevelt’s firmness.

‘Overlord’ – not Italy, or the Aegean, or the 

Balkans – would be, as even Hitler declared, 

the ‘deciding battle’ of World War II. And it is 

to President Roosevelt’s patient military direc-

tion of the war, in 1943, as US Commander in 

Chief, that we truly owe the greatest victory of 

the Western Allies in World War II. 

Nigel Hamilton is author of the 

award-winning Monty trilogy, 

and, most recently, the second 

part of a trilogy on Franklin 

Delano Roosevelt, Commander 

in Chief: FDR’s battle with 

Churchill, 1943, published by 

Biteback Publishing.

BELOW Approaching Omaha on D-Day, 1944. 

‘Overlord’ was Roosevelt’s decision and a tribute 

to his strategic vision. Churchill wanted to stop 

it ever happening. The post-war world would 

have been radically different had he succeeded.



WILLIAM T SHERMAN

IRON MAN OF THE UNION

Graham Goodlad reviews 

the career of the commander 

whose controversial march 

to the sea helped bring 

victory to the North in 

the American Civil War.
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ABOVE Ulysses Simpson Grant (1822-1885) –

known as ‘Unconditional Surrender’ Grant to the

Northern public. Grant’s support for his friend and

colleague was crucial to Sherman’s advancement.

Other men thought Sherman was mad.

B
etween the autumn of 1864 
and the following spring, 
Union troops cut a swathe of 
devastation across large tracts 
of the Southern Confederacy. 

They burned the city of Atlanta, before 
traversing the state of Georgia to the sea, 
and then swept north through the Carolinas 
in a total journey of some 700 miles.

In their path, the Northerners destroyed 
railways, public buildings, factories, and other 
strategically important sites, and raided farms 
and seized large quantities of food and sup-
plies. They caused an estimated $100 million 
of damage, and earned the enduring hatred 
of the Confederate population.

Their declared objective was to bring to 
an end the rebellion which had plunged the 
American people into civil war three years 
earlier, by destroying the South’s capacity and 
will to continue resistance. The architect of 
this decisive campaign was one of the most 
controversial military leaders of the century: 
William Tecumseh Sherman.

THE SCHOOLING OF A WARRIOR

By the final year of the war, Sherman had 
become the North’s second most important 
military figure after his friend and colleague, 
Ulysses S Grant, who served as overall 
commander of Union forces from March 
1864. His career had not, however, advanced 
smoothly, and there had been challenges as 
well as opportunities along the way.

Unusually for a white American, Sherman 
was named ‘Tecumseh’ after a notable Native 
American leader. His father’s premature 
death, when Sherman was nine, meant that 
he was brought up in the household of a family 
friend, the politician Thomas Ewing.

Graduating from West Point military acad-
emy in 1840, he was frustrated to miss out on 
the one major opportunity for action offered 
to soldiers of his generation: the Mexican-
American War of 1846-1848. While contempo-
raries such as Grant and Robert E Lee gained 
valuable combat experience, Sherman was 
relegated to the sideshow of California.

In his private life, too, Sherman’s fortunes 
were mixed. In 1850 he married Thomas 
Ewing’s daughter, Eleanor, who was in effect 
his foster sister. Although they would have 
a total of eight children together, theirs 
was an often tense marriage. In the early 
years Eleanor pressured Sherman to aban-
don military life, and he spent much 
of the 1850s working with mixed success 
as a banker and then a lawyer, before 
returning to the Army as director of a 
military academy in Louisiana.

FIREPOWER

The outbreak of the Civil War caused Sherman 
to give up his post and travel north to serve the 

Union cause. It took time, however, for his real 
qualities to show through.

Sherman lacked the ability of Grant and Lee 
to think himself into the mind of his opponent. 
At the Battle of Shiloh in April 1862, he was 
largely responsible for the Union forces’ initial 
lack of readiness, although he redeemed himself 
through his coolness and tenacity.

He performed little better than the majority 
of Civil War commanders in dealing with 
the problems faced by attacking forces 
when faced with entrenched opponents. 
Mid-19th-century technological developments 
equipped defenders with rifled muskets, firing 
Minié bullets accurate up to a distance of 250 
yards, to deadly effect against an oncoming 
foe over open ground.

At Chickasaw Bayou in December 1862, 
for example, as part of the Union’s attempt 
to gain control of the Mississippi River 
strongpoint of Vicksburg, Sherman unwisely 
ordered his forces into a Confederate trap. 

His subordinate, Brigadier-General George 
W Morgan, recalled the attack across unfavour-
able swampy terrain:

The assaulting forces were jammed together 

and, with a yell of desperate determination, 

they rushed to the assault and were mowed 

down by a storm of shells, grape and canister, 

and Minié balls, which swept our front like 

a hurricane of fire.

PROMOTION

Nonetheless, Grant promoted Sherman 
steadily for his loyalty, single-mindedness, and 
intelligence, perhaps recognising in him a fel-
low outsider, mistrusted by more conventional 
minds. Where Grant was often dismissed as 
a drunkard, Sherman was no less unfairly 
described by hostile critics as insane.

He was a mass of paradoxes. Steady 
under fire, and purposeful in his planning 
of an operation, Sherman – again like 
Grant – was often disorderly in his personal 
appearance. He was a highly strung chain-
smoker who had to stand down temporarily 
from his post in the first winter of the war 
after suffering what appears to have been 
a nervous breakdown.
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He believed firmly in the Union, but was

scornful of democratic politicians and the

press, which in his opinion revealed too much

intelligence to the enemy.

Sherman was no friend to Southern slavery,

and his army proved an important agent of

freedom on the march to the sea, as liberated

African Americans flocked to his banners.

He did not, however, welcome the refugees,

seeing them as an encumbrance and a distrac

tion from the task of winning the war.

He was not unusual for his time in making

racist assumptions that led him to view

African Americans as inherently inferior to

white troops, and he was unwilling to employ

them except as labourers and teamsters.

THE FALL OF ATLANTA

What, then, were the skills that made Sherman

such an outstanding commander? His down-

to-earth, unpretentious style – displayed, for

example, in his readiness to demonstrate in

person how to construct field fortifications –

earned ‘Uncle Billy’ the respect and affection

of his troops.

As a strategist he matured during the first

three years of the war, learning from his mistakes.

He was aided enormously by the willingness of

Grant to trust his most able subordinate, and

by the loose control over military planning

exercised by the Federal government.

Sherman came into his own in the spring

and summer of 1864, in the campaign which

resulted in the taking of Atlanta, and in the

daring marches that he then carried out

across the heartlands of the South.

Although not at that time the state capital

of Georgia, Atlanta was a major rail hub and

supply depot, containing foundries, arsenals,

and workshops. Quite apart from this material

significance, its loss would be a major blow

to enemy morale. TOP Two contemporary views of the fall of Atlanta, one showing the burning of the city, the other Sherman’s

men setting out on their famous ‘march to the sea’.

ABOVE Map showing the line of Sherman’s march, first east through Georgia to the sea, then north through

the Carolinas – creating a streak of devastation through the heartland of the slave-owners’ rebellion.

Advancing towards the city, Sherman’s

forces overcame the difficulties posed by

mountainous terrain and the resourcefulness

of his cautious Confederate opponent, Joseph

E Johnston. The latter’s supersession by the

more aggressive John Bell Hood, who wasted

his limited manpower in vain frontal assaults,

failed to halt the Union forces. By the begin-

ning of September, Hood had abandoned

Atlanta, leaving it open to occupation.

‘HARD WAR’ TACTICS

Sherman’s treatment of Atlanta was to earn

him the undying enmity of the South. In

a boldly ruthless move, he ordered the

evacuation of the civilian population and

then systematically destroyed the city’s public

buildings and industrial plant. Although he

ordered private houses to be spared, some

residential areas were inevitably affected by

the fires set by the Union forces.

Hood reflected Confederate outrage

in a letter to Sherman, describing his

expulsion of the hapless inhabitants as an

‘unprecedented measure’ that ‘transcends,

in studied and ingenious cruelty, all acts in

the dark history of war’.

This was, of course, to overlook numerous

examples of mistreatment of civilians, not

only in the Civil War, but in many previ-

ous conflicts. Atrocities committed in the

Spanish peninsula during the Napoleonic

Wars, to select but one example from the

same century, could easily stand comparison

with what some have dubbed Sherman’s

‘hard war’ tactics.

Sherman’s 
army proved an 
important agent 
of freedom on the 
march to the sea, 
as liberated African 
Americans flocked 
to his banners.
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Sherman certainly aimed to bring home to 

ordinary Southerners the seriousness of the 

struggle on which they had embarked when 

they seceded from the Union. He had already 

carried out, on a more limited scale, the kind 

of action that he now intended to take in 

Georgia and the Carolinas.

Campaigning in Tennessee two years earlier, 

he had responded to guerrilla raids by burn-

ing nearby settlements or expelling local fami-

lies, telling a protesting civilian that ‘we are 

not going to chase through the canebrakes

and swamps the individuals who did the deeds, 

but will visit punishment upon the adherents 

of that cause which employs such agents.’

Participants were in no doubt about 

the psychological impact of the march to 

the sea. Captain Daniel Oakey of the 20th 

Massachusetts Volunteers recalled that, 

although often described as ‘a grand military 

promenade, all novelty and excitement’, its

moral effect on friend and foe was immense. 

It proved our ability to lay open the heart of

the Confederacy, and left the question of what

we might do next a matter of doubt and terror.

It fulfilled a vital practical objective by

cutting off the flow of resources to Lee’s

Army of Northern Virginia, thus assisting

Grant in his campaign to take the Confederate

capital, Richmond.

FORAGING AND WRECKING

Sherman’s planning of his march reflected 

a secure grasp of logistics. It was not possible 

for an army of some 62,000 men to take with 

it all the sustenance it would need on the 300-

mile journey to the Atlantic seaboard.

In the Atlanta campaign, he had relied on 

supplies delivered via a single-track rail line 

some 400 miles in length. But it was too risky 

for his forces to depend on an ever lengthening 

and highly vulnerable supply chain as they 

continued southward. Confederate raiders,

such as the able cavalry commander, Nathan

Bedford Forrest, could easily have cut the line.

The alternative, however, was a calculated

gamble – one which initially met with a

sceptical response from Grant.

Sherman divided his forces, leaving a

portion under Generals George Thomas

and John Schofield to deal with Hood in

Tennessee. Those marching with Sherman

formed four self-contained columns, with

communication to the north now cut off.

They would live off the land, travelling

as light as possible, with essentials carried

in covered wagons and averaging a steady

15 miles a day.

With characteristic attention to detail,

Sherman studied census data to ensure that

his troops would pass through the richest

agricultural areas. It was important to keep

moving, leaving the Confederates to guess

as to the route he would take, and obliging

them to divide their forces in order to defend

the most likely targets of the march.

BELOW  'Hard war’: a composite image showing 

various aspects of the march through Georgia: 

destruction of infrastructure, burning of mansions, 

looting of goods, and freeing of slaves.

INSET RIGHT Union men ripping up railroad to 

make ‘Sherman’s neckties’.

BOTTOM Union men removing captured ammunition 

in wheelbarrows.

Thus he passed between Macon and 

Augusta, defying his opponents’ expectations 

that he would target one or other of these 

two important centres. As they went, his 

troops destroyed railway lines, making 

repairs virtually impossible by heating 

the rails and bending them around trees, 

producing results known with grim humour 

as ‘Sherman’s neckties’.

SHERMAN’S RULES OF WAR

The commander laid down certain rules 

for his army, although unavoidably they 

were often ignored amid the realities of war. Im
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Foraging along the line of the march would

be the responsibility of organised parties.

Individual soldiers might confiscate animals

and vegetables as they went, and it was

legitimate to seize horses, mules, and

wagons, but the men were ordered not

to enter private dwellings.

To the corps commanders was given the

authority to decide which buildings should be

destroyed. As a rule, private houses were to be

left alone provided that the marchers met no

resistance from the local community. Physical

attacks on civilians were remarkably rare.

Although at one point Sherman stated that

‘we are not only fighting hostile armies but a

hostile people, and must make old and young,

rich and poor, feel the hard hand of war’,

there was also a rough and ready attempt to

introduce an element of social justice.

He encouraged his troops to discriminate

between ‘the rich who are usually hostile,

and the poor and industrious, usually neutral

or friendly’. Thus the plantation of Howell

Cobb, a prominent and wealthy Georgia

politician, was completely destroyed apart

from the slave quarters.

In South Carolina, the level of destruction

was deliberately greater, to mark the fact 

that it had been the first state to secede from 

the Union. Sherman ruthlessly ordered 

Confederate prisoners to scout ahead when  

it was discovered that the road had been

mined, telling them he did not care a damn

if they were blown up.

Mary Chesnut, wife of a South Carolina

plantation owner, wrote in February 1865 that

‘they say no living thing is found in Sherman’s

track – only chimneys, like telegraph poles, to

carry the news of Sherman’s army backward’.

Even here, though, the violence was

not wholly indiscriminate. The burning

of Columbia, one of the most notorious

incidents, was not explicitly ordered by

Sherman, but seems to have been caused by

retreating Confederates and escaped prisoners

as much as by Union troops.

THE FATHER OF

MODERN WARFARE?

Some historians have seen Sherman’s

march as heralding the far more destructive

campaigns of the 20th century. No less a

writer than the late John Keegan, for example,

stated that ‘it had inaugurated a style of

warfare that boded the worst sort of ill for

peoples unable to keep a conqueror at bay,

as Hitler’s campaigns in Eastern Europe 75

years later would testify’.

This is surely to exaggerate the scope of

Sherman’s depredations, and in any case his

objectives were quite different. By waging war

without pity, he sought to end the conflict as

quickly as possible, after which he wanted to

see the South restored to its rightful place

within the Union.

He told the people of Atlanta, in response

to an appeal for mercy for the city, that ‘war

is cruelty, and you cannot refine it’, but that

‘when peace does come, you may call on me

for anything’.

The terms Sherman offered Johnston in 

April 1865, when he took the surrender of 

Confederate forces in Georgia, Florida, and 

the Carolinas, were so generous that he was

overruled by his more hard-line political

masters in Washington.

He famously later declared that ‘war is

all hell’ and that ‘its glory is all moonshine’.

It was a task to be carried out for a strictly

limited purpose.

Sherman’s real contribution to the art of

warfare was the way in which he developed

the concept of manoeuvre against the enemy’s

weak points, avoiding frontal battle as far

as possible. He frequently bypassed strong-

points, instead rendering them useless by

destroying the transport networks on which

they depended.

He and Grant complemented each other

perfectly. In Napoleonic fashion, the latter

concentrated on engaging and destroying

the main enemy army, while Sherman’s

targets were the economic infrastructure

and civilian morale.

In seeking relentlessly to break the will

of his opponents, Sherman showed himself

to be a truly modern general. In addition,

he possessed an ability to relate his own

operations to the wider picture; to consider

different options; and to act decisively once he

had decided on a course of action. These are

characteristics that place Sherman among the

ablest field commanders of his age.

Graham Goodlad teaches History and Politics

at St John’s College, Southsea.

LEFT Sherman and his generals: from left to right, 

Howard, Logan, Hazen, Sherman, Davis, Slocum, 

and Mower. 

BELOW Matthew Brady’s famous portrait of  

Sherman astride his horse.

‘War is cruelty, 
and you cannot 
refine it.’

William T Sherman
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W T Sherman (2000), Memoirs of

General W T Sherman, Penguin Classics.

Noah Andre Trudeau (2008), Southern

Storm: Sherman’s march to the sea,

Harper Collins.
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INTRODUCTION

ast month was the centenary of  

the first use of the tank in war –  

at the Battle of Flers-Courcelette  

(15-22 September 1916), part of  

the Somme Offensive.

Between 1914 and 1945, tanks were the 

supreme ‘shock and awe’ weapons of land  

warfare – much like the cavalry they replaced. 

They became potent symbols of modern  

industrialised warfare: mechanised monsters  

rumbling forwards, spitting fire, flattening 

obstacles, crushing bodies, traumatising the 

men in their path. 

But the tank has never dominated the battle-

field. And now, it seems, the day of the tank  

may be passing. 

Jeremy Black, in ‘The Balance Sheet’, offers 

an appraisal of the successes and failures of 

the first tanks, as used between 1916 and 1918. 

Arnold Harvey, in ‘The Combat Experience’, 

draws on the testimony of the first tank crews  

to highlight the limitations and vulnerabilities 

of armour in trench warfare. 

Tanks face a number of problems. In tank 

design, there is always a tension between  

mobility, armour, and gun-power. Light tanks 

are faster but lack protection and weight of shot. 

Heavy tanks are less vulnerable and more lethal, 

but they tend to be slow, hard to manoeuvre, 

and liable to ditch. 

Artillery at a distance and infantry at close-

quarters can easily take out a tank. The tank  

is especially vulnerable in close terrain – like 

built-up areas – where it can be ambushed  

by anti-tank artillery or by infantry with  

grenades, sticky bombs, bazookas, flame-

throwers, or rocket-launchers.

Other counter-measures include  

minefields, anti-tank obstacles, and, of  

course, air-strikes, especially when tanks  

are trying to operate in zones where the  

enemy has established air supremacy.

The balance moved in favour of the tank 

between 1916 and 1943/1944, but it seems 

to have shifted back since. This is due, on one 

hand, to the development of air-power, anti-tank 

artillery, advanced missile systems, and modern 

intelligence and communications technology; 

and, on the other, to the prevalence of low-tech 

but socially embedded insurgency, as opposed 

to conventional warfare, since 1945.

Consider the vulnerability of German amour 

to Allied air-strikes during the 1944 Normandy 

campaign. Or the hopelessness of trying to  

fight Vietcong guerrillas in the jungles of 

Vietnam with tanks. 

So the centenary of the tank is perhaps  

an occasion for some serious reflection on the 

theory and practice of armoured warfare. Was 

the tank essentially an early 20th-century phe-

nomenon? And a limited one at that? Might it 

even be the case that tanks are nowadays ‘prestige 

weapons’ – symbols of military power, rather 

than a strictly functional military expenditure? 
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he development of the tank

exemplifies problem-based military

innovation. The tank was developed

to confront one problem, that of

tactical and operational impasse in

the First World War, specifically the difficulties

of breaking through trench lines. It then was

advanced as a way to combine firepower and

mobility, both against stationary positions and

against other tanks.

In the First World War, the tank appeared

to be an obvious response to the impasse of

The 
Balance 
Sheet

trench warfare. Tanks could be hit by rifle 

and machine-gun bullets without suffering 

damage, and they could also smash through 

barbed wire and cross trenches. They appeared 

dramatic in their impact.

The tank, however, had its disadvantages. 

Many broke down, even before reaching their 

jumping-off points, and in battle tanks rapidly 

became unfit for service. This is quite under-

standable in view of their technical problems.

It was also unclear how best to integrate 

tanks with other forces during operations, 

and, at least initially, the number of 

tanks was too small for them to have 

a decisive impact. 

In September 1916, when the British 

Army first made use of tanks, there was 

only one with the 169th Infantry Brigade, 

the order for which noted: ‘The tank 

is to be considered purely as an accessory 

to the attack, and the attack must 

on no account be allowed to check 

if the tank should fail to carry out 

its programme.’

Jeremy Black assesses the military significance of the debut of the tank.



‘Really a fearsome sight… the road was on a

slope of the hill, and the tanks just crawled

up the slope up the right bank nose in

ABOVE British tanks photographed near Cambrai

in November 1917.

BELOW A German photograph of a British tank

advancing in the Cambrai area.

WWI TANKS

The Sight 

of Power‘

was fought between several A7Vs and British 

Whippets and Mark IVs in April 1918 at Villers-

Bretonneux. However, Entente armoured 

doctrine was not concerned with tank-on-tank 

fighting, but with infantry support.

British and French tanks played a 

prominent role in operations after orders 

for a general advance on all fronts were 

issued on 26 July. No fewer than 430 British 

tanks broke through the German lines near 

Amiens on 8 August, a battle that Ludendorff 

described as the ‘Black Day’ of the German 

Army. The British captured 12,000 prisoners 

and advanced seven miles that day, and the 

Germans were unable to reverse their loss.

Taking forward cavalry doctrine, tanks 

seemed to overcome one of the major 

problems with offensives against trenches: 

the separation of firepower from advancing 

troops, and the consequent lack of flexibility. 

By carrying guns or machine-guns, tanks made 

it possible for advancing units to overcome 

unsuppressed defensive positions and to resist 

enemy counter-attacks. They offered precise 

tactical fire to exploit the consequences of 

the massed operational bombardments that 

preceded attacks. 

The value of tanks, and their likely future 

consequences, attracted much attention from 

commentators. Commanders had to decide 

how best to employ tanks and to combine 

them with infantry and artillery, an issue made 

even more dynamic by the variety of tank types 

and by advances in tank technology.
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BATTLE OF CAMBRAI

The following year, at Cambrai, the British 

use of tanks was far more effective, with 348 

of them employed en masse on 20 November. 

Nonetheless, the tanks were only one element 

in a combined-arms effort.

The impressive commander of Third Army, 

General Julian Byng, organised an assault by 

infantry, artillery, aircraft, and tanks, and it 

was this that drove the Germans back four 

miles, breaking through their line and taking 

a large haul of prisoners.

A heavy, well-planned artillery bombard-

ment was as vital to this success as the tanks. 

Moreover, the tanks took heavy losses from 

German artillery fire and because British 

infantry support was inadequate. 

In any case, effective German command 

and control ensured a rapid movement 

of troops to seal off the attack and then 

drive the British back.

The success of the tank at Cambrai has 

perhaps been somewhat overplayed. 

CAMPAIGNING IN 1918

In 1918, the tank opened up a clear difference 

between the Entente and the Germans. The 

latter did not have their own design, the A7V, 

until 1918, and, to a degree, used captured and 

repaired British and French tanks. German 

industry was unable to manufacture their large 

A7V tanks in sufficient quantities, and they 

did not influence the outcome of the fighting, 

either during the German Spring Offensives 

or the Entente Hundred Days Offensive.

There were far more tanks on the Allied 

side. The French had invented them 

independently of the British, and by 1918 

had 3,000, including the Schneider-Creusot, 

which carried a 75mm gun, and the faster 

and lighter-gunned Renault.

In November 1918, France planned to 

deploy 600 tanks to support an advance into 

Lorraine. France also provided tanks for 

the American Army, including most of 

those used in the Meuse-Argonne 

offensive in 1918.

The world’s 

first tank battle 
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The armour
enthusiasts
tended to ignore
the question
of anti-tank
technologies.

LEFT Tank Problem 1: tanks 

were heavy and the battlefield 

uneven and muddy, so ditching 

was a permanent risk.

MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLY

LIMITATIONS

Tanks were important, but their value was 

lessened by their limitations, especially 

durability, but also firepower and speed.

The British light-infantry mortar was, in 

practice, more effective and better able to 

provide flexible infantry support than the 

tank, which was consistently under-powered, 

under-gunned, under-armoured, and unreli-

able. Moreover, it was difficult for the crew 

to communicate with each other, let alone 

anyone outside the tank. This made it harder 

to get a tank to engage a target of opportunity. 

The value of tanks was also affected by 

the difficulty of providing sufficient numbers 

of them, which reflected their late arrival in

relation to wartime resource allocation and

production systems.

The development of anti-tank tactics was

also significant. German anti-tank measures

were quite effective. Tanks were vulnerable to

other tanks, as well as to mines, artillery pieces

firing low-velocity shells, and machine-guns

firing armour-piercing bullets. The German

M-98 Mauser anti-tank rifle fired such bullets.

Wherever tanks met real resistance, they

did not do nearly as well as anticipated. The

use of artillery against tanks was especially

important in this respect. The guns were

increasingly dominant on the battlefield.

As the war progressed, there were more of

them, a higher proportion were heavy, their

design was improving, and their tactical use

was becoming far more sophisticated. 

To a large degree, tanks were kept in 

check by artillery.

VARIED EFFECTIVENESS

To operate most effectively, tanks needed 

to support, and to be supported by, advanc-

ing infantry and artillery. This was a lesson 

that has had to be learned repeatedly – for 

example by the British in North Africa in 

1941-1942 – in the face of the enthusiastic 

advocates of armoured warfare.

British successes at Cambrai (1917) and 

Amiens (1918) provided misleading examples 

of the usefulness of tanks, because in each 

case the tanks did not meet organised resis-

tance. In addition, most of the tanks engaged 

in these battles subsequently broke down or 

were otherwise immobilised within a few days.

Indeed, the Amiens offensive ceased on 

11 August, with the Germans benefiting from 

the deployment of reserves and the delays 

created by the war-damaged terrain, at which 

point few British tanks were still operational. 

Thomas Blamey, Chief of Staff to the 

Australian Corps, recorded that, on 9 August, 

tank support was ‘with very reduced numbers 

owing to casualties suffered on the 8th… 

Direct fire [on 9 August] was responsible for 

considerable casualties among the tanks sup-

porting the 1st Australian Division.’

The British dependence on artillery at 

Amiens is also clear. On 11 August, Blamey 

wrote, ‘owing to the greatly 

increased enemy resistance 

in the Lihons Ridge, and 

the fact that there were 

but few tanks available to 

support the advance, it was 

decided to employ a creep-

ing artillery barrage’.

As was only to be expected 

of a weapon that had not 

enjoyed a long process of 

peace-time development 

and preparation, there were 

major problems with the 

reliability of the tanks. These 

problems were exacerbated 

by the shell-damaged terrain 

across which the tanks had 

to operate.

The British also suffered 

from a failure to produce 

enough spare parts. Tank 

numbers fell markedly in 

September and October.

‘Trench warfare has given way to i eld and 

semi-open i ghting… the more the mobility 

of tanks is increased, the greater must be 

the elasticity of the co-operation between 

them and the other arms. The chief power 

of the tank, both material and moral, lies in 

its mobility, i.e. its pace, circuit, handiness, 

and obstacle-crossing power.’ 

Memorandum of June 1918 from British 

Tank Corps Headquarters.

The POTENTIAL

of THE TANK
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LEFT Tank Problem 2:

tanks were very slow and

therefore very vulnerable

to artillery fire. The Germans

found that standard

77mm field-guns (shown

in action here) were an

effective riposte. The effects

are evident on these three

destroyed French Schneider

CA1s [INSET BELOW].

BELOW Tank Problem 3:

the enemy could also

produce tanks. German A7V

tanks on the move in 1918.
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J Black (2013), War and Technology.
D J Childs (1998), A Peripheral Weapon?
The Production and Employment of British
Tanks in the First World War.

T Pidgeon (1995), The Tank at Flers.

FURTHER READING

Tanks were appropriate for infantry 

support, but were not yet a fast-moving 

mechanised force. For these reasons, there 

was a reaction in British circles against the 

use of armour after August 1918.

IN RETROSPECT

Had tank production been at a higher level, 

tanks might have made a greater contribution 

in 1918, though the notion that they might have 

been decisive had the war continued into 1919 

– as envisaged by J F C Fuller – is contentious.

As the war did not continue, the latter 

claim was able to play a major role in post-war 

discussions about tank capability. However, 

even assuming that mass production of 

tanks had been possible (with corresponding 

reduction in the production of other weapons, 

which might or might not have been the cor-

rect use of scarce resources), the same basic 

problems of unreliability, slow speed, vulner-

ability to anti-tank measures and field guns, 

undergunning, poor inter-communication 

capabilities, and poor obstacle-crossing 

capability would have remained.

There is little to suggest that the tanks 

would have performed well, while resupply 

with ammunition and fuel would have been 

a serious issue had a large-scale advance 

been launched. It is difficult to imagine the 

somewhat mediocre British tanks of the 1920s 

having performed much better than their 

First World War predecessors.

Furthermore, the armour enthusiasts 

tended to ignore the question of anti-tank 

technologies. The chances are high that better 

German anti-tank guns would have proved 

superior to the tanks. 

Jeremy Black is Professor of History at the University of 

Exeter. His many books include Rethinking Military 

History, Naval Power: a history of warfare and 

the sea from 1500, and War and Technology.

WWI TANKS
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t the end of the First World War, 

British officers who had been 

taken prisoner were required to 

hand in a written explanation 

of the circumstances of their 

capture. Many of these are still available for 

inspection at the National Archives in Kew. 

Some of the most striking accounts are by 

the commanders of Mark IV and Mark V 

tanks operating on the Western Front. 

A selection is printed below.

The crew of a 1914-1918 era tank might 

be the target of much more prolonged and 

concentrated small-arms fire than a section of 

infantry was ever likely to be. Rifle bullets strik-

ing the tank caused razor-sharp flakes of steel 

to fly off the interior surfaces of armour plate, 

necessitating protective clothing for the crew.

Armour-piercing bullets or, in 1918, 

rounds from the German Army’s new 13mm 

Gewehr-T anti-tank gun frequently penetrated 

the armour and caused casualties. Tanks were 

also vulnerable to artillery fire.

The Mark V – which also saw action with 

the US Army’s 301st Heavy Tank Battalion in 

September and October 1918 – had exhaust 

manifolds that ran red-hot and raised the 

temperature to as much as 1,200°F. The 

Mark IV was almost as bad.

The motor had no separate housing, so 

the noise and smell were what one might 

experience under the hood of a vintage car.

The impressive ability of both types of tank 

to surmount vertical obstacles of more than four

feet involved the front of the tank now and then 

tipping violently forward and downward, throw-

ing the crew against the hot exhaust manifolds 

or the breeches of their guns.

On the other hand, the motor, a 105-125hp 

Daimler in the Mark IV or a 150hp Ricardo 

in the Mark V, was not powerful enough to 

prevent the whole 27-ton contraption from 

on occasion becoming bogged down, or 

‘ditched’, and top speed was no faster than 

a man walking briskly.

Both models had a crew of eight. Both 

came in two versions: the ‘female’ with six 

Hotchkiss machine-guns (or, in many Mark 

IVs, Lewis guns) and the ‘male’ with four 

machine-guns and two 6-pdr (that is, 57mm) 

guns. Two gun positions on either side were 

in projecting bays, or ‘sponsons’.

The accumulation of cordite fumes inside 

the unlit interior of the tank added to the 

difficulties of the men operating it, especially 

in the Mark IV, where two of the crew had to 

act as gearsmen, operating heavy gears on 

signals from the driver.

The accounts below were written by tank 

crewmen who were taken prisoner because 

they had run ahead of any supporting 

infantry. In fact, though co-ordination of 

armour and infantry was poorly organised 

in this period, only a small minority of tank 

crews were captured because they had out-

distanced friendly infantry: most tanks never 

got that far ahead.

CAPTAIN FRANK VANS AGNEW

2nd King Edward’s Horse, attached to 2nd 

Company, B Battalion, Tank Corps

– taken prisoner at Fontaine-Notre-Dame, 

near Cambrai, 23 November 1917

On 20/11/17, I commanded a section 
of four tanks, my company putting 14 
fighting tanks into action that day, and 
we drove the enemy out of Marcoing an 
hour before the infantry came to take 
over from us. Our particular objective 
being the railroad bridge which was 
successfully saved. Supplies of petrol, 
oil, and ammunition being now short, 
we collected from all 14 tanks and had 
enough to fully equip seven tanks, and 
on the evening of 22/11/17, the seven 
tanks started for Bourlon Wood.

I was in command of three of these out
of my original section. We travelled until
1am and then parked in a sunken road 

Arnold Harvey offers a selection of first-hand accounts of armoured warfare at its birth.

The Combat 
Experience
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BELOW An artist’s reconstruction of the 

cramped interior of a First World War tank – 

full of ear-splitting noise, searing heat, 

and noxious fumes.

Fontaine (subsequently recovering). 
The smokescreen was most effective 
on our entry. We entered Fontaine 
shortly after 10am, our orders being 
‘to drive the enemy out of the village 
and to hold on until our own infantry 
come to take over’.

We were incessantly in action until 
3.30pm, and by that time our four Lewis 
guns were put out of action by bullets, 
one of our two 6-pdr Hotchkiss guns also 
being almost useless. At this time, also, 
the oil pump of the engine began to work 
badly, and it was only a matter of time 
[before] it would cease to work.

I noticed a tank in the village in 
difficulties and went close to it, finding 

it in command of Lt Law, of my section, 
who told me his radiator was leaking 
badly. I ordered him to go home at once 
as best he could, and determined to follow 
him so as to give assistance if needed.

The enemy was driven out of the 
village completely excepting a few houses 
near Cambrai, but there was no sign of 
our infantry and it was nearly 4pm. 
Lt Law started for home at once and 
I followed as soon as possible. He subse-
quently arrived there, I learned, without 
his tank. With no water in his radiator 
his engine must have failed to work.

Shortly after we left the village, with 
no smokescreen, we were immediately 
under observation by an enemy battery, 

between Annense and Cantoing. After 
dawn, our orders were altered from 
Bourlon Village to Fontaine-Notre-Dame, 
and at 9.30am 13/11/17, we started, 
13 tanks in single file. The tank 
I was in, commanded by Lt (now Capt) 
A A Dalby of my section, being the 
leading tank.

This tank attracted much concentrated 
machine-gun fire with armour-piercing 
bullets, and two gunners of the crew 
were put out of action before we reached 

WWI TANKS
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RIGHT Canadian troops 

pose with one of Britain’s 

new wonder weapons.
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which began to range 
on us. The first shot 
was short, the second 
nearer, the third just over 
us, and we were then 
‘straddled’: the next shot 
blew in our right sponson 
door, injuring and shock-
ing two men there, 
the next was a hit 
unknown in effect then, 
but we could still keep 
running (we found out 
when we ‘cleared’ tank a 
few seconds later that it broke the 
left track), and the next landed in 
our radiator and the tank was filled 
with steam and fumes.

I gave the order to ‘clear tank’ at 
once, as it was derelict. And we got 
the wounded out safely. Being out in 
the open and in view, over a 1,000 
yds behind the German front-lines, 
we met bursts of machine-gun fire 
from the German front-lines fired 
over their parados.

I received a bullet through the left 
elbow, two flesh grazes in left upper 
thigh, and one graze across right 
hand, and Lt Dalby was shot down, 
as if dead, with a bullet through 
upper right arm.

The village was about 40 yds away, 
behind us, and was the only cover in 
sight except the tank, which was still 
being shelled, so I ordered the men 
and Lt Dalby to run for it. Even the 
wounded ran well and, most luckily, 
there were no further casualties. We soon 
found a cellar in which to bandage each 
other and in which to await the still 
expected arrival of our own infantry 
(that part of the village being quite 

cleared of the enemy), and we were still 
engaged upon that work when, instead 
of our own infantry, the enemy arrived, 
and, as I was the only individual 
present who was armed (with revolver), 
I took all responsibility personally in 
surrendering. Myself, Lt Dalby, and 
the crew, apart from wounds were, 
besides, completely exhausted having 
been continuously in action from about 
10am to 4pm. Out of two officers and 
seven men, there were two officers and 
three men wounded.

I have since heard from Major (now 
Lt Col) Henshall, commanding my 
company, that our infantry never 
reached Fontaine at all that day, and 
that they lost heavily in trying to do 
so. Out of the seven tanks of my Coy 
which were in action that day, only 
one returned. Out of nine officers in 
the seven tanks, four were killed, two 
wounded and taken prisoner, and one 
wounded. The only tank to return was 
commanded by Lt Doyle of my section.

I would like to add that Lt Dalby 
and his crew of seven men behaved 
most gallantly and with perfect disci-
pline under all circumstances.

JAMES PERCY WETENHALL

Second Lieutenant, 17th Company, 

F Battalion, Tank Corps

– taken prisoner at Bourlon Village, 

27 November 1917

Tank No F27 left the section starting 
point, SW of Bourlon Wood, under my 
command at 6.20am on 27 Nov 1917 
under artillery fire. Heavy machine-gun 
and artillery fire were encountered all the 
time, and both grew more intense as the 
village was approached.

After sustaining two direct hits, one 
in radiator and one in secondary gears, 
at 8.20am aproximately a third hit set 
the tank on fire and killed three of the 
crew, Cpl J Griffiths [and] Gnrs E Tyson 
and T Roberts, and [wounded] seriously 
Gnrs H Cheshire, C A Harris, [and] 
T Bevan, [and] slightly Gnr W J Smith.

I did not notice my own wounds at 
the time, and think some may have been 
sustained outside the tank. Orders were 
given to evacuate tank owing to fire, 
and within one minute of evacuation 
I was taken prisoner with Gnr W J Smith 
while attempting to escape over wire on 
which my tank had stopped.
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BELOW The Mark I ‘Crème de Menthe’, an earlier 

version of the tank, moves forwards, having lost a 

tail wheel, at Courcelette on 15 September 1916. 

Painfully slow, tanks were highly vulnerable to 

artillery fire. Heavy, hard to manoeuvre, and with 

limited visibility for the driver, they were always in 

great danger of ditching and becoming sitting ducks. 
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Gnrs Harris and Tyson fought their 
guns with great gallantry for 30 minutes 
after being wounded.

FREDERICK CARTMELL

Second Lieutenant, B Company,  

4th Tank Battalion

– taken prisoner at Parvillers, near 

Chaulnes, 10 August 1918

At Warvillers on 10 Aug was ordered  
by Capt Benn to proceed along with  
Lt Steen to Ruthyen-en-Santerre and 
there report to OC Border Regt. Lt Steen 
was in charge, and had a male and I  
a female tank.

At Ruthyen, which was being shelled,  
Lt Steen reported while I remained in 
charge of tanks under cover of trees.  
He returned with the information  

that infantry had just taken, or were  
on point of taking, a village which  
we could clearly see, and that both  
tanks should go and give infantry  
all possible assistance.

Shortly after starting, Lt Steen became 
‘ditched’ and told me to carry on. I 
quickly came under MG fire, but could  
not locate our infantry, although I 
was yet 500 yards from village. While 
mopping up the MG nests, the engine 
stopped with a noise that led me to 
believe that it had been hit. The enemy 
now opened fire all round the tank  
with AP [armour-piercing] bullets and  
grenades, etc. Tried every means to 
restart engine without success.

As it was impossible to evacuate tank  
in daylight, decided to hang on until 
dark and had hopes that Lt Steen would 
be able to come to my assistance, or that 
the infantry would advance. The heat 
in the tank together with the petrol and 
cordite fumes, however, quickly overcame 
the already exhausted crew, until no 
man could use his gun.

The concussion of an explosion close 
to my face as I was looking through a 
‘peep hole’ in the conning tower knocked 

me on my back in the bottom of the tank 
in a semi-conscious condition. At this 
junction, 20 or 30 of the enemy crowded 
round the tank and the whole crew were 
taken prisoner. I later learned that the 
tank was in the German third line.

SAMUEL GANLEY

Lieutenant, 12th Tank Battalion

– taken prisoner at Marghies,  

2 September 1918

On the morning of 2 Sept at  
5.15am, I went into action with  
the tank ‘Ladybird’.

Our jumping-off point was about  
400 yards east of ‘Vaulx Vraucourt’,  
and the objective was the high ground  
east of the village of ‘Morchies’.

I was on the extreme left of the 
company front and was doing quite 
well until we were passing ‘Langicourt’ 
[Lagnicourt] (which was about 800 
yards on the left) when we were subjected 
to very severe fire from anti-tank rifles. 
Quite a number of bullets penetrated  
the tank but did no damage.

I was just altering my course in  
the direction of ‘Morchies’ when I got  
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Hazel Blair reviews the 

Tank Museum's new 

First World War exhibition.

The Tank Museum in Bovington is 
home to over 300 armoured vehicles, 
but its curatorial remit stretches 
even further: the museum’s latest 
exhibition, for example, uses letters, 
documents, and personal items, as 
well as First World War tanks, to 
teach visitors about the men who 
rode the first ‘landships’ into battle. 

Tank Men opened this year to 
explore the lives and wartime 
experiences of eight of the world’s 
first tank crewmen. Having 
emerged from the maze-like ‘trench 
experience’, engulfed by the sounds 
and smells of the First World War, 
visitors are confronted with the 
world’s only surviving Mark I tank 

– a fearsome, mud-clad vehicle 
designed to carry two 6-pdr guns 
and three Hotchkiss machine-guns.

Opposite this ‘male’ tank, a
life-size diorama depicts a German
soldier cowering with his bayonet

Tank Men: 
the story of

poised, frightened in the face of the 
Allies’ monstrous new technology. 

The first tanks were designed with 
the Western Front’s battle-scarred 
terrain in mind. The Mark I ‘male’ 
tank on display was created by 
engineers Walter Wilson and William 
Tritton to crush field defences, while 
the ‘female’ version was mounted 
with five machine-guns for firing 
at German infantrymen. Wilson and 
Tritton invented what would become 
Britain’s classic rhomboid tank design, 
specifically devised to help the 
vehicles plough across trenches 
and into enemy territory.

MEN AND MACHINES

Despite significant interest in 
tanks among the general public, 
the men who risked their lives 
running these war machines have 
attracted comparatively little 
attention. But in Tank Men they are 
centre-stage: the faces of the first 
Tank Corps members are projected 
on a large screen at the start of the 
exhibition. Accompanying text states 
that the unit was founded with 
1,794 recruits and totalled 10,500 
men by 1918.

A 77mm Feldkanone stands 
opposite, in the centre of this first 
display space. Produced in record 
numbers and capable of carrying 
anti-tank shells, these field guns
proved a mainstay of Germany’s
First World War artillery.

It is the story attached to this
metal killing-machine, however, that
makes it so significant. Described
as ‘Baker’s trophy’, the gun was
captured by chemist Albert Baker
near Graincourt in November 1917,
during the Battle of Cambrai, where,
fighting on the offensive, some
400 tanks helped the Allies break
through German lines.

A nearby display case housing
some of Baker’s personal effects
includes a hand-written pigeon 
message relating his success to 
Tank HQ. The display also quotes his 
reflection on the action: ‘Have just 
finished a big battle, am untouched 
as far as wounds go, but very shaky 

– very thankful to be alive… We’ve 
had a glorious victory for the tanks.’

Baker’s words remind us that, 
despite the heroism of many First 
World War soldiers, and the awe-
inspiring nature of the tanks, the 
first crews comprised young men 
with no previous experience of tank 
warfare. Despite the armour on their 
vehicles, they endured the shock 
and horror of trench warfare while 
holed up in an uncomfortable, slow-
moving target.

Eight crewmen were crammed 
into every Mark I, amid the heat 
of the engine, toxic fumes, and 
the deafening clatter of shells and 
bullets. Worse still, the vehicles 
were not fitted with suspension, so 
soldiers’ bodies were thrown around 
nside as the tank rolled across the 
attlefield under enemy fire.
One particularly haunting relic 

sits in a display case containing 
bjects relating to tank gunner 
rchie Smith, who died in August 
918 along with the rest of his 
quad when their tank was hit by a 
hell. It is a photograph picturing his 

sister. It was found on his person 
after the disaster, its lower-right 
orner blackened from the moment 
he vehicle went up in flames.
Another especially poignant object 
n display is a ring mounted with 

a piece of glass from a periscope. 
he glass shard lodged itself in 
ieutenant Basil Henriques’ face 
hen his tank was struck by artillery 

the first crews
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fire during the tanks’ first action
at Flers-Courcelette in 1916. When 
it was surgically removed after the 
battle, Basil had the shard made 
into a ring that he presented to his 
new bride Rose.

LANDSHIPS

The displays detailing the wartime 
experiences of the exhibition’s eight 
tank men are interspersed with real 
First World War tanks, including a 
Mark IV ‘male’, a Mark V ‘male’, a 
Mark V** ‘female’, an Anglo-American 
Mark VIII, and a Mark IX. Visitors can 
climb inside the Mark IV and Mark IX 
to explore their inner workings. 

The Mark IV was by far the most

numerous Great War tank: over 

1,200 were built between 1917 and 

1918, with the first vehicles entering 

service in May 1917. The Mark IVs 

saw their first major action that June, 

at the Battle of Messines Ridge. 

The Mark IV was essentially an 

improved Mark I. It had better armour 

than the Mark I, its petrol tank was 

located outside the vehicle as an 

extra safety measure, and its shorter 

gun barrels were easier to work with. 

Bovington’s Mark IV is maintained 

in working order. It is displayed 

carrying a fascine – a large bundle of 

brushwood introduced to help these
vehicles cross ditches and trenches.

Tank Men is a great introduction
to the development of armoured
warfare on the Western Front as
experienced by those who lived
it. But it is just one of the Tank
Museum’s many exhibitions worth
visiting this centenary year. Over
in Warhorse to Horsepower, you can
explore the Army’s transition from
cavalry to armoured vehicles during
the First World War, and in The
Tank Story you can see ‘Little Willie’
– the world’s first completed tank
prototype, built in 1915.

The Tank Museum in Bovington,
Dorset, is open from 10am until

5pm daily. Day tickets are £13 per
adult and £7.50 per child. Each ticket

includes a free annual pass to the
museum. For more information, visit

www.tankmuseum.org or
call 01929 462 359.

WWI TANKS

BELOW A Mark I tank at Fosters, Lincoln, 

disguised as a Russian water carrier. 

INSET The  world's only surviving Mark I tank. 
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a direct hit on the left track followed
by one on the right. Somewhere S of
Langicourt, a battery opened fire on us.
We received four more hits. One carried
away the loophole covers behind the cab.
One came through my cupboard and
passed almost over my knees. Another 
passed under my seat after I had left it, 
while another passed under the tool box 
where the gearsmen were sitting.

I ordered the men to evacuate and take 
cover in shell-holes. Five went out one side 
and three of them went out the other side. 

We took cover in a shell-hole about 
6ft from the door of the tank in the hope 
that we might be able to get the guns out 
should the opportunity arise, but I saw it 
was hopeless, for their machine-gunners 
kept up a continual fire on the side of the 
tank just over our heads.

A few minutes later, I borrowed a helmet 
from one of the crew and looked out.

The infantry had been driven back 
almost to their original position and 
an officer rode out on a horse and urged 
them on. They came on again, but the 
machine-gun fire from Langicourt was 
so severe that they had to retire.

I noticed a large gap in the enemy’s 
line, so told my men to make a dash for 
it. We only got about 60 yards and had 
to take cover, but not before we had been 
seen by the enemy in the trench. In a few 
minutes about 20 of them came across, 
and we could do absolutely nothing with 
such a crowd, and if it hadn’t been for a 
young German officer, I think they would 
have killed us all. They got awfully wild 
when they knew we were in the tanks.

I had one man wounded in the 
neck and the others were covered 
with splinters.

FRANCIS AYLMER HAMLET

Captain, C Company, 2nd Tank Battalion

– taken prisoner at Fresnoy, near 

St Quentin, 18 September 1918

                            

I have the honour to report that I 
went into action inside a tank near 
St Quentin on the morning of 18 Sept 
1918. The weather was very misty at 
the time of the attack, and observation 
extremely difficult.

As we passed through our front line 
of infantry we came under very heavy 

MG fire, and fire from anti-tank rifles.
The tank commander being severely
wounded by an AP bullet, I took his
place and pushed on in the direction
of the enemy’s fire, as I could not 
locate the enemy’s machine-guns 
owing to the mist.

We crossed a trench and worked down 
it, but could not see any of the enemy 
unit. All the fire was then striking the 
tank on the side nearest the enemy, and 
therefore I concluded that there were no 
enemy between us and our infantry.

We had not gone 200 yards when 
the driver was killed by a bullet piercing 
the tank, and the tank rolled on into 
the trench on its side and there ditched. 
All our efforts to unditch the tank from 
the inside being of no avail, and being 
anxious to push on, I jumped out with 
my crew to try and unditch it when a 
bomb fell amongst us wounding my six 
men. We were immediately rushed and 
captured before we had time to get back 
inside the tank.

I was taken by complete surprise.

Arnold Harvey is a former university teacher and 

author of Collision of Empires: Britain in three 

world wars, 1793-1945 (1992), Arnhem (2001), 

and Body Politic: political metaphor and 

political violence (2007).

ABOVE A rhomboid-shaped British tank 

(a Mark V), its extended length designed 

to facilitate trench-crossing

LEFT Contemporary war artist Muirhead Bone’s 

depiction of a British tank in 1916. 
Im

a
g

e
: c

o
u

rt
es

y 
o

f 
B

o
n

e 
fa

m
ily

Im
a

g
e

: W
IP

L



Award Winning

Exhibition

Now Open

The Royal Air Force Museum London, Grahame ParkWay, Colindale, London NW9 5LL

T: 020 8205 2266 www.rafmuseum.org SATNAV NW9 5QW



The Republic of Texas had

its baptism of fire in a shabby

mission compound manned

by pugnacious dreamers and

besieged by an arrogant

and brutal megalomaniac.

Fred Chiaventone tells the story.
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‘A Small

Affair’

THE DEFENCE 

OF THE ALAMO

BELOW A highly dramatised depiction of 

the last stand of the Texian defenders of 

the Alamo, by Percy Morgan, c.1912. 
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Santa Anna was 
determined to 
quash the revolt 
with ‘extreme 
prejudice’.
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T
here is something inherently 

fascinating in the concept 

of a ‘last stand’, be it King 

Leonidas and his 300 Spartans 

at Thermopylae, Roland with 

Charlemagne’s rear guard at Roncesvalles, 

Durnford and Pulleine at Isandlhwana, or 

Captain Danjou and his French Foreign 

Legionnaires at Camarón.

In each case, a relatively small body of 

men held out against insurmountable odds 

until overrun by enemy forces intent on 

their destruction. In the United States,  

few such mythologising events have won 

renown, though Custer’s last stand at the 

Little Bighorn in 1876 is an obvious excep-

tion. The only other comparable event in  

US history is perhaps the defence of the 

Alamo in 1836.

THE SETTING

It is not an imposing structure that now 

sits in the heart of downtown San Antonio, 

Texas: merely a rude, whitewashed, adobe 

mission station. 

The station was established in 1724  

by Spanish missionary Father Antonio 

de San Buenaventura y Olivares, with the 

intention of converting local Indian tribes 

to Catholicism. The Church remained in 

charge until 1793, when control was ceded  

to the local authorities. Eventually the  

religious mission was abandoned, and the 

chapel and its grounds were transformed  

into a military outpost.

A small agricultural community grew 

around the former mission, but the focal 

point was the small garrison. The place  

was the natural choice for any force  

wishing to secure the region, and, as  

Mexico evolved from a Spanish possession  

into an independent nation, the Alamo 

changed hands several times.

When the dust had finally settled in Mexico, 

the president of that country was one Antonio 

López de Santa Anna. The first of a bizarre 

cast of characters had entered the stage.

SANTA ANNA

Born of wealthy Spanish parents, Santa Anna 

defied his father’s wish for him to go into com-

merce and instead joined the army. Soldiering 

was a profession at which he excelled.

Santa Anna worked his way up through  

the ranks, frequently and successfully shifting 

loyalties from one faction to another. Serving 

first the King of Spain in brutally suppressing 

rebels, he saw opportunities in an indepen-

dent Mexico and switched over to lead rebel 

forces against Spanish troops. Finally, having 

been elected President, he assumed dictatorial 

control of the country.

Dissolving congress and centralising  

his power in 1835, Santa Anna now styled 

himself ‘the Napoleon of the West’. But  

his ego and bluster were such that his 

attempted reorganisation of the nation  

irritated many of his countrymen.

With several Mexican states in revolt,  

his response was quick and savage. Santa  

Anna employed the army to suppress all 

opposition with ruthless efficiency. His most 

difficult problem, however, was the opposition 

to his rule by many Americans who had  

settled in Mexico’s northernmost province, 

known as Coahuila-y-Tejas.

THE REVOLT

Calling themselves ‘Texians’, the Americans 

rejected Santa Anna’s demands and estab-

lished their own provisional government  

in November 1835. Assembling an 

impromptu army, they ejected Mexican  

forces from the region.

TOP Antonio López de Santa Anna (1794-1876),  

the brutal military dictator of Mexico.  

ABOVE The Alamo Mission, as pictured in 1847. 

Santa Anna was incensed and determined 

to quash the revolt with what in current par-

lance would be termed ‘extreme prejudice’. 

All American settlers opposing Santa Anna’s 

rule were declared ‘pirates’ – not entitled 

to compassionate treatment if captured, but 

subject to summary execution. There would 

be no prisoners taken.

Santa Anna declared his intentions to the 

President of the United States, Andrew Jackson, 

in an imperious letter. The Texians remained 

blissfully unaware of the dictator’s sanguinary 

intentions, although his brutal sacking of the 

rebellious city of Zacateras in 1835 may have 

caused them some misgivings.



RIGHT Frontiersman Jim Bowie

(1796-1836) was desperately

sick when the Alamo fell.

BELOW The Alamo mission station

was far from ideal as an improvised

fortress – especially given the

woefully inadequate number of

defenders.

As Santa Anna moved his forces north,  

the Texians were busy preparing to take on 

the Mexican dictator. The mission-turned- 

fort at San Antonio de Béxar, from which the 

Texians had expelled a small Mexican force, 

was a slapdash affair, consisting of the chapel 

and a number of one-storey adobe buildings 

incorporated into a wall 2 feet thick and rang-

ing from 9 to 12 feet in height. The perimeter 

stretched approximately 400 metres around 

a central parade ground and included walled 

cattle and horse corrals.

The Texians laboured to modify the  

enclosure by constructing earthen ramps to 

ease the placement of the fort’s 19 artillery 

pieces, left behind by retreating Mexican 

forces. The defenders also erected catwalks  

on those sections of wall which did not incor-

porate flat-roofed adobe structures.

The greatest problem they faced, however, 

was the dismal lack of manpower: there were 

fewer than 100 defenders.

JIM BOWIE

One of the defenders was Colonel James 

Bowie, perhaps more famous for the knife 

that bears his name. Bowie, who hailed from 

Louisiana, was an interesting character.

A former land speculator and slave trader, 

he had also been a business partner of the 

infamous pirate Jean Lafitte. 

A noted brawler and ruffian, 

Bowie was the survivor of 

numerous duels which, in his 

part of the country, were little 

more than armed scuffles.

Recovering from one of 

these donnybrooks, Bowie 

had removed to Texas, where 

he found employment and a 

commission in a newly formed 

militia. He had originally been 

dispatched to the Alamo by  

Sam Houston, commander-in-

chief of all Texian forces, to 

retrieve the artillery there for 

the army that Houston was  

trying to assemble.

Recovery was impossible,  

as there were no draft animals 

available to haul the guns back. 

M
a
p
:
Ia
n
B
u
ll

THE DEFENCE OF THE ALAMO



www.military-history.org 47MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLY

The greatest
problem was the
dismal lack of
manpower: there
were fewer than
100 defenders.

Bowie, unable to accomplish his mission, was 

nonetheless convinced that San Antonio de 

Béxar was the emerging republic’s best choke-

point at which to delay Santa Anna’s forces.

He informed Houston that ‘the salvation  

of Texas depends in great measure on keeping 

Béxar out of the hands of the enemy’, and 

declared his intention to defend the Alamo 

mission to the last. Colonel Neill, the com-

mander of the post, agreed, but was forced  

to leave to tend to an illness in his family.

WILLIAM TRAVIS AND  

DAVY CROCKETT

On 3 February 1836, Colonel William Travis 

arrived with 30 men, followed a few days  

later by Davy Crockett and a small band of 

volunteers from Tennessee. 

Travis was a failed lawyer and former 

newspaper publisher who had fled to Texas 

to avoid accumulated debts in his home state 

of Alabama. Once in Texas, he had been 

appointed Lieutenant-Colonel of the Legion  

of Cavalry of the fledgling republic, serving 

largely as a recruiting officer.  

Crockett was the famous frontiersman,  

like Houston a veteran of the Creek War, and 

a former US Congressman with a deserved 

reputation as a raconteur.

Before departing to tend to his family, 

Colonel Neill had appointed Travis as  

commander of the post, he being the high-

est ranking officer left. But the bulk of the 

Alamo’s defenders preferred Bowie and 

elected him as post commander.

Bowie had been a colonel in the militia  

and later a colonel of volunteers. With  

considerably more combat experience  

than Travis, the volunteers’ decision was 

perfectly understandable.

A night of celebration and drunken excess 

followed the election, and, to try to undo the 

rankled feelings engendered among Travis’s 

followers, Bowie offered to share command 

with Travis. It was an unusual arrangement.

Small detachments of volunteers continued 

to trickle in, until the garrison had grown 

considerably. While figures vary widely in  

the sources, it appears from the letters and 

memoirs of Mexican officers at the siege 

that the garrison of the Alamo never 

exceeded 200 men.

THE DRAMA OPENS

By this time, an enraged Santa Anna had 

already assembled a force of nearly 2,000 men.  

A large number of these troops were peasant 

BELOW William Travis 

(1809-1836), lawyer, 

soldier, and leader  

atthe Alamo. 

RIGHT Davy Crockett 

(1786-1836), 

frontiersman,  

politician, and hero of 

the Alamo.

Im
a

g
e

s:
 L

ib
ra

ry
 o

f 
C

o
n

gr
es

s 



48 November 2016MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLY

In minutes the Mexicans had forced 
the Texians back as far as one of 

the barracks and the chapel.
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conscripts and former criminals emptied out

of the jails. Santa Anna insisted his officers use

the time needed to march north to train the

inept recruits (some had never fired a musket)

that made up much of the army.

By the time this expeditionary force had

crossed the Rio Grande into Texas, the

temperature had dropped significantly

and 16 inches of snow had fallen.

Most of the soldiery were poorly clad

and equipped. Rations for both men and

animals were minimal. In their light cloth-

ing, many suffered horribly from the cold,

developing hypothermia. They also contracted

dysentery from the poor water available.

Those who straggled from the column were

frequently butchered by Comanche raiding

parties. The march north was a nightmare

for the Mexican army.

By 21 February, almost a third of the

bedraggled force was within 25 miles of

San Antonio, and a Mexican scouting party

discovered that the defenders of the Alamo

were entirely unaware of their approach. The

next day, virtually the entire garrison were

to be in the town proper to join the local

population at a fiesta celebrating George

Washington’s birthday.

Santa Anna immediately ordered his

advance guard to seize the Alamo, but a

sudden series of rainstorms made the mission

impossible for his mounted men. The Medina

River separating the two forces became too

swollen to ford. Two days later, word began

to filter among the townspeople that the

Mexican army was less than five miles away.

The residents of San Antonio de Béxar

panicked and began to pack up and flee.

Colonel Travis scoffed at the reports of

the Mexican approach, but within hours

Texian scouts had confirmed that Santa

Anna’s force was less than two miles away.

Travis and Bowie’s men scurried about

snatching up whatever supplies the civilians

had left behind. Some men had been

accompanied by their families, and these

were hustled quickly inside the gates of the

Alamo. Other men worked desperately to

herd loose cattle into the mission’s corral.

Time was running out, and the Texians had

been caught unprepared.

THE SIEGE BEGINS

Within minutes of the gates closing, the

spearhead of the Mexican army had invested

San Antonio. Santa Anna ordered a red flag

to be flown from the top of San Fernando

Church, at which point his accompanying

trumpeters sounded El Degüello, a chilling

melody whose title means ‘the slit throat’,

announcing to all that no quarter would

be given to the defenders.

Whether the defenders, aside from a few

like Texian Juan Sequin, understood the

Santa Anna’s
trumpeters sounded
a chilling melody
whose title means
‘the slit throat’,
announcing to all
that no quarter
would be given to
the defenders.

BELOW The ‘Texas Army’ was essentially a frontier 

militia, which included the famous ‘Texas Rangers’ 

and an assortment of volunteers who rallied to the 

cause when war broke out. 

LEFT Defences breached: Davy Crockett shown 

brandishing his knife and rifle at Mexican troops 

outside the chapel.

meaning of the trumpet call we cannot say, 

but Colonel Travis was undeterred and replied 

with a cannon blast.

Not yet ready to test his troops’ effective-

ness, Santa Anna elected to begin a siege of 

the fort and opened up a fierce bombardment 

on the adobe walls.

The Mexican guns were not especially  

heavy or numerous. Most were 8-pdr guns,  

so-called as they fired a ball weighing 8lb or 

grapeshot. Favoured by Napoleonic armies, 

the guns weighed an average of 2,000lbs each, 

were mounted on two-wheel carriages, and 

were each served by a crew of six men.

There is conflicting evidence as to how 

many of these guns were available, but the 

best estimate is around 20 pieces, including 

at least one mortar. Thus, oddly enough, it 

appears that the Texian artillery was roughly 

equivalent to that of their attackers.

The Texians’ major disadvantage, aside 

from lack of manpower, lay in the fact that 

although they had captured over 19,000 paper 

cartridges for rifles, their stores of gunpowder 

for the artillery were comparatively limited.

The besiegers, unhampered by ammunition 

shortages, began to pound the Alamo merci-

lessly, punching large holes in the adobe  

walls and collapsing roofs. More telling,  

perhaps, was the constant nature of the  

bombardment, which continued without 

respite for a full 12 days.

REINFORCEMENTS?

As if the siege was not stressful enough,  

Bowie fell ill and was soon unable to stand. 

The symptoms were readily diagnosed: it was 

determined that he had contracted typhoid 

fever and he was confined to his bed.
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Travis was left in sole command of the  

garrison. Having dispatched several messengers 

to the Texian leadership pleading for addi-

tional troops and supplies, Travis reiterated 

his intention to hold out to the last. 

If this call is neglected, I am determined to 

sustain myself as long as possible and die  

like a soldier who never forgets what is due  

to his honour and that of his country – 

Victory or Death. 

As Travis waited anxiously for additional 

men and supplies, the Mexican siege contin-

ued unabated. Ninety miles south-west of  

San Antonio, Colonel James Fannin had 

organised a relief column consisting of 324 

men, four pieces of artillery, and supplies  

of food and ammunition. 

The effort was a disaster, however, as,  

slowed by the inclement weather, the entire 

affair bogged down near the San Antonio 

River, having travelled only a few hundred 

yards. Several of the wagons broke down 

and, as the men laboured overnight to repair 

the damage, the oxen brought to haul them 

wandered off in the darkness.

Poorly clothed for the expedition, the relief 

column returned to the town of Goliad to try 

to reorganise. As they dawdled, the siege of 

the Alamo continued.

THE DECISION TO ATTACK

During the early stages of the battle, the 

Mexicans were careful to remain out of range 

of the Texian riflemen, many of whom were 

crack shots. The desultory siege continued, 

with the Mexicans firing their artillery  

constantly against the defenders, while at  

the same time moving steadily closer.

Several times, Travis’s men sallied out  

of the fort to destroy nearby structures and 

prevent their use by the Mexicans.

Then, on 3 March, three additional battal-

ions arrived to bolster Santa Anna’s strength, 

bringing his force to almost 6,000 men.

A battery of artillery was moved to within 

musket shot of the walls and began to pulver-

ise them. The defenders worked desperately 

to plug the gaps. 

Santa Anna was becoming impatient  

and, calling a staff meeting, announced that 

they would assault the Alamo on 6 March. 

According to his aide, Santa Anna haughtily 

overrode the objections of his commanders, 

who wanted to await the arrival of a pair of 

12-pdr siege guns:

What are the lives of soldiers than so many 

chickens? I tell you, the Alamo must fall, and 

my orders must be obeyed at all hazards. If our 

soldiers are driven back, the next line in their 

rear must force those before them forward, and 

compel them to scale the walls, cost what it may.

Thus, on the evening of 5 March, the 

artillery fire ceased. The defenders, relieved 

to have a few hours of peace, sank into an 

exhausted sleep.

Meanwhile, the Mexicans hastily lashed 

together scaling ladders and prepared  

for the attack.  

At midnight, the Mexican forces moved 

stealthily towards the walls. The few Texian 

sentries outside the Alamo were quickly and 

silently overwhelmed, and by 5.30am on  

6 March Santa Anna’s entire force was within 

300 yards of the Alamo.

Santa Anna signalled the advance and the 

massed battalions shouted ‘Viva Santa Anna! 

Viva la República!’ as they surged forward. 

THE MEXICAN ASSAULT

Unsure of the reliability of his conscripts, 

Santa Anna had ensured that these troops 

formed the centre of the assault, with his 

RIGHT Dawn at the Alamo, as depicted by Henry 

Arthur McArdle, who captures the moment when 

fighting became general across the mission 

compound after the Mexicans had broken in.
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more seasoned regular troops on either  

side. The conscripts, many of whom  

had never been in combat before, fired 

indiscriminately, with some of the ranks 

behind the front line killing their comrades 

before them.

The troops were massed so closely together 

that the Alamo’s artillery, now loaded with 

lengths of chain, nails, even broken-up 

horseshoes, and firing point-blank, caused 

horrendous casualties. Mexican lieutenant 

José Enrique de la Peña recorded in his diary 

how a single cannon blast had killed more 

than half a company of chasseurs.

With the defenders forced to lean over  

the parapet to fire at the onrushing Mexicans, 

Travis was one of the first to die.

The first assault was thrown back with  

heavy casualties. But the Mexicans simply 

regrouped to try again.

The second assault was also repulsed,  

but again the Mexicans regrouped and  

surged forward.

The third attack managed to break  

through the battered walls, and Mexican 

troops flooded into the makeshift fort. In 

minutes the attackers had forced the Texians 

back as far as one of the barracks and the 

chapel. Most had already discharged their 

muskets and relied on the bayonet to dispatch 

the frantic Texians.

As the defenders fled before them, the 

Mexicans turned the Texians’ own cannon 

against them, blasting through walls and  

doors to root out the last of the defenders.  

Jim Bowie died in his bed, bayoneted  

by Mexican troops as he flourished his 

famous knife. By 6.30am the fight to take  

the Alamo was over.

All of the defenders had died with the 

exception of between five and seven men 

who surrendered. According to some reports, 
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Crockett was among them, but these are

almost certainly spurious: most historians

believe he went down fighting.

But Santa Anna had declared that there

would be no prisoners taken and on his

orders these men were immediately shot. For

15 minutes, the Mexicans continued to shoot

and bayonet the bodies of the fallen. The only

survivors were the few women and children,

who had huddled in the shot-torn chapel.

THE IMPACT OF THE BATTLE

The fighting was over, but the effects of

the battle were immediate and long-lasting.

While they had taken the Alamo, 75 Mexican

soldiers had died in the effort. Another 300

were wounded, around 75 of whom later

succumbed to their injuries. Burial parties

were overtaxed and a great many of the dead

were simply dropped into the river.

The Texian corpses were stacked like cord-

wood and burned to ashes. It was a final insult

by Santa Anna, as the Catholic Church still

eschewed cremation as a sacrilege.

In his official reports, Santa Anna, who

referred to the fight as ‘just a small affair’,

claimed falsely that only 30 Mexican soldiers

had been killed in the assault and 300

wounded, while Texian casualties exceeded

600. Many of his senior officers were outraged

and, as one protested, ‘another such victory

as this we'll all go to the devil’.

But Santa Anna was not to be gainsaid.

After a two-week hiatus, he despatched three

columns further into Texian territory, where

on 20 March the column under General José

Urrea encountered Colonel Fannin, now

heading a force in excess of 425 men.

Fannin, who did not believe he could

impede the enemy advance, elected to

surrender, thinking that he and his men

would be made prisoners-of-war and then

allowed to return home. It was a futile hope,

for on 27 March Santa Anna ordered the

wholesale slaughter of Fannin and his force.

A few skilled craftsmen, physicians, and their

orderlies were spared. At least 28 men were

able to escape across the San Antonio River,

but the rest died horribly in what became

known as the Goliad Massacre.

The effect on the Texian rebellion was

electric. Hundreds of men swarmed to join

Sam Houston’s forces, swelling his ranks to

about 900. With the Mexican army closing

in on them, these troops retreated until

Santa Anna, believing the war to be all but

finished, closed in for the kill.

In his overconfidence, Santa Anna had

allowed his force to dwindle to 750 effectives.

The Texians had hoped for just such an ill-

timed move and cornered Santa Anna’s troops

in a bend of the San Jacinto River.

Even though General Cos arrived late with

540 additional men, the entire force was no

match for the enraged Texians, who stormed

the Mexican ranks screaming ‘Remember the

Alamo! Remember Goliad!’.

In the ensuing rout, which left over 650

Mexican soldiers dead, a shocked and dejected

Santa Anna was captured. The stunned dictator

assumed a disguise and hoped to evade the

vengeful Texians: he exchanged his fancy, gold-

embroidered uniform for the tunic of a simple

private. With his capture, the war for Texas was,

for all practical purposes, over.

Although celebrated in song, story, and

on film, in retrospect the fight at the Alamo

was less a glorious episode than a bungled

and sanguinary brawl. Perhaps the blustering

tyrant Santa Anna was correct when he

pronounced it ‘a small affair’.

Fred Chiaventone is a retired US cavalry officer who

now works as a military historian and writer.

ABOVE LEFT Hand-to-fighting inside the Alamo

in the closing stages of the battle.

ABOVE RIGHT A wounded Sam Houston receives

the surrender of Santa Anna. The cause of the

defenders of the Alamo triumphed shortly after

their deaths, when Santa Anna suffered decisive

defeat at the Battle of San Jacinto, at the hands

of Houston’s Texas Army.

RIGHT A later portrait of Houston.

A single cannon 
blast killed 
more than half 
a company of 
chasseurs.
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The Royal 
Welch Fusiliers
July 1916
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I
t is very difficult to write about the Royal 

Welch Fusiliers. From when they were raised 

in 1689 until their merger in 2006, there 

is scarcely a fight in which they have not 

excelled themselves. From Minden to the 

Marne, Belfast to Bosnia, the Royal Welch 

have always been to the fore. It is hard to 

know which scrap to pick!

And it is not just on the battlefield, either. 

In the First World War they produced an 

extraordinary crop of poets and writers – 

officers and soldiers – who helped to cement 

both the nobility and the tawdriness of war 

in the minds of ordinary people.

But the Somme, specifically Mametz Wood, 

can serve as an enthralling way of studying the 

regiment’s prowess. Several of its battalions 

were there, along with Siegfried Sassoon, Robert

Graves, and David Jones – all three of them 

Royal Welch Fusiliers and renowned writers.

THE ROYAL WELCH IN 

THE FIRST WORLD WAR

In common with every other regiment, the 

Royal Welch Fusiliers (RWF) consisted of 

several different types of battalion in the First 

World War, each of which had distinct views 

on the others. The 1st and 2nd Battalions 

were Regulars, the direct descendants of the 

old and blood-stained 23rd Fusiliers, their 

officers mainly trained at Sandhurst.

The 3rd Battalion was a Special Reserve 

(SR) unit, the inheritors of the old militia, 

from which both Graves and Sassoon were sent 

as reinforcements to the ravaged Regulars. 

When Robert Graves arrived at the Wrexham 

Depot, he observed, ‘we Special Reserve officers 

were reminded of our great good fortune; 

if the war lasted, we should have the privilege 

with many other smaller countries, a sense of 

nationalism had been sweeping across Wales 

in the first years of the 20th century, and Lloyd 

George, as Chancellor of the Exchequer and 

then Minister of Munitions, saw an opportunity 

for Welsh troops to play a crucial part in 

reforging their nation’s identity.

In 1915, he said, ‘I should like to see a 

Welsh army in the field. I should like to see 

the race that fought for a generation under 

Glendower give a good taste of its quality in 

this struggle in Europe.’ He even suggested 

that they should wear brethren llwyd – greyish 

uniforms of Welsh wool.

While the Regular battalions of all the Welsh 

regiments had always recruited well, the influ-

ential Chapels did not encourage their flocks 

to heed Kitchener’s appeal, and wartime volun-

teering was slow. With typical wiliness, Lloyd 

George talked the Elders round, and young men 

began to enlist in good numbers.

A Welsh corps of two divisions had been 

envisaged, but by the spring of 1916 it was 

decided to divert recruits into just one division, 

dub it ‘38th (Welsh)’, and have it wear a red 

Welsh dragon on the arm – though it was clad 

in khaki, not Welsh grey.

THE SOMME

Much has been written about the British Army’s 

bloodiest day, 1 July 1916, and the subsequent 

Battle of the Somme. Here it is enough to say 

that after 1915’s debacle in the Dardanelles, 

renewed efforts had to be made to break the 

deadlock on the Western Front.

So it was agreed that the Italian, Russian, 

French, and British allies would attack on three 

fronts in 1916, and the British and French 

side by side astride the Somme. Fresh, untried 

REGIMENT. REGIMENT. REGIMENT. REGIMENT. 

of serving with one or other of the [Regular] 

line battalions.’ He still felt, though, that he was 

always treated as ‘the poor relation’.

Then came the Territorial battalions, which 

had a slender cadre of Regular sergeants and 

officers, and who were often sniped at as ‘town-

hall soldiers’ and ‘weekend warriors’. Graves 

suggests that the Regulars ‘never accepted the 

Territorials, disowning them contemptuously 

as “dog-shooters”.’

On top of these came the Service Battalions, 

‘Kitchener’ units, 14 battalions of them in the 

case of the Fusiliers. They had rather homely 

sobriquets (the 15th’s was ‘1st London Welsh’), 

but Graves’s view was that: ‘The Regiment 

tentatively accepted the New Army battalions 

as one by one they proved themselves worthy 

by service in the field.’

THE 38TH (WELSH) DIVISION

The 13th, 14th, 15th, 16th, and 17th were all part 

of 38th (Welsh) Division, which had been raised 

in extraordinary circumstances. In common 

The Territorial 
battalions were 
often sniped at 
as ‘town-hall 
soldiers’ and 
‘weekend warriors’. 

Patrick Mercer explores the hell of July 1916 in Mametz Wood from the perspective 

of the Royal Welch Fusiliers.
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The 1908 Pattern Webbing equipment

was worn by Regular units and most of the

Kitchener battalions. Territorials tended to

have the 1914 Pattern leather equipment,

to which they usually stuck, even though it

was less versatile, as a distinctive mark.

Webbing

The debate about what boots an infantryman

should have continues to this day. The

ankle-length, nailed, well-dubbined leather

boot was much more waterproof than most

people imagine, but was useless in deeper

puddles. Leather bars were sometimes

nailed across the sole to give better grip

in the mud, and even when wet they were

much warmer than the rubber boots which

could be issued.

Boots

A short entrenching tool was carried

strapped to the bayonet scabbard. Much

more useful were larger picks and shovels

referred to as ‘G1098 stores’. Seldom

mentioned by diarists, the amount of

digging carried out by each soldier should

never be underestimated.

Entrenching tool

The ‘Brodie’-pattern shrapnel helmet was

first trialled in late 1915 and then issued as

a ‘trench store’ – that is, one unit relieving

another would take over the pool of helmets.

By mid-1916, each man had his own helmet,

often decorated with a painted divisional

sign or regimental badge, and often covered

with hessian to prevent shine. Later

patterns had a chainmail curtain attached

to protect the eyes. On discharge, each

soldier was given his helmet as a souvenir

from a grateful nation.

Helmet

This fusilier carries the Mark 1 Short

Magazine Lee–Enfield .303 rifle. It

was designed for accurate, long-range

marksmanship. Safe and effective ‘musketry’

required a great deal of training. Troops were

usually ordered to keep their rifle’s muzzle

and bolt covered to protect against mud.

LEFT A soldier of the Royal Welch Fusiliers at 

Mametz Wood. 
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To the south of the Albert-Bapaume

road, the right wing of the British IV and

the French VI armies enjoyed consider-

able success, but to the north, as far as

Gommecourt, the British made no gains,

despite the colossal cost in casualties on

1 July. The southern sector thus became

the cauldron of the battle. Into this inferno,

the Welshmen were plunged.

MAMETZ WOOD

Slowly, bloodily, the Germans were pressed back

from the villages of Fricourt and Mametz, and

by 5 July 38th (Welsh) Division was moved for-

ward to their start-line for an assault on Mametz

Wood, with 17th Division to their west and 18th

Division to their east.

On 7 July, the attack began, with 17th

Division taking Acid Drop Copse, allowing the

Welshmen to fight through to the edges of the

Hammerhead, before both Divisions turned

north to clear through the shell-smashed
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British formations poured to the Front. They 

expected time to train and shake down. But  

the Germans struck at Verdun in February,  

and very soon the French were fighting  

desperately and crying out for help to stem  

a German advance that looked as though it 

might knock France out of the war.

So the Somme offensive was no longer 

designed as an arrow aimed at the heart  

of Germany, but as a British shield for an 

imperilled ally.

The British commanders focused on the 

artillery. Given the low levels of infantry training 

among the newly arrived Kitchener units, 

they hoped that the guns would enable them to 

prevail by smashing the German defences. 

The gunners, however, were still little versed 

in the techniques of rolling barrages and 

precise counter-battery fire, and they lacked 

the skill to bring fire close enough to their own 

infantry to neutralise the enemy effectively. 

This, combined with the light calibre of many 

of the guns and too much shrapnel rather than 

high-explosive ammunition, ensured that the 

guns could not deliver the knockout blow.

Despite this, two divisions from III Army 

attacked Gommecourt in the north, 11  

divisions from IV Army attacked between  

Serre and Fricourt, and six divisions of the 

French VI Army attacked astride the Somme 

itself. Poised to the rear was the British Reserve 

Army with its three cavalry divisions ready to 

exploit any advantage.

‘Mametz Wood 
was a menacing 
wall of gloom.’

Siegfried Sassoon
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wood. Siegfried Sassoon, with 1 RWF, was 

watching events with the leading elements  

of his own division:

Mametz Wood was a menacing wall  

of gloom, and now an outburst of rapid  

thudding explosions began from that  

direction. There was a sap [a narrow  

communication trench] from the quadrangle  

to the wood, and along this the Germans  

were bombing. In all this confusion I formed  

the obvious notion that we ought to be deepening 

the trench. Daylight would be on us at once, 

and we were along a slope exposed to enfilade 

fire from the wood.

Evans’s 115th Brigade began the operation. 

Captain Wyn Griffith, one of the brigade  

staff, observed,

We had reached the high 

ground at Pommiers Redoubt, 

and, standing in a trench, 

scanned the wood with our 

glasses. It seemed as thick as 

virgin forest. There was no sign 

of life in it, no one could see 

whether it concealed 10,000 

men or ten machine-guns. Its 

edges were clean-cut. As far as 

the eye could see, the ground 

between us and the wood was 

bare of any cover.

FUTILE ATTACK

Under cover of a smokescreen 

that never materialised and 

inexpert artillery fire that 

fell largely among the British 

infantry, the 17th Royal Welch 

Fusiliers went forward at the head of the attack. 

Sassoon recalls,

As I stepped over one of the Germans,  

an impulse made me lift him up from the 

miserable ditch. Propped against the bank, 

his blond face was undisfigured, except by 

the mud which I wiped from his eyes and 

mouth with my coat sleeve. He’d evidently 

been killed while digging, for his tunic was 

knotted loosely about his shoulders. He didn’t 

look to be more than 18. Hoisting him a little 

higher, I thought what a gentle face he had, 

and remembered that this was the first time 

I’d ever touched one of our enemies with my 

hands. Perhaps I had some dim sense of the 

futility which had put an end to this good-

looking youth. Anyway, I hadn’t expected the 

Battle of the Somme to be quite like this.

LEFT The British sector of the battle-

field of the Somme, showing the 

location of Mametz Wood, a short 

distance north of the ground gained  

in the Fricourt area on the first day.   

BELOW A sketch map from the Royal 

Welch Fusiliers regimental history 

showing the site of the Battle of 

Mametz Wood, 7-12 July 1916.  

RIGHT Mametz Wood.

With over 400 casualties and nothing 

achieved, the attack was called off. Captain 

Wynn Griffith again:

Wounded men were crawling back from 

the ridge, men were crawling forward with 

ammunition. No attack could succeed over 

ground such as this, swept from front and 

side by machine-guns at short range.

But, with casualties mounting for no 

gain, how were field commanders to prove 

their mettle to their superiors? A precedent 

had been set a few days earlier when Major-

General Montagu-Stuart-Wortley, General 

Officer Commanding 46th (North Midlands) 

Division had been sacked after his failure at 

Gommecourt. The commander of XV Corps 

now summarily removed Major-General Ivor 

Philipps, 38th’s divisional commander, due 

to ‘lack of aggression’. Not even the fact that 

Philipps’s aide-de-camp was Lloyd George’s  

son could save him.

SECOND ATTACK

Now the Royal Welch Fusiliers in 113th  

and 114th Brigades moved up. At 0400hrs  

on 10 July, behind an intense barrage,  

both brigades were to attack on much  

the same frontage where one had failed 

before, sheer weight of numbers being 

expected to succeed.

Despite being a Regular cavalryman with 

little infantry experience, Lieutenant-Colonel 

Carden’s 16 RWF assaulted with ‘perfect steadi-

ness’, even though he was first wounded and 

then killed right on the edge of the wood.

Next to be thrown into the maelstrom were 

14 RWF, then Brigadier Price-Davies committed 
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to be rested for several weeks after the mauling

it had taken, and there was criticism of its lack

of skill, especially the gunners.

However untried, however untrained these

Kitchener battalions were, they lacked neither 

dash nor guts: wartime Royal Welchmen had 

trounced the Germans at Mametz in much the 

same style as their forebears had triumphed at 

Albuera and the Alma. 

Patrick Mercer is a former soldier, journalist, 

and MP. He is interested in any action of the 

British Army or Royal Navy, but has made a 

special study of the Italian Campaign.
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13 and 15 RWF. The wood was now full of 

Welshmen battering, bombing, and bludgeon-

ing their way, finally achieving their aims just 

ahead of schedule. But five commanding 

officers had been killed or wounded, and many 

junior officers and sergeants struck down.

Predictably, the Germans counter- 

attacked from the Hammerhead. This  

was contained by 17 RWF and 10th South 

Wales Borderers, an event that may have 

inspired Christopher Williams’s canvas  

The Welsh at Mametz Wood.

Commissioned by Lloyd George, the painting

hung for a while at 10 Downing Street, the

brawny soldier driving home his bayonet blade

and the bloodied subaltern almost touching

his enemies with his revolver’s muzzle, shocking

the public into an understanding of what was

being asked of their sons.

THIRD ATTACK

On 11 July, the Welsh tried again. Despite plan-

ning a ‘silent’ attack without artillery support,

the guns opened fire at 2.45pm, with many

rounds falling short among the men. With the

Germans thoroughly alerted, 115th Brigade,

with 17 RWF in the lead, did their best, but

by 9.20pm all the battalions were back in the

trenches from which they had started.

Bloody though it was, this last attack had

persuaded the Germans that they could hold 

on no longer, and at dawn on 12 July, as  

the spent 38th (Welsh) were relieved by the 

fresh 21st Division, it was discovered that the 

enemy had withdrawn.

The fighting for Mametz Wood was over. 

There had been over 4,000 casualties – about  

a third of the division’s bayonet strength, with  

a disproportionate number of officers and 

NCOs among the fallen. The division had  

THE ROYAL WELCH FUSILIERS

ABOVE Men of the Royal 

Welch Fusiliers in bivouac 

on the Somme in 1916. 

RIGHT Lieutenant-Colonel 

Carden, who was killed at 

the head of 16th Battalion, 

Royal Welch Fusiliers, during 

the fighting for Mametz 

Wood on 10 July 1916.
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Raised by Lord Herbert of Chirbury in Ludlow in  

March 1689, the regiment came into being in order  

to fight James II. This started an odyssey of service,  

first at the Boyne, then at Aughrim, followed by the  

War of Spanish Succession, where the Fusiliers were 

granted the prefix ‘Royal’.

Distinguishing themselves at Minden in 1759, they 

were one of the most heavily engaged regiments in 

the American War of Independence. This distinction 

continued at Corunna and bloody Albuera in the 

Peninsular War and then at Waterloo.

Following this, the RWF went on to gain one of the  

first VCs in the Crimea, saw service in the Mutiny, in 

Ashanti in 1874, and against the Boxers and the Boers, 

before sending battalions to every front in the Great War.

Designed as one of the first ‘fusilier’ regiments, the 

RWF have always been associated with Wales, and by 

1757 were styled ‘23rd Royal Welch Fusiliers’. It took  

the Army until 1920 officially to recognise the spelling 

of ‘Welch’: it had been ‘Welsh’ until then.

The Royal Welch always clung to the tradition of 

wearing a ‘flash’ of black ribbons from the back of their 

collar. Originally designed to keep greasy pigtails from 

staining the uniform, the regiment was abroad when hair 

was ordered to be cut short and were never notified.

On parade, at the head of the regiment, marches a 

fine, ‘Welch’ goat from the royal herd, whose horns  

are gilded. He is handled by the ‘Goat Major’.

‘As far as the eye 
could see, the 
ground between us 
and the wood was 
bare of any cover.’’
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A
sked ater WWII who had

contributed what to the inal

victory, Stalin replied: ‘The British

provided the time, the Americans the

money, Russia the blood.’ Had he

been as cynical as he was sometimes

portrayed, he might have added ‘and

the Germans the military strategy’.

How was it possible for the

German Army of summer 1940 to

be so completely crushed by the

spring of 1945? It had been the

largest, best-armed, most highly

trained military force in Europe,

and one with superb morale.

Can it all be blamed on Hitler’s

faulty strategy and leadership,

or was there something in the

German Army itself, and indeed in

Germany as a nation, that caused

this downfall?

Shepherd’s ambitious, detailed,

well-researched, large-scale history

takes us from the 100,000-man

army of Weimar through the vast

expansion and rearmament of the

Hitler years; then from the series of

early crushing victories in 1939-1940,

through the even more crushing

defeats of 1943-1945, to Germany’s

complete destruction and occupa-

tion by spring 1945.

Until 1941, the German Army

knew nothing but military success,

but from 1941 to 1945 German

soldiers were increasingly in

retreat. Shepherd’s conclusion

is that the German Army was

simply overwhelmed by superior

numbers of men, weapons, and

munitions – even though much of

it was of inferior quality. Once the

Grand Alliance of the USSR, the USA,

and Britain got into its stride, there

was little the German Army could do

against such numbers of men and

such quantities of equipment.

Political and ideological decisions

played a signiicant part in the

process. There was no need for

Hitler to invade either the Balkans

or USSR in 1941. Had he decided

simply to sit tight on his 1940

conquests and frontiers, refusing

to declare war on either the USA

or USSR, it is hard to see how he

could ever have been dislodged.

A FLAWED STRATEGY

Churchill paid tribute to Rommel in

the House of Commons as ‘a great

general, if one may say so, through

the fog of war’. With great irony,

however, he also praised Hitler as

being the Allies’ ‘best general’, so

inept were his decisions on strategy.

Yet against German High

Command advice, in the early

years, Hitler was proved right time

and time again – in the Rhineland,

in Austria, in the Sudetenland, at

Munich, in Poland, in Norway, and in

France. ‘I saw my enemies at Munich –

they are worms,’ Hitler declared.

But he ignored the efect of the

change of leadership represented by

Churchill in 1940. Given the extraor-

dinarily bad hand he inherited in

1940, Churchill played his cards very

well. In particular, he proved adept

in his delicate diplomatic dealings

with Roosevelt and Stalin.

In contrast, Hitler frittered away

his own winning hand. Ater the

invasion of Russia, he took the

German Army, at irst willingly, then

under duress, to complete disaster.

Wellington once said that the great-

est quality of a good general was the

ability to retreat, and the knowledge

of when to do so: Churchill had this

ability; Hitler did not.

The German ‘stand-fast’ orders

from 1942 onwards led inexorably

to inal defeat. Time and again the

German Army could, and should,

have been ordered back into

more easily defensible positions.

Shepherd quotes the German

historian Bernt Wegner: ‘Hitler

and the German Army tried to
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go for everything, and were let

with nothing.’

A narrative grew up during the 

Cold War that all the Germans’ 

mistakes had been the fault of 

Hitler; that all the atrocities, war 

crimes, and genocide had been the 

work of the Gestapo, the SS, and 

Nazi fanatics; that the German 

soldier himself had been a decent 

fellow i ghting cleanly. It would 

be embarrassing for the Western 

democracies to be forced to admit 

that the West German army was 

tainted by such crimes.

HITLER’S SOLDIERS:

THE GERMAN ARMY

IN THE THIRD REICH
Ben H Shepherd

Yale University Press, £25 (hbk)

ISBN 978-0300179033
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Shepherd rejects this politically 

motivated whitewash. He shows 

again and again that ordinary 

German soldiers and police units, 

as well as the Waf en-SS, were 

responsible for massacres, hostage-

taking and -shooting, genocide, 

torture, rape, and looting on a 

massive scale. He also writes that 

senior oi  cers knew all about these 

atrocities, were complicit, and ot en 

involved themselves.

A TAINTED ARMY

Shepherd points out that the 

German oi  cer corps acquiesced in 

Hitler’s rise, and his illegal, authori-

tarian actions at home and abroad, 

because the Nazis promised military 

expansion and rearmament. Part 

of this he puts down to traditional 

anti-socialist, anti-democratic, and 

anti-Semitic attitudes common in 

the German Army before WWI.

He also blames the brutalising 

ef ect of the Free Corps – freelance 

paramilitary units which, at er 

1918, acted as a counter-revolutionary 

militia against the socialist parties 

and labour unions. The brutal tactics 

of repression used by the German 

Army were all thus i rst pioneered 

internally in Germany itself in the 

early 1920s. The i nal spasm of this 

policy of terror was the stringing 

up from lamp posts of deserting 

German soldiers, at er drumhead 

court-martials, in the rubble of 

Berlin in 1945.

The brutality of the German 

military in World War II was also 

a product of Nazi ideology, which 

argued that Slavs and southern 

Europeans were inferior, that the 

Western states were decadent, that 

the Jews were subhuman, and that 

communists and socialists deserved

to be exterminated.

Such attitudes justii ed atrocities; 

in Poland and Russia, the term 

‘Jew’ and ‘partisan’ became 

interchangeable. Shepherd quotes 

extensively from the diaries of 

German soldiers as evidence of 

how dehumanised they had become 

towards their enemies.
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Inevitably, their enemies 

responded in kind. The savagery 

meted out in Russia by the Germans 

was eventually repaid with interest, 

in the Balkans as well as in the 

East, and eventually in France, 

post-Mussolini Italy, Holland, and 

Belgium. The Second War became 

as savage as the worst of medieval 

warfare. The ef ects of the brutal 

Eastern campaign seeped into other 

theatres: the worst atrocities were 

ot en committed in France by troops 

who had been sent back from Russia.

As it develops, this study becomes 

a history of WWII with a central 

place given to the German military. 

It makes for a very long book, 

though it is clearly and attractively 

written. Shepherd concentrates 

on high policy, grand strategy, and 

major campaigns.

Surprisingly, ordinary soldiers’ 

voices and concerns are largely 

absent. There is a mass of oral 

history, diaries, memoirs, and personal 

accounts on which to draw, but 

Shepherd has chosen, by and large, 

to stick to the major players.

   His narrative is strong on social, 

political, and economic history, 

adequate on armaments, strategy, 

and tactics, but will probably not 

satisfy the expert who wants more 

in-depth operational detail.

Highly readable and with great 

narrative scope, this is an excellent 

starting-point for anyone who 

wishes to have a broad overview 

of WWII from the German military 

ROBERT CARVER

ABOVE Hitler with General Wilhelm Keitel at a conference during the 

Poland Campaign, 1939.

ABOVE A German infantry officer 

lying low on the Eastern Front 

in 1943.

The savagery 
meted out 
in Russia by 
the Germans 
was repaid 
with interest.
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B
runo Cabanes’ August 1914

provides a welcome French

take on the extraordinary month

when Europe slipped from decades

of peace to full-scale war. Cabanes

is a French historian working in the US,

and the book was originally published

in French two years ago.

Although rather late to the centenary

party, it provides a genuinely fresh

approach for British readers used to

the perspective from London or the

industrial north. The book is full of

the sights, smells, and emotions

of August 1914, and is not just a

diplomatic or military history, but a

social and cultural history too.

Mobilisation posters went up

in every hôtel de ville (town hall)

across France on the late aternoon

of Saturday 1 August. In Paris there

was chaos as tens of thousands of

visitors and tourists tried to leave the

city, mostly by trains that were quickly

requisitioned for the military. But

France in 1914 was still a very rural

society, with more than half the popula-

tion living in the countryside.

Men in the Reserves and the

Territorial Army were given a ixed

timetable for getting to their regimental

HQ. Within a week 3,781,000 men

had reported for duty. Farms were

let without young men to bring in the

harvests; towns and villages were

emptied of men. The women and the

older men were let in charge.

The story went that every soldier

went cheerfully of to war la leur

aux fusils (‘with a lower in the barrel

of his rile’). But Cabanes shows how

distraught people were as they said

their goodbyes. The men usually tried to

be strong and reassuring, while women

wept in open displays of emotion.

O S
AUGUST 1914: FRANCE, THE GREAT 
WAR, AND A MONTH THAT CHANGED 
THE WORLD FOREVER
Brunos Cabanes

Yale University Press, £18.99 (hbk)

ISBN 978-0300208276

THE BEST NEW MILITARY HISTORY TITLES THIS MONTH

Cabanes also challenges the myth 

of the union sacrée, the idea that every 

region, class, and community was uni-

i ed (in marked contrast to the divisions 

of 1939-1940). Despite the l ag waving 

and patriotism, a widespread sense of 

anxiety prevailed.

It has always seemed amazing to 

me how the French could send their 

infantry to war against machine-guns 

and artillery wearing blue jackets, bright 

red trousers, and képis, an army in 

19th-century Napoleonic dress for a 

20th-century industrial war.

Cabanes makes the point that every-

one in France expected a short, sharp 

war – a couple of big battles and then a 

treaty. And as the war would follow the 

French of ensive doctrine set out in Plan 

XVII, there was no need for disguise. The 

French soldier was proud to wear the 

colours his great-grandfather had worn 

on the path to victory.

Instead, of course, in the Battle of the 

Frontiers, the French suf ered cata-

strophic losses: 40,000 men were killed 

between 20 and 23 August – 27,000 

on 22 August alone. These are the worst 

losses in French military history and far 

exceed the numbers killed in the British 

Army on the i rst day of the Somme. 

However, they have been forgotten in 

the French collective memory because 

of the terrible losses later in the war at 

Verdun and elsewhere.

The Battle of the Frontiers 

represented a massive failure of 

Jof re’s doctrine. But Jof re blamed his 

generals, most of whom were in their 

60s. They had graduated before the 

age of telephones and aircrat . Ten 

corps and 33 divisional commanders 

were sacked or sent to quiet locations 

like Limoges, hence the French verb 

limoger (‘to dismiss’).

The German generals were of the 

same age and also made mistakes. 

But they used their artillery far more 

ei  ciently and so were able to seize the 

initiative in this i rst bloody month of war.

But August 1914 is also about 

the home front. Fears of atrocities 

were whipped up throughout France. 

Thousands with German-sounding 

names were attacked; fear of spies 

and of the ‘enemy within’ was 

widespread; the Maggi chain of 

grocery stores were vandalised 

across France because of suspicion 

that the German-owned shops were 

supplying poisoned milk in an attempt 

to kill French children.

Of course, part of north-east France 

was occupied in 1914. Thousands 

l ed, but those who remained faced 

violence, destruction, and rape. The 

Germans executed 900 French and 

5,500 Belgian civilians in the i rst 

months of war.

On several occasions, Cabanes 

quotes visual evidence to make his 

point. He refers to the photos of 

Jacques Moreau capturing the mood 

as millions said their farewells at the 

beginning of the month. The i lm 

J’Accuse by Abel Gance, made later 

in the war, expresses the fear of the 

Germans. It is a pity none of these 

images have been included.

But overall August 1914 is a great 

read, wide-ranging and wonderfully 

thought-provoking. In 1962, Barbara 

Tuchman wrote a large book August 

1914 that has become a classic. This 

is a relatively small book, but deserves 

to become a classic study of how 

France went to war and the dreadful 

violence that ensued.

                                   TAYLOR DOWNING

Taylor Downing is author of Breakdown: 

the crisis of shell shock on the 

Somme 1916 (Little, Brown, 2016).



www.military-history.org 65MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLY

M
HM

R
EV

IEW
S

W
ithin the space of a century, the Protestant population of France came close to being decimated.

France was fast becoming the model for European state centralisation, leaving no room for any

religion but that of the Catholic monarch Louis XIV, ‘the Sun King’.

France’s Protestants – the Huguenots – were Calvinists who held their irst French national synod in 1559,

at which a church with a Presbyterian administration was founded.

Religious toleration seemed to have become established when, in 1598, Henry IV issued the Edict of Nantes,

establishing Protestantism in 200 towns and proclaiming freedom of worship.

Religious intolerance, however, was never far from the surface, and as Protestantism gained adherents,

persecution increased. There was serious bloodletting in the second half of the 16th century, during the reign

of Francis II, when religious hatred precipitated the Wars of Religion. In spite of heavy military blows, the

Huguenots were ultimately victorious, thanks to strong unity under capable leadership.

Then, in the reign of Louis XIII, the all-powerful Cardinal Richelieu decided to break the Huguenot power.

Protestant resistance was brutally put down and thousands of refugees were scattered across Europe and beyond.

The inal blow came in 1685 with the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes. Ater that, the only important community

of Huguenots let in France was in the Cévennes, the rugged mountainous south-central region of Languedoc.

It was here in 1702 that the Camisard Uprising broke out, one of the irst instances of guerrilla warfare in

modern Europe. This was a largely peasant rebellion, its name most likely a reference to the dark linen smocks

the insurgents wore in night raids.

David Crackanthorpe, a long-time resident of the Languedoc, tells the story of how for two years, until 1704, led by the young Jean Cavalier and Roland Laporte, the

Camisards met the ravages of the royal army with guerrilla tactics, and withstood superior forces in several battles.

In 1704, Marshal Louis Hector Villars ofered some concessions to the Protestants, while ofering Cavalier the promise of a command. Cavalier’s acceptance broke

the revolt, though Laporte and some of his followers refused to submit and scattered ighting went on until 1710.

As the author notes, the uprising has been largely neglected in English historical writing, though at the time of the rebellion there were close connections between

Huguenot exiles in London and the rebels in the Languedoc. Crackanthorpe has illed that gap with an authoritative and readable account of this little-known episode

in European military history.

JULES STEWART

THE CAMISARD UPRISING
David Crackanthorpe

Signal Books, £14.99 (pbk)

ISBN 978-1909930209

BRITISH CONCENTRATION CAMPS: 

A BRIEF HISTORY FROM 1900-1975
Simon Webb

Pen & Sword, £19.99 (hbk)

ISBN 978-1473846296

B
ritish concentration camps in 1975? If this sounds far-fetched, how about holding people indei nitely, with 

no hope of a court trial? Or legally being able to destroy people’s houses? Or imposing a curfew? Why not 

l og people who take part in demonstrations, or who own a car without permission? The Special Powers Act 

of 1922 provided for all this, and it was still being used as recently as 1972 – in Northern Ireland.

Internment without trial had been used periodically in Northern Ireland since 1922, and had, apparently, been 

ef ective. Since 1969, a new wave of disorder and violence had been rising in Ulster, so perhaps it would work 

again. Even the problem of accommodating those who were interned was solved: by bringing back into service 

an unused RAF base, at Long Kesh, together with a prison ship moored on Belfast Lough. While the government 

in Westminster thought that this would be a solution, the Army was not so keen; indeed, internment gave a 

tremendous boost to IRA recruitment.

Not only could detainees be held without trial for an indei nite period, but torture was routinely used to try to 

discover who the leaders of the insurgents were. Five techniques were used: sleep deprivation, withholding food 

and drink, prolonged exposure to noise, hooding, and being made to stand against a wall for long periods.

When this was discovered, word was put out that it was the work of rogue army oi  cers; some 40 years later it 

transpired that this had been sanctioned by the government in Westminster. Not until 1975 was internment ended, 

and Long Kesh was thereat er occupied by those who had been convicted following a court trial.

The 1970s were the last time that Britain ran concentration camps. Simon Webb gives us a full history of their use by the British – from the Boer War, through 

World War I, to the inter-war labour camps, and the internment of  ‘aliens’ during World War II. We also learn of their use during the Malayan ‘Emergency’, the 

Mau Mau uprising, and in Cyprus at er the war.

While the i rst chapter could have benei ted from some editing, overall this is a timely reminder of how concentration camps have been used by Britain throughout 

the 20th century.

FRANCESCA ROBINSON
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The Battle of Crécy: 

a casebook

Michael Livingston and 

Kelly DeVries (eds)

Liverpool University Press, 

£25 (pbk)

ISBN 978-1781382707

Several key questions about 

the Battle of Crécy (1346) 

remain unanswered. How 

signii cant was the English 

longbow? Where did the 

i ghting take place? The 

editors have gathered over 

80 14th-century sources, 

with English translations, 

plus eight new essays, in an 

attempt to prompt answers. 

Conspiracy

Iain Gale

Heron Books, £16.99 (hbk)

ISBN 978-1848664845

Military history and i ction 

are closely intertwined 

in this fast-paced novel. 

James Keane is an 

intelligence oi  cer smuggled 

into Revolutionary France to 

promote dissent against the 

rule of Napoleon. Working 

with Jacobites and French 

Royalists, forging alliances 

between unlikely 

collaborators, Keane works 

to defeat French Emperor 

Napoleon Bonaparte.

Tribe: on homecoming 

and belonging

Sebastian Junger

Fourth Estate, £12.99 (hbk)

ISBN 978-0008168179

Why do so many citizens of 

Sarajevo say that they miss 

the war? Why did psychiatric 

admissions go down during 

the Blitz? Why did suicide 

rates fall in Belfast in 1969 

and 1970? It seems that 

occasions of extreme 

stress give individual lives 

more purpose. Humanity 

appears to do better when 

people work together for 

a common cause. 

The Tommies Manual 1916

Hannah Holman

Amberley Publishing, 

£9.99 (pbk)

ISBN 978-1445638225

This book comprises a 

selection of the huge array of 

leal ets, books, and manuals 

issued by the War Oi  ce 

during the First World War. 

They give advice on the best 

way to advance across 

no-man’s land, what action 

to take during a cloud gas 

attack, how to design a 

barbed-wire entanglement, 

and how to excavate a 

front-line trench.

The Great Conspiracy: 

Britain’s secret war against 

Revolutionary France, 

1794-1805

Carlos de la Huerta

Amberley Publishing, 

£20.00 (hbk)

ISBN 978-1445659480

Behind the conl ict between 

Britain and Revolutionary 

France was a parallel 

shadow war, waged in 

order to overthrow the 

French Republic and restore 

the Bourbons to the throne. 

Secrets abound in this 

story of political intrigue 

and espionage.

ILLUSTRATED BOOK  Somewhere in England: American 
airmen in the Second World War
Jenny Cousins (ed.)
Imperial War Museums, £14.99 (pbk)
ISBN 978-1904897545
One of the IWM’s series of great photographic 

books, based around their huge collection of images, 

Somewhere in England is published to coincide with the 

opening of the American Air Museum at Duxford, where 

several of the images in the book are on display. 

Covering social and cultural history as well as more 

obvious military themes, it packs in lots of colour photos 

to go with the wide range of monochrome plates.

Im
ag

es
 (

L-
R

):
 ©

 IW
M

; ©
 P

h
o

to
gr

ap
h

er
’s

 e
st

at
e 

(F
R

E
 7

6
71

);
 ©

 IW
M

 (
FR

E
 4

0
71

)



WITH CHRISTMAS JUST AROUND THE CORNER, HERE IS A PROMOTION 

OF GIFTS TO BUY FOR THE FESTIVE SEASON.

G I F T S

G

T-SHIRTS AND TOTE BAGS

Historytees.net le

people show 

their passion fo

ancient history,

in the same way

sports fans show

their pride in

their team! The

have T-shirts 

featuring ancien

civilizations, gre

people, and even

tote bags from pl

like the ‘Assyrian Iron-

Tipped Spear Shop’.
All History Tees are made and printed in the USA.  Nothing 

you order from History Tees has ever seen a sweatshop. This is 
part of who we are.

Use the promo code ‘MHM16’ to get 10% off!

COMPANY: Historytees.net

PRICE: $25 

WHERE TO BUY: www.Historytees.net

EMAIL: rob@historytees.net

ESCAPE FROM COLDITZ

Designed by Major Pat Reid, one of a handful of prisoners-
of-war to escape Colditz Castle, and screenwriter Brian 
Degas, ‘Escape From Colditz’ is the classic British board 
game. This deluxe-edition includes original and updated 
rules, new artwork, 56 wooden pawns, 100 cards, a 32-page 
history book, and replicas of prison artefacts.

PUBLISHER: Osprey Games

PRICE: £49.99

WHERE TO BUY: www.ospreypublishing.com/escape-from-colditz

ONE-YEAR MEMBERSHIP WITH THE ARMY RECORDS SOCIETY

The Army Records Society is a not-for-profit organisation with charitable status 
that exists to edit and publish manuscripts relating to the history of the British 
Army. Every year they publish at least one volume of documents. This means that 
these primary historical sources are made available to a wider audience.

SOCIETY: Army Records Society

PRICE: £25

WHERE TO BUY: www.armyrecordssociety.org.uk/

CONTACT: William Butler (Membership Secretary) 

EMAIL: w.m.butler@kent.ac.uk

PHONE: 01227 827 421



F
ilms of naval battles are not 

easy to pull of . Naval engage-

ments take place over vast 

distances. Ot en it is dii  cult for 

the camera (or the human eye) to 

see enemy ships clearly. 

The battles can be confusing and 

very hard to follow. The makers of 

The Battles of the Coronel and 

Falkland Islands, released in 1927 

(see MHM 58), for example, struggled 

to make sense of the First World War 

naval battles they portrayed. 

So, usually, movies about the war 

at sea resort to telling stories of the 

crew and tales of life on board, as in 

Noël Coward’s superb In Which We 

Serve (1942; see MHM 30) and 

in the extremely tense Cruel Sea 

(1953; see MHM 39).

WAR AT SEA
In 1960, producer John Brabourne 

and director Lewis Gilbert were 

determined to make a i lm about the 

British pursuit of the Second World 

War German battleship Bismarck. 

They wanted it to explain the 

massive tactical and interpretative 

challenges faced by the Admiralty 

in 1941, while also presenting 

the full-on drama of the naval chase 

and the massive scale of wartime 

engagements at sea. 

Sink the Bismarck! does this 

successfully by intercutting scenes 

from the Admiralty War Room with 

scenes of the war at sea, following a 

cast of characters who become familiar 

over the course of the movie. The 

former provides an explanation of the 

strategy used in the chase. The latter 

provides the drama.

It must have helped considerably 

that Brabourne’s father-in-law was 

Earl Mountbatten, a naval hero and 

the commander of HMS Kelly during 

the Second World War. By the time 

Brabourne set about making his i lm, 

Mountbatten was Chief of the Defence 

Staf . Mountbatten ensured that his 

son-in-law had the full cooperation 

of the Admiralty, and secured him 

several major ships for i lming. 

The screenplay was written by 

Edmund North, who adapted a book 

by C S Forester, The Last Nine Days 

of the Bismarck. The book tells the 

story of the pursuit of the Bismarck 

accurately, but, as is to be expected 

from the author of the Hornblower 

novels, it includes invented dialogue 

and some i ctional characters.

When it was made, Bismarck! 

was praised for its accuracy and 

authentic, documentary-type feel. 

Certainly, this makes it unusual in 

comparison to other British war 

i lms of the early 1960s. 

Key moments of explanation 

are presented by Ed Murrow, the 

well-known American war reporter 

who sent daily radio despatches 

from London to CBS. Playing himself, 

Murrow provides explanations of the 

action at critical points. 

Today, we can be more critical of the 

i lm’s errors and omissions. Because 

it was made before the mid-1970s 

revelation that British codebreakers 

had cracked the German Enigma 

codes, the i lm does not include the 

fact that the Admiralty was able to 

read several signals detailing the 

Bismarck’s movements. This helped 

its decision-making considerably. 

There are also various points in 

the i lm when the wrong class of 
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SINK THE BISMARCK!
Twentieth Century Fox

£7.99

TAYLOR DOWNING REVIEWS A CLASSIC WAR MOVIE 
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John Knatchbull, 7th Baron

Brabourne, known as John 

Brabourne, succeeded to his 

baronetcy while in the Coldstream 

Guards, after the death of his elder 

brother in 1943, who was shot by 

the SS for trying to escape from a 

prison camp. In 1946, he married 

Patricia Mountbatten, the eldest 

daughter of Earl Mountbatten, 

Viceroy of India, and later a 

senior figure in the British 

defence establishment. 

Brabourne became a television 

producer in the 1950s, and then 

went into movie production. The 

first major feature he produced 

was Sink the Bismarck! (1960). He 

was known for his entrepreneurial 

skills in bringing parties together, 

rather than for creative film-making, 

although he liked his films to focus 

on clear story-telling. 

His later films include Othello 

(directed by Stuart Burge, 1965), 

which stars Laurence Olivier and 

Maggie Smith; Romeo and Juliet 

(directed by Franco Zeffirelli, 

1968), which was nominated for a 

Best Picture Oscar; Murder on the 

Orient Express (directed by Sidney 

Lumet, 1974), starring Albert 

Finney; and A Passage to India 

(directed by David Lean, 1984). 

In the 1980s, Brabourne 

became a director of Thames 

Television and Thorn EMI.

Brabourne was on the boat with 

Earl Mountbatten on 27 August 

1979, during a family holiday in 

Mullaghmore, Ireland, when the 

IRA set off remotely from the 

shore a bomb they had planted 

on board. Mountbatten was 

killed, along with Brabourne’s 

son Nicholas and a local boy. 

Brabourne, his wife, and another 

of his sons, Timothy (Nicholas’s 

twin), were severely injured but 

survived. Brabourne died aged 

80 in 2005.

LORD BRABOURNE



hip is used. But, overall, Bismarck! 

resents an accurate picture of the 

hase, which, in typical British style, 

uf ers a massive disaster early on but 

ltimately ends in victory. 

The i lm was made in Cinemascope,

he new widescreen system developed

y Twentieth Century Fox to compete

with television, which was drawing 

eople away from the cinema. 

But, unlike most Cinemascope 

movies, Bismarck! was made in black 

nd white to make it feel authentic. 

he opening scenes are real newsreel 

mages of the launch of the hull of the

Bismarck in February 1939, watched 

y a delighted Adolf Hitler.

HE WAR ROOM
he i lm then cuts to Trafalgar Square 

n May 1941. As air-raid sirens wail the

ll clear’, a naval commander, Captain 

onathan Shepard, crosses the square

nd reports to the Admiralty. 

Shepard is played by Kenneth 

More, one of Britain’s favourite movie 

tars at the time. With his velvety 

oice, he had played several heroes,

ncluding RAF i ghter-ace Douglas 

ader in Reach for the Sky (1956; see 

MHM 59) and the lead in an excellent 

lm about the sinking of the Titanic 

alled A Night to Remember (1958). 

In Bismarck!, we discover that 

hepard is the new Admiralty Director 

f Operations. In a caption at the 

nd of the i lm, it is made clear that 

hepard is ‘completely i ctitious’ 

nd is ‘in no way intended to depict 

aptain Edwards’, who was the actual 

Director of Operations at the time. 

It is a convenient device. By 

reating a i ctional character who 

will be at the centre of Admiralty 

lanning, drama can be invented 

or this strand of the narrative. 

We later discover that Shepard 

was devastated by the sinking of his 

wn ship by Admiral Günther Lütjens, 

nd by the death of his wife in an air 

aid. All his af ection is now directed 

owards his son, a Fleet Air Arm pilot 

n board HMS Ark Royal.

Shepard is directed to the Admiralty

War Room, which, we are told, is 200t 

elow ground – in fact, there were no

asement control centres that deep in

ondon. But the rooms look realistic 

nd are similar in construction to the 

WM’s Churchill War Rooms. 

Shepard is stif  and cold towards 

hose around him. He is a stickler for 

iscipline. He does not appear to wel-

ome the support of the glamorous 
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(Dana Wynter), though his predecessor 

tells him she is vital to the war ef ort.

On his i rst day, Shepard has to deal 

with news that the mighty Bismarck 

(the most powerful warship in the 

German Navy, weighing 41,000 tons 

and armed with eight 15-inch heavy 

guns) has possibly been spotted 

leaving the Baltic, accompanied by 

the heavy-cruiser Prinz Eugen. 

The suspicion is that the two 

ships might be about to race into 

the Atlantic to attack surface vessels. 

An agent in Norway is asked to identify 

the ship, but the Germans kill him 

before he can pass on his sighting. 

The Admiralty do not know where the 

German warships have gone.

In an exceptional piece of l ying, 

an RAF photo-reconnaissance 

Spiti re pilot spots the Bismarck 

in Grimstadj ord. In the Admiralty 

War Room, Shepard learns the l eet 

commander is Admiral Lütjens 

(Karel Stepanek). Shepard believes 

that, as Lütjens is a fanatical Nazi, 

he can predict his movements. 

But the options are clearly laid 

out on a giant table-map in the 

War Room. There are four routes 

Bismarck can choose to get into the 

Atlantic. Shephard correctly predicts 

Lütjens will go for the Denmark Strait, 

between Iceland and Greenland. He 

duly diverts ships from the Home 

Fleet and from convoy duties to 

i nd the Bismarck. 

First Sea Lord Admiral Sir Dudley 

Pound (Laurence Naismith) questions 

this decision, but, when Shepard makes 

it clear that he is willing to take the 

risk, allows him to go ahead.

Along with the Admiralty War 

Room, the principal locations for the 

rest of the i lm include the bridge 

of the Bismarck, where Lütjens 

frequently overrules Captain Ernst 

Lindemann (Carl Möhner), whom he 

sees as weak-willed.

Lütjens is depicted as a dedicated 

Nazi who is overwhelmed with pride 

when he receives a personal message 

from Hitler. In reality, Lütjens was a 

professional naval commander and 

far from a convinced Nazi. He had 

bravely protested against Nazi anti-

Semitic violence and had failed to 

give the Nazi salute when Hitler 

visited the ship.

Other recurring locations are the

Admiral’s cabin on HMS King George V,

from where Admiral Tovey (Michael

Horden) commands the Home Im
a
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Fleet; and the bridges of various other 

ships, including HMS Prince of Wales, 

where Captain Leach (Esmond Knight) 

is in command. 

The Wales let  port with such speed 

that a group of civilian workers (among 

them are characters played by Sydney 

Tal er and Sam Kydd) are still on board, 

servicing the ship. Disgruntled and 

seasick, they provide brief comic relief.

ACTION!
The i rst naval action comes when 

HMS Hood and HMS Prince of Wales 

close in on the Bismarck and the 

Prinz Eugen. The engagements at sea 

include several elements. Archival 

footage of naval vessels provides the 

most authentic images. To this are 

added shots of the ships loaned by 

the Admiralty.

Particularly stunning here are 

sequences showing the big 15-inch 

guns of HMS Vanguard, a battleship 

that, in 1960, was about to be 

scrapped; the same massive guns 

were used on the Hood and Prince of 

Wales. Armourers are seen using giant 

hydraulic lit s to load the shells and 

the equally enormous cordite charges. 

In addition, large models were made 

of all the major vessels. These were 

i lmed in the Pinewood Studios water 

tank. To an audience used to sophis-

ticated CGI, models usually look a bit 

phoney. But these are shot especially 

well and, at times, it is dii  cult to 

distinguish between models and the 

real ships provided by the Admiralty.

EXPLOSION
During the i rst major engagement, 

the Hood and the Prince of Wales 

i re on Bismarck and Prinz Eugen 

from 28,000 yards. The enemy 

vessels return i re. 

In its i t h salvo, a 38cm armour-

piercing shell from the Bismarck 

penetrated the deck of the Hood and 

ignited more than 100 tons of cordite 

in the rear ammunition-magazine. The 

massive explosion broke the back of 

the Hood.  We see the bows and stern 

rise in the air. Within minutes, the ship 

has disappeared in a i reball. Watching 

from the Prince of Wales, the oi  cers 

are stunned. Equally astonished are 

the Admiralty War Room staf , when 

word is received that the Hood has 

gone down. 

In a clever sequence, radio announc-

ers in dif erent languages recount the 

news, ending with Ed Murrow, who 

reports to America that ‘the pride of 

the British navy has been sunk’. There 

were only three survivors out of a crew 

of nearly 1,500 men.

In the North Atlantic, the Bismarck 

has received some minor damage. 

Lindemann suggests returning to port 

for repairs. Lütjens instructs him to 

push forward and begin their mission 

to attack Allied convoys.

In the Admiralty War Room, 

Churchill comes on the phone and 

gives his famous order: ‘This is a 

battle we cannot af ord to lose. 

I don’t care how you do it. You must 

sink the Bismarck!’ The stakes could 

not have been higher.

Shepard orders aircrat  from HMS 

Victorious and HMS Ark Royal (on 

which his son is serving) to try to i nd 

and attack the Bismarck. The Navy had 

provided three restored Fairey Swordi sh 

for the i lming, which are seen taking of  

from the deck of HMS Centaur. 

Shepard’s son ( John Stride) comes 

down in the sea and is reported miss-

ing. When Shepard is told, there is a 

rare moment in a British i lm of this 

era. He is emotional on screen: he is 

seen in tears. This helps to bring him 

closer to Oi  cer Davis, who tells him 

she lost her i ancé at Dunkirk.

ABANDON SHIP
The cruisers shadowing Bismarck lose 

her in bad weather. In the Admiralty 

War Room, glum faces ponder their 

next move. Shepard has a hunch that 

Lütjens will head for the French port 

of Brest. He is correct, and a Catalina 

l ying-boat spots her. 

The Swordi sh are sent in to attack 

once more. They misidentify HMS 

Shei  eld and attack her in error. 

Then, in a second sortie, they i nd 

the Bismarck and i re a torpedo that 

disables her rudder. 

The Bismarck is now immobilised. 

A squad of destroyers open i re, and 

HMS Rodney and HMS King George V 

close in for the kill. Crazed, Lütjens 

tells Lindemann that the Lut waf e 

will arrive at any minute to save them. 

But shells and torpedoes devastate 

the German warship. The deck of the 

Bismarck blazes. At er the bridge is 

destroyed, the order is given to aban-

don ship. We see the vessel keel over 

and go under. At er sending in HMS 

Dorsetshire to rescue any survivors, 

Admiral Tovey turns to his senior 

oi  cers and says, ‘Well, gentlemen 

– let’s go home.’ Back in the Admiralty 

War Room, there is immense relief but 

no elation and no show of emotion. 

Shepard is told that his son has 

been found alive and well. He has 

grown close to Oi  cer Davis through 

the pursuit. He invites her to dinner 

as it is 9 o’clock. When they emerge 

from the Admiralty basement, they 

i nd it is 9 o’clock in the morning. She 

suggests breakfast instead. They walk 

of  across Trafalgar Square.

Sink the Bismarck! is a i ne example 

of a movie about war at sea. It is 

creatively constructed and well writ-

ten. The idea of blending a couple of 

i ctitious characters with real, named 

senior oi  cers works well. It celebrates 

the backroom planners just as much 

as the combatants at sea. 

The story is told with an admirable 

degree of accuracy. The i lming of 

the scenes at sea are immeasurably 

improved by the support of the 

Admiralty in providing ships, especially 

HMS Vanguard, the last battleship 

of the Royal Navy. But, more than 

anything, it is a compelling story 

that is told without a sense of self-

congratulation. Because of this, it is 

still highly watchable today. 

Taylor Downing is the author of 

Spies in the Sky, which includes 

the full story behind the aerial 

photograph pictured above.

Director: Lewis Gilbert.

Producer: John Brabourne. 

Writer: Edmund North. 

Starring: Kenneth More, Dana 

Wynter, and Karel Stepanek. 

A Twentieth Century Fox DVD.

SINK THE BISMARCK!

LEFT The Bismarck in a Norwegian fjord, 

as seen from the sky in 1941.

At 11am on 21 May 1941, Pilot Officer Michael Suckling took off from

Wick in Scotland in his photo-recon Spitfire. He reached the Norwegian 

coast at Bergen and flew south. After a while, he saw what looked like a big 

cruiser surrounded by support ships. He flew lower to photograph them. 

A few minutes later, over Grimstadfjord, he could barely believe his eyes 

when he caught sight of an even bigger ship. He photographed it from 

28,000ft, then headed for home across 300 miles of grey, featureless sea. 

Pinpoint navigation was a skill photo-recon pilots needed, and Suckling 

got it just right, landing at Wick at 2.30pm. A small team of photo inter-

preters were waiting, and, within an hour, his photos had been processed. 

Suckling had found the Prinz Eugen and the Bismarck. Moreover, there 

were no booms around the Bismarck: she was about to set sail. With this 

information, the Admiralty could guess at the route the two German 

raiders would take as they headed into the Atlantic. It was a vital piece of 

intelligence and became known as ‘the picture that sank a battleship’.

AERIAL PHOTOGRAPH



HERE IS A PROMOTION OF SOME OF THE FINEST, MOST REASONABLY PRICED WORLDWIDE TOURS AVAILABLE. 

THE CULTURAL EXPERIENCE
The Cultural Experience run cultural and 

historical tours with a particular specialisation 

in military history. This coming year, they are 

covering themes ranging from ancient history 

and archaeology in Italy, Greece, Oman, Iran, 

and Uzbekistan, to the stories of Alfred the 

Great, the Hundred Years’ War in France, and 
the Campaigns of Marlborough, Frederick the 
Great, Napoleon, and Wellington in Europe 
and India. 

In North America, they cover the French and Indian Wars, and, of 
course, the American Civil War. Coverage of the Indian Mutiny and Zulu 
War include staying in exotic hotels, visiting the Taj Mahal, and going on 
safari. And with the current First World War commemorations, they are 
running regular tours to the Western Front. 

Finally, their Second World War tours give an excuse for visits to places 
like Malta, Burma, and Italy, as well as northern Europe and Berlin. Their 
tours are themed holidays rather than study tours – and all the guides are 
distinguished historians, authors, and/or soldiers. You will stay in excel-
lent hotels, visit the local cultural sites, and sample local customs, food, 
and wine as you travel. 

The company’s trademark is its friendly, inclusive, and hospitable 
style, and for this reason they typically limit their groups to a dozen or so 
individuals – and never more than 20.

TEL: 0345 475 1815
EMAIL: info@theculturalexperience.com
WEB: www.theculturalexperience.com

SELECTED TOURS:

The Battle of Verdun: 17-20 March 2017
Walking the Peninsula: 17-22 May 2017
D-Day Landings & Paris: 27 Jun-1 Jul 2017
Franco-Prussian War: 19-26 July 2017
Russian Revolution: 12-20 September 2017

GALINA INTERNATIONAL BATTLEFIELD TOURS
Galina began organising battlefield tours for adult and school groups to 
France, Belgium, and the Netherlands in 1989. In those days, 30 people 
at the Last Post Ceremony in Ypres was regarded a crowd. Times change, 
but they remain the longest-established, independent, family-owned 
battlefield company in the UK.

Drawing on their long experience as Official Tour Operators to organisa-
tions such as the Normandy Veterans Association, they also arrange tours 
for individuals, as well as groups, wishing to attend major anniversary 
events.

This year, they have expanded their portfolio with a new range of 
UK-based tours for groups from as few as 15 people, staying in 3*/4* accom-

modation (with free places for group 
organisers); ideal for weekend breaks.          

The guides are selected and trained by 
Galina, and have an academic or military 
background, great experience, and enthu-
siasm for sharing their knowledge.       

Galina is a member of ABTA (no. Y4466).

TEL: 01244 340 777
EMAIL: info@wartours.com
TWITTER: @wartours
WEB: www.wartours.com

SELECTED TOURS: 

The Battle of Waterloo, 3 nights, departing 
Ypres, Somme & Vimy Ridge (4 days)
The Normandy Landings (4 days) 
Hadrian’s Wall (1 or 2 days)
Battle of Hastings (1 or 2 days) 
Portsmouth Historic Dockyard (1 or 2 days)

CASSINOBATTLEFIELDS
Spend time with Frank de Planta walking 
in the footsteps of those who served in the 
Italian Campaign, examining the contro-
versy, the brilliance, the ineptitude, and 
the sheer grind of fighting in a country 
entirely suited to defence.  

Appreciate the sheer endurance of the 
men who were asked to take up the fight in southern Italy in an attempt 
to draw German manpower and equipment away from northwest Europe.  

The battles of Salerno, Anzio, and Cassino, fought when the focus 
of Allied attention had switched uncompromisingly to preparing for 
Operation Overlord, all brilliantly illustrate the challenges of fighting in 
very difficult terrain and in a hostile climate. Italy was no picnic.

KIRKER HOLIDAYS
Kirker offers a range of 
escorted tours designed 
to appeal to those with an 
interest in history, archae-
ology, art, gardens, or music. 
Tours typically consist of 12-16 
like-minded travellers in the 
company of an expert guide – selected not just for academic ability but 
also for the ability to lead a convivial party. 

Highlights of the programme for 2017 include visits to the battlefields 
of Wellington’s Peninsular campaign, travelling from Oporto up the 
Douro Valley (finishing in the beautiful city of Salamanca), and tours 
to the fascinating scenes of Roman, Norman, and medieval conflicts in 
France, Italy, and Spain.

For those who prefer to travel independently, we can also arrange tailor-
made holidays for individuals, including private guides and excursions as 
required.

BIRD BATTLEFIELD TOURS
Touring the battlefields of the 1914-18 War began in 1919. The Michelin Tyre 
Company actually produced battlefield guides that same year. Families and the 
bereaved came to look for their loved one’s grave or see the ground where he fought. 

Bird Battlefield Tours follows that tradition and many clients come to see their 
grandfather’s headstone. The emphasis is on remembrance and the experience of 
battle. Tours can be tailor-made and are always convivial. They include visits to sites 
from both World Wars (the Somme and Ypres, Gallipoli, Verdun, Caporetto, and the 
Alpine war; D-Day beaches and Normandy, Falaise, and Arnhem), as well as tours of 
Waterloo, WWII bomber bases in England, and art tours of Venice and Bruges.

TEL: 01347 811 104 or 07768 278 464
EMAIL: enquiries@cassinobattlefields.co.uk
WEB: www.cassinobattlefields.co.uk

SELECTED TOURS: The Battle of the Garigliano, 
and Anzio, 1944: 4-7 May 2017

The Four Battles of Monte Cassino, 1944: 
8-11 June 2017
The Battle of Salerno, 1943: 

8-11 September 2017

TEL: 020 7593 2284
EMAIL: cuturalhours@kirkerholidays.com
WEB: www.kirkerholidays.com

SELECTED TOURS: The Duke of Wellington and 
the Peninsular War: 7 May 2017

Sicily – An Enigmatic Island: 2 April 2017
The Duchy of Milan with a visit to Lake Como:
8 May 2017

Puglia – A Land of Conquest: 21 May 2017
Carcassonne and Albi: 13 May 2017

TEL: 020 8752 0956
EMAIL: nick@nickybirddesign.com
WEB: www.birdbattlefieldtours.com

SELECTED TOURS: Ypres, Bruges, 
Waterloo: March 14-17 2017
D-Day and Normandy: May 9-12 2017
Ypres, Somme: May 30 -June 2, 2017
Verdun: July 11-14 2017
WWI Football Memorial Tour: 

Aug 14-17 2017
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T
he name of this stunning

museum is a bit of a

misnomer for, if anything,

it is not national but

international in its scope – a fact

that is certainly appropriate for

the subject matter. Located on

a beautiful slope in the heart of

Kansas City, Missouri, this amazing

structure, with its 217t-tall memorial

tower and large galleries, was

dedicated in 1921 and opened to

the public in 1926, before what

was at the time the largest crowd

a US President had ever addressed

in the United States.

Walking down a long, broad

ramp and entering through huge

brass doors, the visitor then passes

over a large, plate-glass loor

beneath which a ield of poppies

commemorates the fallen of the

Great War. There are 9,000 poppies

in this ield, with each lower

representing 1,000 dead.

The galleries are beautifully

designed and full of memorabilia

relating to what many at the time

believed naively to be ‘the war to end

all wars.’ It was sadly not to be so.

‘EYE-DEEP IN HELL’
There is an unparalleled collection

of uniforms, weapons, equipment,

paraphernalia, and images of all

of the nations engaged in that

titanic struggle. Here you can see

up close the Pickelhaube of the

German soldier and the full coat of

a Cossack cavalryman. Huge glass

cases display every sort of small

arm from the Mauser broomhandle

and the Webley revolver to Enields,

Remingtons, and many others.

Several cases contain bright,

beautifully tailored uniforms; gleaming,

spiked, and plumed helmets; sparkling

aiguillettes; and the lances and sabres

that many cavalrymen carried into the

initial phases of the war.

These were quickly rendered 

obsolete by the ubiquitous Maxim 

and Spandau machine-guns, and 

by the heavy guns that shattered 

l esh and bone and churned the 

i elds into a muddy moonscape. 

Thus the 19th century’s Romantic 

vision of combat was quickly 

replaced with a 20th-century 

reality that placed the average 

soldier, in the words of Ezra Pound, 

‘eye-deep in Hell’. 

Nor does the collection merely 

display uniforms and side arms; here 

too are dozens of artillery pieces of 

all calibres and manufacture, as well 

as a complete Renault FT-17 tank, 

its let  side still carrying the scar of 

a direct hit by German artillery. 

Now this might seem enough 

to keep one’s interest, but really 

it is just the tip of the iceberg, for 

the World War I Museum holds a 

treasure trove of material, some of 

which is truly unique, including, for 

example, a complete nurse’s uniform 

from Imperial Russia. 

The museum also holds a pair 

of disparate uniforms worn by a 

single soldier, in their own way quite 

unusual. The soldier was a Dane 

drat ed into the German forces. He 

deserted, l ed to America, and then 

joined the American Expeditionary 

Force to return to France as a 

doughboy. His German uniform tunic 

and cap are displayed alongside his 

American uniform and overseas cap. 

FULL-SCALE DIORAMAS
Things the experienced museum 

visitor will appreciate are the full and 

accurate explanations of each display 

item – a nicety too ot en absent 

from collections. Detailed full-scale 

dioramas recreate the environment 

and conditions of sections of trench 

for German and Allied forces, each 

duplicated with painstaking care for 

accuracy, and replete with original 

uniforms and equipment. 

In another section of the museum, 

the large semicircular Horizon 

Theatre displays a continuous 

i lm of various aspects of the war 

for visitors in a viewing gallery. 

Between the screen and the 

viewers, in the vast space below, 

REVIEWING THE BEST MILITARY HISTORY EXHIBITIONS 

WITH FREDERICK CHIAVENTONE 

01

VISIT

NATIONAL WORLD WAR I MUSEUM
AND MEMORIAL 

100 West 26th Street, Kansas City, Missouri 64108, USA

www.theworldwar.org

+1 816 888 8100

ENTRY 

$14 

02

03 04
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is recreated a full tableau of a 

section of a battlei eld. 

Throughout the museum are 

displayed original posters, war 

art, l ags, pennants, and thousands 

of photographs. Of great value 

to students and scholars of the 

conl ict is the exceptional Edward 

Jones Research Centre, which 

contains thousands of records 

and abundant research materials.

All too ot en overlooked are the 

personal papers of soldiers, sailors, 

airmen, and nurses of the war, 

but here too the museum excels, 

displaying a great many of these 

artefacts, with thousands more 

available to researchers. 

Nor are the smaller, personal 

items overlooked – along with 

backpacks and entrenching tools are 

the religious medallions, good-luck 

charms, harmonicas, banjos, shaving 

kits, writing equipment, and even 

the rudimentary box-cameras that 

the soldiers carried with them into 

war; a sharp contrast to the daggers,

trench knives, pistols, grenades, gas 

masks, and brass knuckles that are 

displayed alongside. 

FROM WAR TO PEACE 
Another intriguing relic is the original 

logbook of the RMS Lusitania 

(on loan from the Harry S Truman 

Library) whose sinking spurred the 

United States’ entry into the conl ict.

Close at hand are original examples 

of a naval mine and of the type of 

torpedo used to sink the Lusitania. 

Evidencing the technological scope

of the war are artefacts that range 

from carrier-pigeon baskets to i eld 

telephones, and from horse-drawn 

wagons, carts, and gun limbers 

to automobiles and aircrat . (The 

latter include a Fokker D.VII, a SPAD, 

and a Nieuport). 

A remarkably large and ornately 

constructed complex, the museum 

even has two gigantic stone Sphinxes, 

representing Memory and the Future, 

on the Liberty Memorial Deck. The 

north lawn of the facility features a 

huge stone frieze, 148t  long and 18t  

high – one of the largest such carvings

in the world – illustrating the journey 

from war to peace. 

The complex also features 

numerous classrooms, conference 

rooms, and an auditorium, all for 

K A N S A S  C I T Y, 
MI S S O U R I ,  U S A

PICTURED ON BOTH PAGES:

1. The National World War I

Museum and Liberty Memorial.

2. The carpet of poppies below

a glass loor at the entrance to

the museum.

3. The uniform of an Imperial

Russian nurse.

4. Logbook from RMS Lusitania –

on loan from the Harry S Truman

Presidential Library.

5. Visitors using interactive

digital learning boards.

6. Full-scale diorama in the

Horizon Theatre.

7. The Fokker D.VII, suspended

above a mock trench.

8. Detail from the Horizon Theatre

diorama: soldiers surrounded by

the chaos of war.

educational use. Furthering the 

educational mission of the museum, 

there is an expanse of interactive 

audiovisual tables that provide a 

wealth of information on the conl ict 

and its personalities. 

Located just steps away are 

separate audiovisual booths where 

one can listen to recordings of period 

music, poetry, and reminiscences by 

participants in the Great War. 

This is also the site for a 

gathering of serving oi  cers from 

the nearby US Army’s Command 

and General Staf  College at Fort 

Leavenworth. Oi  cers from Australia 

and New Zealand met here in 

2015 for Anzac Day – a centennial 

commemoration of the disastrous 

campaign for Gallipoli. In a moving 

tribute to the fallen, the Turkish and 

German oi  cers attending the staf  

college joined them. 

This is a facility that is far too 

large and extensive to be viewed 

and appreciated in a single visit, 

so the visitor’s entry-ticket is good 

for two successive days. For a 

good overview of the museum and 

listings of its special exhibits, visit 

the museum website: there one can

also see the schedule for upcoming 

symposia and special events. 
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SURREY IN THE GREAT WAR SHOWCASE
30 November 2016

Mayo Hall, Kingston United Reform Church, Eden Street, Kington-upon-Thames, KT1 1HZ

www.surreyinthegreatwar.org.uk 01483 518 238

Surrey Heritage’s ‘Surrey in the Great War: a county remembers’ project is hosting a drop-in 

showcase event from 11.15am to 3.45pm on Wednesday 30 November. The event will include 

talks, displays, and discussions about the impact of the First World War on the Kingston and 

Surrey area. Attendees will receive a free sandwich lunch, and they can come and go as they 

please. The organisers are inviting local people to contribute stories and information about 

their families’ wartime experiences.

THE SHOGUN’S
CULTURED 
WARRIORS
Until 27 November 2016

Oriental Museum, Elvet Hill, 
Durham, DH1 3TH

www.dur.ac.uk/oriental.museum

0191 334 5694

Hereditary feudal commanders, the 

shoguns controlled Japan from 1185 

to 1868. This exhibition explores the 

role their samurai warriors played as 

patrons and producers of the arts. The 

samurai were a powerful military class, 

but, as high-ranking i ghters, they were 

also expected to develop an interest in

literature and Japan

FISHERMEN AND KINGS: THE PHOTOGRAPHY 
OF OLIVE EDIS (1876-1955)
8 October 2016-22 January 2017

Norwich Castle Museum and Art
Gallery, Castle Hill, Norwich, NE1 3JU

T
his is the i rst exhibition dedicated to the life and career of war photographer Olive Edis (1876-1955). 

During the First World War, Edis was made an oi  cial war artist. She was the i t h oi  cial photographer 

posted to Europe to cover the war, and she photographed subjects in France and Flanders between 1918 

and 1919. Her photographs capture the utter devastation brought about by the conl ict. The exhibition 

traces the development of Edis’s work, and examines her contribution to the history of photography. It features 

over 190 rarely seen photographs.

www.museums.norfolk.gov.uk
01603 493 625

£8.80
ENTRY
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14-18 OCTOBER 2016

Tanks in Action

The Tank Museum

www.tankmuseum.org

01929 462 359

The Tank Museum in 
Bovington will host ‘Tanks 
in Action’ displays every 
weekday during the October 
half-term holiday. A selection 
of armoured vehicles and 
a Main Battle Tank 
will roll into the Kuwait 
Arena, accompanied by 
expert commentary. The 
display is included in the 
price of an admission ticket 

to the museum.

7-16 NOVEMBER 2016

St Albans and the 

First World War

St Albans Cathedral, St Albans, 
AL1 1BY

www.stalbanscathedral.org

01727 890 200

The St Albans & Hertfordshire 
Architectural and 
Archaeological Society have 
organised an exhibition about 
St Albans during the First 
World War. The display will 
feature photographs, maps, 
and information from a new 
book about St Albans, 
St Albans: life on the home 

front, 1914-1918. 

UNTIL 20 NOVEMBER 2016

The Butte de 

Warlencourt 

Battlefield Crosses

Durham Cathedral, The College, 
Durham, DH1 3EH
www.durhamcathedral.co.uk

0191  386  4266

This display reunites three 
battlefield crosses that were 
erected atop a chalk hill 
called the Butte de Warlencourt 
in the Somme region of France 
during the First World War. 
The crosses were made 
to commemorate the soldiers 
in the 6th, 8th, and 9th 
Battalions of the Durham 
Light Infantry, who died 
there in November 1916.

DATES TO 

REMEMBER

FIGHTING ON ALL FRONTS:
THE ROYAL WELCH FUSILIERS 
DURING THE FIRST WORLD WAR
23 September-18 November 2016

Wrexham County Borough Museum and Archives, 

Regent Street, Wrexham, LL11 1RB 

www.wrexham.gov.uk/heritage

01978 297 460 

This exhibition explores the combat history of the Royal 

Welch Fusiliers during the First World War. The regiment 

served on the Western Front and in Italy, Egypt, Palestine, 

Iraq, the Balkans, and Gallipoli between 1914 and 1918. The 

display comprises objects from the reserve collection of 

the Royal Welch Fusiliers Museum.

EXHIBITION

EDMUND CLARK: 

WAR OF TERROR
Until 28 August 2017

IWM London, Lambeth Road, London, SE1 6HZ

www.iwm.org.uk     020 7416 5000

Edmund Clark is an award-winning artist-

photographer. His work aims to link history, 

politics, and representation. This exhibition will 

explore hidden experiences of state control, touching 

on issues of security, legality, and ethics during the 

‘War on Terror’. The exhibition brings together several 

series of Clark’s work to present an immersive experi-

ence that uses sound, moving images, and multi-

media installations to provoke a sensory engagement 

with the exhibition’s subject matter.

BBC CONCERT ORCHESTRA SOMME100 FILM SCREENING
18 November 2016

Royal Festival Hall, Southbank Centre, Belvedere Road, 

Lambeth, London, SE1 8XX 

0844 875 0073

Imperial War Museums and Somme100 FILM present The Battle of the Somme, 

accompanied live by the BBC Concert Orchestra. The i lm itself is UNESCO-listed, 

having been i rst released in 1916. It remains one of the most successful British 

war i lms ever made. Commemorating the centenary of the battle, the BBC Concert Orchestra will perform 

Laura Rossi’s specially commissioned i lm score. The screening will be preceded by a talk by the composer and 

Dr Toby Haggith, the Imperial War Museums’ Senior Curator.
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WAR HORSE
15 September 2017-14 October 2017

Marlowe Theatre, The Friars, Canterbury, CT1 2AS

www.warhorseonstage.com    01227 787 787

The National Theatre’s production of War Horse will begin a UK tour to 

coincide with the centenary commemorations of the end of the First 

World War. War Horse is a moving tale of war and friendship that focuses on the relationship between a young boy 

called Albert and his horse Joey. The play has won 25 awards, including a Tony for Best Play on Broadway, and it is the 

most successful play in the National Theatre’s history. Beginning in Canterbury, the production will travel to Bristol (18 

October-11 November 2017), Liverpool (15 November-2 December 2017), Oxford (13 December 2017-6 January 2018), 

Brighton (25 January-10 February 2018), Bradford (1 February-10 March 2018), and Nottingham (14 March-7 April 2018).

THEATRE

EVENT

EXHIBITION

FREEFREE

£ VARIOUS
TICKETS

£15-£30
TICKETS
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A PROMOTION OF MILITARY HISTORY TITLES AVAILABLE TO BUY.

BOO K S

B

SAS: ROGUE HEROES -
THE AUTHORIZED
WARTIME HISTORY
Ben MacIntyre

The first ever authorised history of
the SAS, commemorating the 75th
anniversary of the Regiment.
With never-before-seen material straight from the

secret SAS archives, SAS: Rogue Heroes by acclaimed
historian Ben MacIntyre is an exhilarating tale of
fearlessness and heroism, recklessness and tragedy; of
extraordinary men willing to take monumental risks.

PUBLISHER: Viking

PRICE: £25

WHERE TO BUY: Waterstones

RECCE: SMALL TEAM MISSIONS
BEHIND ENEMY LINES
Koos Stadler

South African Special Forces,
known as ‘Recces’, are an elite
group of soldiers shrouded in
secrecy due to the covert nature of
their work. One of this select band
has written a tell-all book about
the extraordinary missions he
embarked on and the nail-biting
action he experienced in the
Border War.

PUBLISHER: Casemate UK

PRICE: £19.99

WHERE TO BUY: www.casematepublishers.co.uk

LOYAL GUNNERS: 3RD FIELD ARTILLERY 
REGIMENT (THE LOYAL COMPANY) 
AND THE HISTORY OF 
NEW BRUNSWICK’S 
ARTILLERY, 1893-2012 
Lee Windsor, Roger Sarty, 

and Marc Milner

Loyal Gunners is a story of New 
Brunswick’s artillery units between 
1893 and 2012. It uniquely encap-
sulates the wider experience of Canadian militia gunners
and their units into a single compelling narrative. A pro-
foundly Canadian story: one of dedication and sacrifice in 
service of great guns and of Canada.

PUBLISHER: Wilfrid Laurier University Press

PRICE: £46.50

WHERE TO BUY: Gazelle Book Services (www.gazellebookservices.
co.uk)SHOT DOWN: THE TRUE 

STORY OF PILOT HOWARD 
SNYDER AND THE CREW OF 
THE B-17 SUSAN RUTH 
Steve Snyder

Set within the framework of World War II, Shot
Down is about the dramatic experiences of a B-17 
crew after their bomber, piloted by the author’s father, 
was knocked out of the sky by German fighters over 
Belgium. It is also about the courageous citizens who 
risked their lives to help them.

The book has received twenty book awards in the cat-
egories of Military History, War and History, Historical 
Non-Fiction, and US History. The hardback has over 
200 period photographs of the people who were 
involved and the locations where the events took place.

PUBLISHER: Sea Breeze Publishing LLC

PRICE: $27.95

WHERE TO BUY: Amazon, Barnes and Noble, and 
www.SteveSnyderAuthor.com
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TANKSTANKS

Over-hyped and overrated?

Jeremy Black analyses the

debut of the tank in WWI

  Battle of the Alamo, 1836
  Battle of the Alamo, 1836++
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PUT YOUR MILITARY HISTORY KNOWLEDGE TO THE TEST WITH
THEMHM QUIZ, CROSSWORD, AND CAPTION COMPETITION

ACROSS

7 German admiral, chief of military

intelligence in WWII (7)

8 The lags of a regiment (7)

10 Originally an Algerian infantryman

in the French army wearing

distinctive dress (6)

11 American Civil War battle (8)

12 US battleship sunk during the attack

on Pearl Harbor (8)

13 Person who sold provisions to

soldiers (6)

14 Artillery NCOs, equivalent to

corporals (11)

18 Large WWII bomber/reconnaissance

aircrat built by Focke-Wulf (6)

19 Royal ___ Corps, former civil

defence organisation of the UK (8)
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The First World War in the

Middle East swept away 500

years of Ottoman domination.

It ushered in new ideologies

and radicalised old ones –

from Arab nationalism and

revolutionary socialism to

impassioned forms of Islamism.

It created heroic icons, like the

enigmatic Lawrence of Arabia

and the reformist Mustafa

Kemal Atatürk.

Military historian and former

soldier Rob Johnson argues that,

far from being a sideshow to

the war in Europe, the Middle

Eastern conlict was in fact the

centre of gravity in a war for

imperial domination and prestige.

Moreover, he argues that local

leaders and their forces were

not simply the puppets of the

Great Powers. The way in which

these local forces embraced,

resisted, succumbed to, disrupted,

or (on occasion) overturned the

plans of the imperialist powers in

This month, three lucky readers have the chance to
win a copy of The Great War in the Middle East by
Rob Johnson, courtesy of Oxford University Press.MHMQUIZ

TITIO S

their own interests played

an important role in shaping

the immediate atermath of

the conlict. This, in turn, laid

the foundations of the troubled

Middle East that we know today.

Oxford University Press will

publish The Great War in the

Middle East on 13 October.
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21 Native American tribe of the

     south-eastern US (8)

23 German submarines of the First

     or Second World War (1-5)

24 Spanish commander who defeated

     the Incas (7)

25 ___’s Farm, battle of the American

     Revolutionary War (7)

DOWN
1 Portable rocket launcher used in

   an anti-tank role (7)

2 British colony where troops were

   deployed during a state of emergency

   in 1948 (6)

3 Type of aircrat such as the

   Stuka (4,6)

MHM 
CAPTION COMPETITION

Think you can do better?
Go head-to-head with other MHM readers for the 
chance to see your caption printed in the next issue. 
Enter now at www.military-history.org/competitions 

A
N

S
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E
R

S
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ACROSS: 7 Fairfax, 8 Geneva, 10 Tamworth, 11 Trajan, 
12 Civil, 13 Bearskins, 15 Dragoon, 16 Pontiac, 20 Hurricane, 
23 Simms, 25 Maquis, 26 Arquebus, 27 Tedder, 28 Nineveh. 

DOWN: 1 Cavalier, 2 Browning, 3 Sabre, 4 Centurion, 
5 Newark, 6 Bataan, 9 Khmer, 14 Worcester, 17 Triremes, 
18 Armoured, 19 Anzac, 21 Urartu, 22 Rounds, 24 Squid.

‘I’m afraid nothing can be done, James. You’ll soon be a

were-Wolfe!’
Joe Agius

4 Samuel ___, US inventor and arms 

    manufacturer (4)

5 C S ___, author of the Hornblower 

    novels (8)

6 Timothy ___, British general, C-in-C, 

    UK Land Forces in 1980 (7)

9 Soldier in an airborne unit (11)

13 Soldier protecting the pope in the 

     Vatican City (5,5)

15 Battle fought in the Sudan in 

     1898 (8)

16 German king defeated in 1126 at 

     the Battle of Chlumec (7)

17 Status of Switzerland in WWII (7)

20 Island besieged unsuccessfully 

      by the Ottomans in 1480 (6)

22 Irish foot soldier (4)

RUNNERS-UP

WINNER:

‘The news of BakeOf leaving the BBC eventually
reached the battleield.’
Martin Travis

We continue our caption competition with an image from 
this issue’s ‘Roosevelt versus Churchill’ article.  

Pit your wits against other readers at www.military-
history.org/competitions 

‘Mr West, I’d appreciate your i nishing the painting soon – 

I have a terrible crick in my neck.’
Joan Workman

LAST MONTH’S WINNER

To be in with a chance of 

winning, simply answer 

the following question:

Seven Pillars of Wisdom 
is the autobiographical 
account of the experiences 
of which British soldier?

?

Answer 
online at 

www.
military-history.

org
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ALL YOU NEED TO

KNOW ABOUT…

Thomas Dalyell 
of the Binns, 
1st Baronet

briefing room + Briefing room + Briefing room + Briefing ro

Sounds ruBBish… who was he?
Thomas ‘Tam’ Dalyell was a 17th-century Scottish aristocrat and Royalist general.

Born in Linlithgowshire, his military career took him from Scotland to England, 

France, and Russia. He was a prominent i gure during the British Civil Wars. 

In 1681, Dalyell formed the Royal Regiment of Scots Dragoons, better known 

as the ‘Scots Greys’ on account of their grey horses.

A true Cavalier! 

What experience did he have?
Dalyell began developing his military skill from an early age: at just 13, 

he travelled to France during the reign of Charles I to aid the Huguenots 

at the Siege of La Rochelle (1627-1628). 

He remained a staunch Royalist throughout his life, visiting London annually 

to kiss the King’s hand. On hearing of Charles I’s execution in January 1649, 

he was so appalled that he vowed never to shave his beard again, allowing 

it to grow so long that it reached his girdle.

Dalyell fought against Cromwell’s troops in Ireland, but was captured when 

they took Carrickfergus in December 1649. At er his release, he continued to 

i ght for the monarchy. Supporting the restoration of Charles II, he took part 

in the Battle of Worcester in 1651. 

There, Cromwell’s 28,000-strong New Model Army fought 16,000 of 

Charles II’s Royalists. The battle was a decisive victory for the Parliamentarians: 

Dalyell was captured once more, and this time he was imprisoned in the 

Tower of London. Surprisingly, he managed to escape.

 

Why did he go to Russia?
At er a short spell abroad, Dalyell returned to Scotland and joined a rebellion 

against Cromwell, Glencairn’s Rising, in 1653-1654. The rising ended in defeat 

for the Royalists, but Dalyell managed a second escape, this time l eeing to 

Muscovy (Russia). Cromwell exempted Dalyell from his Act of Grace pardoning 

former Royalists and of ered 200 guineas for his capture.

In Russia, Dalyell excelled himself. Joining the ranks of the Imperial Army, 

he served as a general under Tsar Alexis I. He fought for the Russian Empire 

against Turks and Poles, and is said to have been called ‘The Muscovite De’il’ 

or ‘The Beast of Muscovy’ as a result of his many bloody successes.

What was his

greatest victory?
Dalyell returned to Britain at er Charles II was restored to the throne in 1660, 

and he was soon made Commander-in-Chief of the Scottish Army. 

In 1666, he led some 2,500 Royalists against 900 Covenanters at the 

Battle of Rullion Green, fought on the Pentland Hills. The clash was the 

culmination of the 1666 Pentland Rising, a spontaneous Covenanter 

rebellion against Charles II, who, at er the Restoration, sought to impose 

Episcopalianism on Scotland. 

Several thousand rebels joined the initial rising led by James Wallace of 

Auchens, but its numbers dwindled due to lack of organisation and bad 

weather. Dalyell was despatched to quell the uprising, and he caught the 

rebels of  guard as their much-reduced force approached Edinburgh. 

Despite being outnumbered, the Covenanters were initially successful in 

repelling the Royalist army’s attacks. But Dalyell was determined and, at er 

a shock charge, the rebel force was beaten. 

The Royalists sustained a few losses, and some 50 rebels were killed. 

Of those Covenanters who survived, many were hanged, drawn, and 

quartered, while others suf ered torture. The engagement earned Dalyell 

the nickname ‘Bluidy Tam’.

Was he really so cruel? 
Dalyell was a subject of anti-Royalist propaganda, so his vicious exploits 

were probably somewhat exaggerated. His enemies even spread rumours 

that he regularly played cards with the Devil. Nevertheless, Dalyell is said 

to have introduced the thumbscrew to Britain, having i rst come across the 

torture device during his stay in Russia.

Thomas 
Dalyell 

fact 
file

Born: 1615

Nationality: 
  Scottish

Occupation: Royalist general

Key qualities: leadership, brutality, organisation

Greatest achievement: victory over the 
Covenanters at the Battle of Rullion Green 
in 1666

Died: 1685






