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C hina has emerged as the Number Two global
superpower alongside the United States. Indeed,
all the signs are that the Chinese economy is set

to overtake the US, and when this happens, sooner or
later, military supremacy is bound to follow.

Not that such shifts in global power are ever simple.
The rising power and the declining power often come
to blows. Tension between China and the US and its
western Pacific allies is already high. We have entered
a danger zone in world geopolitics.

In this issue we look at the historic roots of the
Chinese People’s Liberation Army. Tom Farrell charts
the defeat of the Communists in the cities, Mao’s Long
March to remote Yan’an, and the development of a
rural insurgency by peasant guerrillas under Maoist
command. He looks at how the Red Army was forged
in war against the conventional armies of both Japanese
invaders and Chinese Nationalists.

Also in this issue, Simon Elliott reports on the forgotten
history of the Roman Navy, focusing on the Classis
Britannica, the ‘British Fleet’, and I report on the
Union infantry attack at the Battle of Fredericksburg
in December 1862, which ought to be as famous as
Pickett’s charge at Gettysburg the following year, but
is in fact little remembered.

Patrick Mercer, meantime, continues his Regiment
series with a focus on the 5th Dragoon Guards
at Balaklava, while James Stejskal launches a new
Sideshows series by revealing the real-life story behind
the famous novel and film The African Queen.
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ON THE COVER: Composite image 
depicting Mao Zedong standing in front of 
details from a Chinese Communist Party 
propaganda poster.

Now you can have your opinions
on everything MHM heard online 
as well as in print. Follow us on 
Twitter @MilHistMonthly, or 
take a look at our Facebook page 
for daily news, books, and article 
updates at www.facebook.com/
MilitaryHistoryMonthly.

Think you have spotted an error? 
Disagree with a viewpoint? Enjoying 
the mag? Visit www.military-
history.org to post your comments 
on a wide range of different articles. 
Alternatively, send an email to 
feedback@military-history.org 
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KNIGHT AT WAR
I always enjoy reading the ‘War on Film’ section 
of MHM and read with interest the article in the 
November 2016 edition (MHM 74) on the film  
Sink the Bismarck!

I thought it was worth writing to you to point  
out an interesting fact in connection with this film.  
The article mentions that Esmond Knight appeared  
in the film, as captain of HMS Prince of Wales. In  
reality, Esmond – a well-known actor – enlisted  
in the Royal Navy for war service and was actually 
serving as a gunnery officer (lieutenant) on HMS  
Prince of Wales during its engagement with 
the Bismarck and Prince Eugen. 

Fragments of flying debris caused by a shell  
exploding from the Bismarck hit Knight in the face, 
leading to the loss of one of his eyes and severe  
damage to the other. Totally blind, Esmond left the  
Navy and continued acting; treatment two years later 
restored some sight to his remaining eye, and he had  
a long and distinguished acting career appearing in  
many films and theatre productions.

Martin Keys
West Byfleet

TIGER FEVER
Because of ‘Tiger fever’ in World War II, there was a 
tendency to report Panzer IV sightings as Tigers, because  
of their vague similarity when viewed from a distance.  
The caption on p.19 of your November issue (MHM 74)  
is an example of this.

The tank in the ruined farmhouse is not a Tiger, but  
rather a Panzer IV Ausf H or later model. The big giveaways 
in this picture, vis-à-vis a Tiger, are the drive-wheel sprocket 
and the Schürzen spaced armour skirting around the turret.

S J Brophy
Chester

HISTORICAL CURIOSITY
I read your marvellous piece on the Battle of Hastings 
(MHM 73) and was delighted. I love it when I can read of an 
episode in history of which I think I know a thing or two and 
learn so much more. It stimulates one’s historical curiosity 
and spurs one on to do more reading and research. This is 
the sort of material that puts Military History Monthly head 
and shoulders above its rivals.

Fred Chiaventone
Kansas, Missouri

Your thoughts on issues raised 
in Military History Monthly 

‘ARMOURED CREEPERS’
Jeremy Black is surely right to be sceptical about the 
debut performance of the tank 100 years ago (MHM 74).

One of my relatives was killed on the Somme on  
15 September 1916, the first day that tanks were used 
in battle. His name was Ernest Orr-Ewing, a temporary 
captain in the Scots Guards, who served alongside his 
older brother Norman, who was my great-grandfather. 
He died at Les Boeufs, near Ginchy, and is buried in  
the Guards Cemetery there. 

While researching the circumstances of Ernest’s 
death, I wondered what impact the tanks had on his 
unit, and whether they had saved other lives that day. The tanks were mentioned in the war diary  
of the 1st Battalion Scots Guards, although not by the name ‘tanks’; instead, they were described as 
‘armoured creepers’. 

The war diary noted rather scathingly: ‘unfortunately the enemy discovered them and opened up heavy 
machine-gun and shell fire which caused them to remain stationary, thus depriving us of their support  
in the actual attack.’

The diary records the death of three officers that day and 24 other ranks. Seven officers and 131  
other ranks were wounded, and 114 were posted missing.

As to the benefit conferred by the tanks, it was completely non-existent.

Andrew Webster Keighley, West Yorkshire

020 8819 5580

@MilHistMonthly MilitaryHistoryMonthly

feedback@military-history.org

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

with Marc DeSantis

‘IRONCLAD’
‘Ironclad’ denotes rigid strength,
strictness, and inescapability.
An unbreakable contract might
be said to be ironclad, while a
firm guarantee might also be
considered as such.

By the middle of the 19th
century, wooden ships of the
line had incorporated steam
propulsion to augment their
sails. The advent of guns firing
exploding shells that made short
work of wooden hulls led to the
introduction of iron armour-
plating for improved protection.

France introduced an ironclad
battleship, Gloire, in 1859, and
the Royal Navy followed a year
later with HMS Warrior.

Such early vessels were
described as ‘iron-clothed’,
‘iron-cased’, or ‘iron-plated’.
The moniker that stuck, however,
was ‘ironclad’, mainly because
of the widespread use of
armoured warships in the
American Civil War.

The first and most celebrated
encounter of ironclads in battle
occurred on 9 March 1862
off Hampton Roads, Virginia.
Seeking to break the Union
blockade of Southern ports,
the Confederacy converted
the CSS Virginia from the burnt
remains of the captured US Navy
steam frigate Merrimac.

Covered in iron plates,
Virginia was brutally effective.
In its first foray on Saturday
8 March 1862, Virginia sank two
Union warships, proving that
wooden ships had no chance
against modern ironclads, and
the Union blockade appeared
ready to crumble.

The North had long been aware
that the South was building this
powerful ship. Its response was
the ungainly USS Monitor, a
turreted ironclad that arrived off
Hampton Roads the next morning.

Monitor and Virginia blasted
each other for four hours that
Sunday, with neither able
to deal the other a mortal
blow. Though their duel was
inconclusive, the day of the
wooden warship was ended
and that of the ironclad begun.

HISTORYwww.military-history.org 7
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Classics scholars Hans Lemers
and Bettina Reitz-Joosse have
produced an critical edition and
translation of a forgotten Latin
text that reveals the ideological
intricacies of Italian dictator
Benito Mussolini’s Fascism.

The text is the Codex Fori
Mussolini (or the Mussolini Forums
Codex), and it lies beneath the
Mussolini obelisk in Rome – a
stone column that towers over the
city’s Foro Italico sports complex.
Erected in 1932 – and inscribed
Mussolini Dux or ‘Mussolini
is the leader’ – the structure
was designed as a symbol of the
Fascist ruler’s power.

The 1,200-word text was
composed by Classicist Aurelio
Giuseppe Amatucci, and it is
a three-part tribute to Fascism.
The first part charts the rise of

Mussolini in the context of the
history of Fascism, part two
describes the Fascist Youth
Organisation, and the final sec-
tion documents the construction
of the Foro Italico (formerly the
Foro Mussolini) and the construc-
tion of the obelisk.

Although the text beneath
the obelisk remains in situ, it was
published in Latin in the 1930s,
though it has been largely ignored
as a source for the history of
Mussolini’s regime. Working in
archives, the researchers believe
they have pieced together an
accurate reflection of the parch-
ment’s contents.

The text places renewed emphasis
on the place of Roman culture
within Fascism, but it also suggests
that Mussolini wanted to preserve
the tenets of Italian Fascism

for future
generations.

‘The text
wasn’t meant
for contem-
poraries at
the time,’ Dr
Reitz-Joosse
told the
BBC’s Becky
Branford.

‘The obelisk
was a major
spectacle
but the exis-
tence of the
text wasn’t
reported at
all. It was mean
in the remote future.’

The Codex Fori Mussolini: a Latin
text of Italian Fascism is published
by Bloomsbury.

Our round-up of this month’s military history news

found in an archive by Fishguard-
based County Echo reporter
Mike Lewis.

Mike told MHM, ‘I discovered
the letters while searching for a
photo of Sergeant James, as he
remains the only sergeant killed at
Little Bighorn of whom a verifiable

photo does not exist.
‘I wanted to put that right and –
n order to do so – resorted to
hinking outside the box” and tried
to put myself in the position of a
lonely, newly arrived immigrant to
the US in the 1870s.’

Finding nothing on William
James in Pembrokeshire
Archives, Mike began looking for
documents linked to William’s
brother John, recognising that
a Welshman living in America
may have written to family
members back home.

Mike managed to
track down an archival file
linked to John James, titled

‘correspondence from elder
brother W B James from

North America, 1871-75’. This file
contained handwritten letters sent
by William to his brother.

‘I felt I had won the lottery…
I immediately noted William James’s
beautiful writing, which I recognised
from the signature on his 7th Cavalry
enlistment papers.’

Commenting on the contents
of the letters, Mike said, ‘[William]
James voices frustration – even
bitterness – about the lack of letters
from home and, perhaps significantly,
eventually reveals he is in financial
difficulties when asking for a loan
from his younger brother.

‘On more than one occasion
he threatens never to write to
John again, adding: “I don’t suppose
you will bother writing to a brother
in a strange land – out of site [sic]
out of mind.”

‘While drunkenness was a major
problem in the 7th [Cavalry], William

James’s rapid rise to corporal and
then sergeant suggests alcohol
wasn’t his problem; gambling,
however, may have been.

‘Could a single man like James
(with no wife and kids to support)
have been frittering away a great
deal of his army pay at the card table?
We will obviously ever know.’

But William’s appearance remains
a mystery. ‘Heartbreakingly, in his final
letter, he reveals he has enclosed his
carte de visite,’ said Mike, yet ‘no such
photo’ was among the papers.

MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLY8 December 2016

Letters written by Pembrokeshire-
born William Batine James, the only 
Welshman to fi ght at the Battle of 
the Little Bighorn in 1876, have been 
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Mussolini’s secret time-capsule

LITTLE BIGHORN
SOLDIER’S LETTERS

RIGHT Mike Lewis, who discovered 
the letters in Pembrokeshire Archives.



A blue plaque has been installed in
Garratt Lane, Tooting, to mark the
London home of First World War child
soldier Sidney George Lewis (1903-1969).

Lewis enlisted in the British Army aged
just 12 years old. He fought on the Somme at
the age of 13 and survived the Battle of Delville
Wood, before being sent home after his mother
revealed his true age to the War Office.

Many youngsters lied about their age to
recruiters, and were allowed to fight in the
war, but Sidney is thought to have been the
youngest boy to do so.

He returned to England after being found
out, but lost no time re-enlisting as soon as he
came of age. By 1918, he was serving in Austria.

He survived the
Great War and went
on to join the police,
before working in
bomb disposal during
the Second World War.

The plaque was
unveiled by Sidney’s
83-year-old son

Colin. It was paid for by a local fundraising
campaign called ‘A Quid for Sid’, backed by
Mayor of London Sadiq Khan and Tooting MP
Dr Rosena Allin-Khan.

Sadiq Khan said, ‘This plaque will inspire
young and old. In recognising one of our own –
Sidney Lewis – we also remember the thousands
of other men and women from Tooting and
further afield who, 100 years ago, fought, gave
their lives, lost loved ones, or kept the home
fires burning.’

Marine engineers
working on a
renewable-energy
project have found
the wreck of a First
World War German
U-boat on the seabed
off the south-west
coast of Scotland.

The wreck could
that of UB-85,
e of 375 German
bmarines that set
il during the First
orld War.
Reports state

hat, having
urfaced due to
amage, UB-85

was caught in the
ish Sea and sunk
y a British patrol
oat – the HMS

p p . The German
crew surrendered and were taken prisoner.

The submarine’s captain was asked to
explain why his U-boat had been cruising at
the water’s surface. He reportedly stated that
the previous night, as the vessel recharged its

batteries, it had been attacked by a beastly
sea creature with ‘large eyes set in a horny
sort of skull’.

The captain supposedly said
that, because of this attack, the
submarine was damaged and unable
to submerge, leading to it being
racked down by the Royal Navy.

Historian and nautical archaeologist
nnes McCartney, who has been

working with the Western Link team
o identify the wreck, is not entirely
onvinced by this old sea tale.

He said, ‘The features of this
articular wreck, which is largely
tact, confirm it as a UBIII-class

submarine, of which we know of two which
were lost in the area – the more famous
UB-85 and its sister boat UB-82.

‘While I can conclude that this wreck is
likely to be one or the other, they would be
practically impossible to tell apart, aside
from the numbers painted on them in service,
now obviously long gone.

‘Unless a diver can find a shipyard stamp,
we cannot say definitively, but, yes, we’re
certainly closer to solving the so-called
“mystery” of UB-85 and the reason behind
its sinking – whether [due to] common
mechanical failure or something that is
less easily explained.’

The Western Link renewable-energy
project, designed to take renewable power
from Scotland to homes and businesses in
England and Wales, is a joint venture between
Scottish Power and the National Grid.

MHMFRONTLINE
NEWS IN BRIEF
Hurricane Matthew reveals
Civil War cannonballs
Hurricane Matthew tore across the western
Atlantic in September 2016, wreaking havoc
everywhere it went. But the cyclone also
revealed a collection of Civil War-era cannon-
balls, which turned up on Folly Beach in South
Carolina after the storm.

Area representatives initially discussed
displaying the historic ordnance, but authorities
decided to call in a bomb squad to dispose of
the explosives safely, after realising that many
of the cannonballs still contained gunpowder.

WWI factory becomes
scheduled monument
On 5 December 1916, 35 women were killed and
many more injured in an explosion at Barnbow
National Filling Factory in Leeds, the site of which
has recently been declared a scheduled monu-
ment. The factory was the largest First World
War shell-filling factory of its kind.

News of the explosion was censored at the
time, and the disaster was not explained until
six years after the war had ended. There were
two further fatal explosions at the factory
during the war, killing two women and three
men, but on all three occasions work only
ceased for a few hours.

The site, which was under threat from develop-
ment proposals, now has official protection.

Jutland’s HMS Warrior found
The wreck of First World War Warrior-class
armoured cruiser HMS Warrior, left at sea after
sustaining damage in the Battle of Jutland in
1916, has been discovered in Norwegian waters
by a team of marine archaeologists. HMS Warrior
was damaged by gunfire from SMS Derfflinger
during the Great War’s largest naval clash.

The crew attempted to steer the warship back
to Britain, but, when its engines failed, the vessel
was eventually abandoned. The wreck was found
upside-down on the seabed and appears to be
well preserved. The wreck is protected by the
Protection of Military Remains Act.

Medieval site added
The site of the Battle of Sark, also known as the
Battle of Lochmaben Stone, has been added to
Scotland’s Inventory of Historic Battlefields. The
battle was fought between Scotland and England
after Henry Percy, 2nd Earl of Northumberland,
decided to invade Scotland in 1448, with the
intention of raiding Douglas family lands. The
Borders clash resulted in a decisive Scottish
victory, despite the fact that the Scottish army
was outnumbered by the English.

The Inventory serves to protect, designate,
and raise awareness about important Scottish
battlefields. It currently lists 40 historic sites.

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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WRECK OF WWI GERMAN 
SUB ‘ATTACKED BY SEA
MONSTER’ 
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WAR 
BIRD
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MHMBEHINDTHEIMAGE

GERMAN MONOPLANE 
AT LES INVALIDES, 
PARIS, 1915
Is it a bird? Is it a plane? Well, it appears to be 
both… This elegantly proportioned monoplane – 
named the ‘Taube’ (Taube is German for ‘dove’) 
– is being shown off here as part of a display of 
war trophies in the courtyard of Les Invalides,  
in Paris’s 7th arrondissement. 

It is 1915. Although the city had already been 
on the receiving end of German bombing raids, 
it seems as if le tout-Paris has turned out to see 
the curious machines that had been attacking 
residents from the air. 

From businessmen in bowlers and servicemen 
in kepis to smart ladies in furs and small children 
on the arms of their parents, the thronging crowd 
is united by its shared eagerness to examine 
this enemy craft at close quarters.

The Taube was designed in 1909. Despite  
its name, its wing shape was not modelled  
on fauna but rather on flora – specifically  
the seed pods of the tropical plant Zanonia 
macrocarpa, which are able to drift through  
the air for great distances. 

When the linen skin that covered the aircraft’s 
frame had been painted with clear nitrate ‘dope’  
(or lacquer) to tighten and stiffen the fabric, the 
plane could appear almost translucent against  
a clear bright sky.

This type of monoplane was first flown in 
1910, and ironically the ‘Dove’ became the first 
aeroplane to drop bombs in war – in Libya in 
1911. The bombing campaign over Paris started 
three years later, on 30 August 1914. 

During these First World War raids, the  
citizens of the French capital were subjected  
not only to the lethal threat of the Taube’s hand-
dropped 6lb bombs, but also to messages of
propaganda, of which a typical example reads,
‘The German army stands before the gates
of Paris. You have no choice but to surrender.’

Although the Taube made up almost half of
Germany’s air strength at the beginning of the
war, its cumbersome handling meant that it
was soon superseded by more manoeuvrable
and faster aircraft, and it was removed from
frontline service. . Im
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Holst is best known for his monumen-
tal orchestral suite The Planets, which
was a huge success in his own time,
and remains so today. Unfortunately
for him, it has tended to overshadow
all his other works, consigning them
to obscurity.

He came from a musical family.
His ancestors had emigrated from
Germany in the earlier 19th century,
but were thoroughly anglicised by
the time he was born. As a child, he
was rather frail: he suffered from poor
eyesight and had neuritis in his hands.
But he showed an early aptitude for
music, which his father encouraged.

At the Royal College of Music in
the 1890s, he forged a close friend-
ship with fellow composer Ralph
Vaughan Williams, which lasted for

I am overwhelmed both by the
quantity and the quality of the

men who want music here.
Gustav Holst

Tim Rayborn considers music and the experience of war

MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLY12 December 2016

“GUSTAV HOLST

and this was one method of alleviating
the boredom of waiting.

It was at this time that he abandoned
the use of ‘von’ in his name, because
he feared that it would arouse bad
feelings among the Allied troops.

BIOGRAPHY
Born: 21 September 1874, Cheltenham, Gloucestershire
Known for: composing The Planets
Died: 25 May 1934, London

Indeed, he had previously been
refused a military position in the
Netherlands because of fears that
he might face a backlash.

Holst changed his name legally on
18 September 1918; ‘von’ was a title

the rest of his life. The two were 
deeply interested in each other’s work, 
and engaged in ‘fi eld days’, where 
each listened, studied, and critiqued 
the other’s new compositions and 
works in progress.

WAS HE A SPY? 
At the outbreak of the First World 
War, Holst was living in the village of 
Thaxted. Until then, he had gone by 
his family name, ‘von Holst’, but this 
soon aroused suspicion among fearful 
locals, who questioned his presence 
in their village. Holst was fond of 
long nature walks, and some of his 
neighbours wondered what he was 
doing on them. Was this paranoia, 
or was he in fact a spy?

There was a great fear of 
German spies at the time, and
certain villagers contacted the police,
who found nothing suspicious in
Holst’s activities. Despite this distrust
of all things German, Holst reached
out to his neighbours, working with
the church choir to introduce its
members to new repertoire. It seems
he won his detractors over.

Holst wanted to serve
in the war, but his health
and poor vision did not
allow him to do so, and
he was declared unfit.
Despite being turned
down, his sense of duty
continued to compel him
to take on some form of
active service.

Finally, in 1918, the
YMCA agreed to send
him to the eastern
Mediterranean, where
he organised musical
and educational efforts
for troops who were
being demobilised;
it was intended as a
morale-booster. Due
to their vast numbers,
the process of sending
troops home took time,

BELOW Holst wrote to his friend and 
fellow composer William Whittaker 
in September 1918, describing his 
upcoming trip to Salonica. He was 
very conscious of his German-
sounding name. ‘In order to be of 
more use, I am dropping my “von”,’ 
he wrote to his colleague.
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MHMWARCOMPOSERS

QUOTES
ABOUT
HOLST

IN CONTEXT: HOLST

Demobilisation
First World War demobilisation was a long and often frustrating
process for those who had served in the conflict. For logistical
reasons, the British Army could not send everyone home at once.
Priority was given to those who had volunteered, and conscripts
were left until last. In any case, the politicians needed soldiers
to enforce the post-war settlement.

Each man received a medical examination, and various papers
and certificates that eased his transition back into civilian life.
There were provisions for unemployment, wages, and civilian
clothing. Despite the wait, most men were home by the end of
1919, a little over a year after Armistice.

While in Greece and Turkey, Holst found that the troops
appreciated his work: after witnessing so much horror, they
were thankful that he cared enough to bring some joy into
their lives. He found the work exhausting – but gratifying.

MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLYwww.military-history.org 13

On the whole 
our musical com-
petition has been a 
success, although 
not a brilliant one. 
But it has left a 
deep impression on 
many… and that is 
the main point.” 

Holst, writing 
from Constanti-

nople, 1919

I was 
unprepared 
for this role of 
quick-change 
artist [assuming 
multiple musical 
duties], but it was 
typical of Holst. 
He liked people to 
do things.” 

British 
Army captain, 

Constantinople, 
1919

His share of 
foreign blood may 
well account for 
something strange 
and alien in his 
works... There 
is something 
cold-blooded and 
repellent even in 
his best music.” 

Music critic 
Dyneley Hussey, 

1928 

ABOVE A mobile kitchen run by 
the YMCA, c.1915-c.1920. As a 
charitable organisation, the YMCA 
looked after and entertained First 
World War troops. Soldiers were 
invited to take part in dances 
and music events held in YMCA 

‘huts’ set up near the Front.
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to which he had little claim in any 
case, so he did not regret the decision. 
Ironically, in his younger days, having 
a more German-sounding name had 
been useful in the music world, since 
Germany was then regarded as the 
source of music of the highest quality.

‘NATIONAL’ COMPOSER 
Despite changing his name, Holst 
still encountered prejudice, such as 
negative press comments about his 
foreign ancestry. Vaughan Williams 
defended Holst by pointing out that 
one’s background was only a small 
factor in the making of a ‘national’ 
composer. Holst, in Vaughan Williams’ 
opinion, was as entitled to be consid-
ered an ‘Englishman’ as he was.

as the ancient Ottoman Empire 
came to an end. While there, he 
oversaw the musical activities for 
the troops, organising both concerts 
and competitions. Feeling somewhat 
homesick, and having missed an 
annual festival of which he was 
fond, he introduced the soldiers to 
Elizabethan songs and English folk 
tunes, which they enjoyed. 

Things did not always go well, 
however. Just before Holst left  
Salonica for Constantinople, his kitbag 

Holst was fi rst stationed in Salonica, 
and he quickly realised that it was 
quite the chore. In 1919, he found 
himself in Constantinople (Istanbul) 

was stolen. This contained letters, 
diaries, and even sketches for new 
musical pieces. The bag was never 
found, and we are left  to wonder what 
ideas and fragments were lost. 

Holst returned home in June 1919 
and resumed his career. His suite, 
The Planets, recieved critical 
acclaim, but his popularity gradually 
deteriorated over the next 15 years, 
along with his health. He died from 
complications during an operation 
for an ulcer in 1934. 



London-born and Slade-educated, Paul Nash
(1889-1946) was one of Britain’s foremost
20th-century landscape artists, but he was 
also an offi  cer in the British Army, and an 
offi  cial war artist during both World Wars.

When war broke out in 1914, Nash enlisted 
with the Artists Rifl es – a London-based 
regiment formed in 1859 by art student 
Edward Sterling with a number of painters 
and musicians. 

Stationed at home early in the war, Nash 
was sent in February 1917 to the Western Front 
as a second lieutenant. He saw little action, 
so continued to create art: it was here that he 
was inspired to paint Spring in the Trenches, 
Ridge Wood, 1917. 

Nash struggled to come to terms with the 
dreadful scenes he witnessed. Writing to his 
wife Margaret while on service, he described 
‘baby clouds’ above France, scattered across 
a bright blue sky. While admiring this view,
he witnessed three enemy aeroplanes being
pursued by anti-aircraft guns, and termed
the scene ‘old death in his most awful form’.
‘Of course that’s just what you don’t think
about out here,’ he continued, ‘you’re all right
so long as you don’t start moralising.’

Invalided back to Britain after breaking a rib
from falling into a trench, Nash kept painting
and even had his work exhibited while he 
recovered. Encouraged by artist and fellow 
Slade alumnus Christopher Nevinson, as 
well as his younger brother John (another 
leading British artist), Nash then accepted a 
commission as an offi  cial war artist, returning to 
the trenches in this capacity in November 1917.

He joined British troops in the midst of 
the Battle of Passchendaele as a ‘uniformed 
observer’ and spent six weeks capturing 
sketches of the confl ict, before returning 
to England in December to work these into 
fi nished pieces.

Nash continued to paint in the interwar 
period, but he suff ered from shock and 
depression as a result of the war. As well 
as producing further landscapes, he 
contributed illustrations to the Subscribers’ 
Edition of T E Lawrence’s Seven Pillars of
Wisdom, and designed woodcuts for
books of poetry written by his friends
Siegfried Sassoon and Robert Graves.

During the Second World War, Nash was
employed on a full-time contract by the War
Artists’ Advisory Committee (WAAC). He spent

this commission 
attached to the RAF, 
which inspired his 
many illustrations of 
wartime aircraft . 

As the war progressed, Nash’s style
became ever more surreal and abstract, 
leading to his dismissal in 1940 for producing 
anthropomorphic images of downed 
German aircraft , deemed inappropriate by 
the Air Ministry. WAAC chairman Kenneth 
Clark was outraged by this decision, and he 
commissioned four further paintings from 
Nash depicting aerial combat.

Nash continued to paint right up until his 
death in 1946. He died from heart failure,
brought on by his lifelong struggle with asthma.

A new exhibition of Nash’s work has just
opened at Tate Britain in London. It examines
the development of the artist’s work and
his impact on British modernism. Here MHM
presents eight of the wartime images on display.

14 December 2016

RIGHT Portrait 
photograph of Paul 
Nash in military 
uniform, taken by 
Bassanto Ltd,1918.

1.SPRING IN THE TRENCHES, RIDGE WOOD, 1917, 1918
IMPERIAL WAR MUSEUM, LONDON
Writing to his wife Margaret on 21 March 1917, Nash described
a scene not dissimilar from the one pictured here: ‘The last days
have been glorious, brightest days, and the landscape full of lovely
colour… Mixed up with all this normal beauty of nature you see the
strange beauty of war.’

A
ll 

im
ag

es
: P

au
l N

as
h;

 ©
Ta

te
, u

nl
es

s 
ot

he
rw

is
e 

st
at

ed

MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLY

Ph
ot

o:
 T

at
e 

Li
br

ar
y 

an
d 

Ar
ch

iv
es

. ©
Ta

te



MHMWARCULTURE

MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLYwww.military-history.org 15

2. TOTES MEER (DEAD SEA), 
1940-1941
TATE, LONDON 
In March 1941, Nash wrote a letter 
to WAAC chairman Kenneth Clark 
describing the carcasses of crashed 
German warplanes piled up in 
Oxfordshire: ‘The thing looked to 
me suddenly like a great inundating 
sea… the breakers rearing up and 
crashing on the plain. And then, no; 
nothing moves, it is not water or even 
ice, it is something static and dead.’

3. THE MESSERSCHMIDT (sic) 
IN WINDSOR GREAT PARK, 1940 
TATE, LONDON 
During his commission attached to 
the RAF, Nash produced a series of 
studies titled ‘Raiders’ (or ‘Marching 
Against England’). These depicted 
German aircraft that had crashed in 
rural England, and most were based on 
photographs taken by Nash himself.

4. BOMBER IN THE CORN, 1940
TATE, LONDON 
One of six ‘Raiders’ studies produced for 
the Air Ministry, this image recalls some 
of Nash’s earlier landscapes, in which he 
presented distorted natural features in 
idyllic pastoral settings.

5. ENCOUNTER 
IN THE 
AFTERNOON, 
1940
MANCHESTER 
ART GALLERY, 
MANCHESTER
Another image 
from Nash’s 

‘Raiders’ series, 
this study depicts 
an Me109 that 
crashed at 
Mays Farm 
in Sussex on 
12 August 1940.



MILIT16 December 2016

Paul Nash will run from 
26 October 2016 to 5 March 2017.
Tate Britain, Millbank,
 London, SW1P 4RG
Telephone: 020 7887 888
Website: www.tate.org.uk
Adult: £16.50; concession: 
£13.50; members: free

GO FURTHER

6. WRECKED GERMAN PLANE IN FLAMES 
(DEATH OF THE DRAGON), 1940
THE ASHMOLEAN MUSEUM, OXFORD
Nash was fascinated with anthropomorphism. Here, 
a wrecked Messerschmitt 110 is shown lying on its 
back, breathing fire like a dying dragon.

7. BATTLE OF GERMANY, 1944
IMPERIAL WAR MUSEUM, LONDON
Describing this abstract painting, Nash wrote, 
‘The entire area of sky and background and part of the 
middle distance are violently agitated. Here forms are 
used quite arbitrarily and colours by a kind of chromatic 
percussion with one purpose, to suggest explosion 
and detonation. In the central foreground the group of 
floating discs descending may be a part of a flight of 
paratroops or the crews of aircraft forced to bail out.’

8. FLIGHT OF THE 
MAGNOLIA, 1944
TATE, LONDON
Painted at the close of the 
Second World War, Nash’s 
Flight of the Magnolia has 
been interpreted as a 
symbol of peace. It was 
painted towards the 
end of his life, which he 
acknowledged he spent in 
‘reclusive melancholy’. His 
health declined during this 
period, and this painting 
has also been interpreted 
as a vision of death. 





THE CLASSIS BRITANNICA AND
THE ROMAN CONQUEST OF BRITAIN
Roman military history is dominated by the legions. But, argues Simon Elliott, Roman naval power
often played a vital role in campaigns of conquest – and never more so than the fleet that was,
in effect, Britain’s first navy.

The Sea
Eagles

BELOW A Roman bireme of the 
1st century AD – the mainstay 
of the Roman Imperial Navy.

MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLY18 December 2016
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T
he Classis Britannica (the 
‘British Fleet’), one of ten 
regional fleets deployed across 
the Roman Empire, was active 
from the middle of the 1st 

through to the 3rd century AD. These fleets 
were born of the Augustan reforms of the 
Roman military system at the end of the 
1st century BC.

Before then, Roman fleets were ad hoc 
in nature, designed to fight symmetrical 
engagements against similar opponents in 
the Mediterranean, most famously in the 
context of the Punic Wars. In the later 1st 
century BC, however, the trend was towards 
the regionalisation of Roman naval power, 
and this was formalised under Augustus.

The Classis Britannica only came into 
being in the Flavian period (AD 69-96). We 
first come across it in the pages of Tacitus in 
the context of the Batavian uprising in the 
modern Netherlands in AD 70. Nonetheless, 
the fleet had its origins in the AD 43 Claudian 
invasion of Britain, when 900 ships were 
built to carry the immense invasion force 
of 40,000 troops under Aulus Plautius.

By the time this force acquired the name of 
its home province, it had responsibility for the 
North Sea basin, the east and west coasts of 
Britain, the English Channel, and the Atlantic 
approaches. It was also tasked with the protec-
tion of the north-west European coast. Hence 
its headquarters comprised a vexillation-sized 
(part-legion sized) fortress at Boulogne.

The British Fleet then disappears from 
history after a final reference to a North 
African-born trierarchus (captain) called 
Saturninus in AD 249.

SHIPS
As with other regional fleets, the commander 
of the Classis Britannica was directly 

ROMAN NAVY

appointed by the Emperor and reported
to the Procurator of the Province. The fleet 
was, of course, one of the key assets deployed 
by successive governors of Britannia during 
their military campaigns.

The main war-fighting ship was the ram- 
and ballista-equipped liburna – a bireme 
(a galley with two banks of oars), which, 
though smaller, proved more agile than its 
three-banked predecessors. Numerous types 
of myoparo and scapha (cutters and skiffs) 
were also used, and for transport a variety 
of ship types built in the Romano-Celtic 
tradition featuring high bows and sterns 
(to help ride out heavy seas) and shallow 
hulls (to navigate shallow coastal waters).  

As a military force, the Classis Britannica 
performed a variety of roles. These were:

zone of the Atlantic approaches and 
the North Sea basin. 

the British Isles and along the North 
Sea coast. 

regular police patrols, especially when 
supporting large-scale land campaigns.

engaging in amphibious warfare. 

the Province remained fully connected 
and engaged with the rest of the Empire. 

The Classis Britannica was also a resource 
used by the Procurator in a non-military 
capacity. In an age before state-owned 
industries or a modern civil service, the state 
used any available means to ensure a steady 
flow of wealth to the imperial treasury from 
the provinces. So the roles of the Classis 
Britannica included administration, engi-
neering and construction, and the manage-
ment of large-scale industry, including the 
metalla quarrying and mining enterprises.

ABOVE Map showing the Claudian invasion of 
Britain in AD 43. Operating near the coast and 
on the lower reaches of the Thames, the Roman 
Army was heavily dependent on the Roman fleet 
at every stage of the military operations.

1. Aulus Plautius lands on east Kent coast
2. Roman army marches west along the
North Downs
3. Battle of River Medway
4. Pursuit of defeated Britons to River Thames 
5. Contested crossing of Thames
6. Emperor Claudius joins Roman march 
on enemy capital
7. Claudius takes British surrender at 
Camulodunum (Colchester) 

‘Vespasian 
fought 30 battles, 
subjugated two 
warlike tribes, 
captured more 
than 20 fortresses, 
and took the 
Isle of Wight.’

Suetonius
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Agricola fielded
the largest force
available – 30,000
legionaries and
auxiliaries, along
with the milites
of the fleet.

MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLY

THE INVASION OF BRITAIN
The original fleet created to facilitate
the Claudian invasion was largely crewed
by milites (a catch-all term for Roman military
personnel) from the regional fleet based on
the west coast of Italy (the Classis Misinensis).
It carried the invasion army across the English
Channel in three waves.

This force, comprising four legions and
20,000 auxiliaries, landed on the east Kent
coast under the command of Aulus Plautius.
The regional fleet’s activities are evident in all
stages of this amphibious operation, including
controlling the littoral zone, patrolling and
scouting, the transport and supply of all of
the provisions needed to enable the legions
to move swiftly through enemy territory, and
finally communications.

The last was vital. The invasion of Britain
was a prestige war waged by an insecure
regime. News of victories won needed to
be broadcast rapidly and widely.

The fleet then played a key role in Plautius’s
breakout from his initial bridgehead and
his subsequent campaign, leading to the
final defeat of the dominant Catuvellauni
tribe and the capture of their capital at
Camulodunum (later Colchester). This
included the involvement of the fleet during
the contested crossing of the River Thames
around modern Higham, where a bridge
of boats was built to allow Roman troops
to flank the defending Britons.

During Vespasian’s campaign at the head
of the Second Augusta Legion in the south-
west of England, the fleet provided close
support on the coast, securing the left flank
in the littoral zone and also fulfilling a vital
transport role, allowing land forces to leap
ahead from one objective to another.

As the advance continued, the fleet
built a series of fortified harbours to safe-
guard lines of supply, ensuring that the
campaign maintained momentum. Such
locations included Bitterne at the head

of Southampton Water, Wimbourne and
Weymouth Bay in Dorset, and Topsham in
Devon (the latter located to the south of
the later legionary fortress at Exeter).

The Roman historian Suetonius highlights
the intensity of the campaign, reporting that
Vespasian ‘fought 30 battles, subjugated two
warlike tribes, captured more than 20 oppida
[fortified centres], and took the Isle of Wight’.

THE WELSH RESISTANCE
After four seasons of campaigning, the
South-west was finally subdued, with the
fleet strung out along the south coast in the
new fortified anchorages and beginning
to patrol up into the Irish Sea and Bristol
Channel. It was now set to replicate its earlier
role as the legions moved into Wales and
later northern Britain under a succession
of fighting governors – Ostorius Scapula,

Marcus Vettius Bolanus, Quintus Petilius
Cerialis, and Sextus Julius Frontinus.

Thus, by the mid 70s AD, the Province
was more or less established along lines
recognisable for the duration of the Roman

LEFT Likely site of the Battle of the Medway  
in the summer of AD 43 – the decisive battle  
of the Claudian invasion.

occupation of Britain, with the south and east 
a fully functioning part of the Empire, and the 
north and west a border territory.

By this time, the northern border had 
been established on the Tyne/Solway line 
(along which Hadrian’s Wall would later be 
constructed). But the Classis Britannica was set 
to play a major role in the attempt to conquer 
Scotland under the most famous of all Roman 

THE CAMPAIGNS OF AGRICOLA
The new governor arrived in AD 77 and, after  
a short campaign in Wales, turned his attention 
north. The tribes of this region – referred 
to collectively as ‘Caledonians’ – were now 
targeted for conquest as the Romans made a 
major attempt to take over the whole of Britain. 

Having consolidating his position in what is 
now northern England – then the territory of 
the Brigantes tribe – during AD 78, Agricola 
launched his forces northwards in the spring 
of AD 79, using the familiar pattern of legionary 
spearheads following a coastal route (in this 
case on both the west and east coasts), with 
the Classis Britannica in close attendance, 
carrying out its littoral control, supply, and 
scouting roles.

As Sam Moorehead and David Stuttard 
explain, the fleet

was to play a vital role throughout the 
course of the campaign, sailing ahead  
to reconnoitre harbours, shadowing the 
troops as they pressed forward on land, 
shipping supplies up from the south.  
Just as importantly, it was a useful tool  
in Agricola’s arsenal for psychological 
warfare, as the sight of Roman galleys  
plying up and down the… coast of Scotland, 
using its sea lanes and its anchorages and 
beaches as if they were their own, struck 
fear… into the Caledonian’s hearts.

 
Agricola’s first season of campaigning was 

problem-free, the east-coast spearhead quickly 
reaching the River Tay, with the land and sea 
forces combining to great effect.

In his second season, he consolidated  
his position, securing the south of Scotland  
up to at least the Clyde and Forth line,  
excepting the extreme south-west. The 
presence of the fleet during this period is 
evident in the archaeological record, with 
evidence for military harbours being built at 

coast, and Camelon on the east. There is also 
evidence that a naval base was constructed at 
Carpow on the Tay.
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BELOW Map showing all major Roman land 
campaigns between AD 43 and 211 supported  
by the Classis Britannica. 
 
1. Claudian invasion, AD 43 
2. Claudian breakout, AD 44-47 
3. Campaigns of Vespasian in West Country, AD 44-47
4. Campaigns of Scapula and Gallus against  
Silures, AD 47-57 
5. Campaigns of Paulinus in north Wales and 
Anglesey, AD 60 
6. Classis Britannica transports troops to the 
Netherlands to help suppress Batavian Revolt, AD 70 
7. Campaigns of Cerialis in north Britain, AD 71-74 
8. Campaigns of Frontinus in central and north 
Wales, AD 75-77 
9. Campaigns of Agricola in north Britain, AD 78-84 
10. Campaigns of Septimius Severus, AD 209-211 
11. Circumnavigation of Britain by elements 
of Classis Britannica in 80s AD

MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLY

ROMAN NAVY

THE CONQUEST OF IRELAND?
In AD 81, Agricola turned to the unconquered 
south-west of Scotland, and again the Classis 
Britannica played a prominent role in his  
campaigning. This included an amphibious 
assault (either westwards across the River 

-
wards across the Solway Firth) that resulted  
in the total defeat of the Caledonians.

It was at this point that Agricola considered 
an invasion of Ireland, perhaps reflecting 
the concentration of ships available to him. 
The Emperor Domitian refused permission 
(perhaps wisely, since Agricola appears to have 
been wildly over-optimistic about the ease with 
which Ireland might have been conquered).

In Agricola’s fourth season, he forged 
northwards once more, this time on the east 
coast only, with the Classis Britannica again 

protecting the littoral flank, carrying out its 
supply function and scouting ahead of the 
advancing legionaries and auxiliaries.

We have clear insight here into the activities 
of the fleet from the primary sources, with 
reports of it ferrying troops from the south to 
replace casualties, and harassing the enemy 
along the coast to disrupt economic activity.

The land and naval forces worked  
so closely together during this stage of 
Agricola’s campaign that they shared the  
same fortified camps – the best example  
we have from ancient history of such close 
army–navy cooperation.

THE FINAL CONFRONTATION
The Caledonians responded to what  
they now saw to be an existential threat  
by switching from guerrilla tactics to direct 
confrontation. The Romans responded by 
building even more military harbours, at 
Bellie, Monifieth, Aberdeen, and Dun. This 
strategy was successful, with the Caledonians 
beginning to evacuate non-combatants from 
their remaining territory as the campaigning 
year came to an end. 

In his fifth and final campaign in the north, 
Agricola took no chances and fielded the 
largest force available, totalling over 30,000 
legionaries and auxiliaries, along with the 
milites of the fleet.

With the liburnae, myoparo, and scapha 
deploying forward once again in advance 
of the legions, the Caledonians were finally 
forced to commit to a decisive engagement. 

 
 

they suffered a heavy defeat.
Agricola followed up with a punitive cam-

Classis Britannica travelled even further north, 
completing a circumnavigation of Britain.

The Romans clearly thought that the  
whole of Britain had been secured, since  
a monumental four-sided triumphal arch  
was built at the ‘imperial gateway’ of 
Richborough in Kent to mark the victory. 
Agricola, however, was recalled by the 
Emperor at some stage before AD 85, and 
though he was awarded triumphal decorations 
and a statue in Rome, he was never again  
to hold high office, dying in AD 93.

THE NORTHERN FRONTIER
After this time, Rome lost interest in the  
far north of the islands of Britain and the  
frontier again settled on the Tyne/Solway line. 
The Classis Britannica thus spent most of the 
2nd century engaged in conflict along this 
border (and farther north, when, for a short 
time, it was advanced to the Clyde/Forth line, 
where the Antonine Wall was built).

The regional fleet comes back into sharp 
focus again as part of the power struggle 
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LEFT Septimius Severus, the Roman emperor from AD 193 to 211,
a ‘soldier emperor’ who spent most of his life on campaign, but who
failed to conquer Scotland and died at York.
BELOW This famous mosaic depiction of a Roman warship from
2nd century AD Africa gives a general impression of the appearance
of the relatively small, fast, agile galleys favoured by the Roman
Imperial Navy at the time.
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beginning with the Year of the Five Emperors
in AD 193. In AD 196 Clodius Albinus, the
British governor, launched a usurpation
attempt against the incumbent Emperor
Septimius Severus with forces from Britain
and Spain. It seems highly likely that the
Classis Britannica sided with him, as the fleet
would have been needed to ferry his troops
across the English Channel. The details,
however, are lost to us.

The Classis Britannica was certainly
crucial in the early 3rd century AD
when Severus attempted to complete
the mission Agricola had set himself
in the conquest of Scotland.

By this time, the Caledonians in the
far north, and the Maeatae in the Scottish
borders, had become so troublesome that
the governor of the Province requested either
the attendance of the Emperor or a new
troop deployment. He was to get both.

THE CAMPAIGN
OF SEPTIMIUS SEVERUS
Early in AD 208, the ageing Severus crossed
the English Channel with a huge entourage,

wider Imperial family. More importantly for
his campaigning plans, he was also accompa-

his crack legions on the Rhine and Danube.
The force was transported by the Classis

Britannica, making its landing at Richborough,
whence it travelled north, collecting the British
legions on its way, with Severus setting up his
Imperial capital at York.

Logistics were at the forefront of Severus’s
Scottish campaigns, with the Classis Britannica
again playing a key role. The Emperor’s force
ultimately numbered 50,000 men, and to
supply this enormous number the fortified
harbour and fort at South Shields was selected
as the main base.

The regional 
fleet in Britain 
might have 
found itself on 
the wrong side 
of a usurpation 
and suffered 
dramatically 
as a result.
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The site was massively extended, with 20 
new granaries being added to the existing two. 
It was from here that the Classis Britannica 
fulfilled its vital transport role, using the well-
sailed eastern coastal route to carry and supply 
the army once the campaign was under way.

Severus launched the first of two massive 
assaults against the Maeatae and Caledonians 
in AD 209. The campaign was almost an 
exact copy of Agricola’s earlier attempt, 
though larger in scale.

Dere Street was the route once more for the 
northward advance, with the Classis Britannica 
sitting tightly on the naval flank. Once more, 
the milites of the regional fleet leapt ahead in 
their galleys, cutters, and skiffs, recommissioning 
the old military harbours and ensuring a speedy 
advance with secure lines of supply.

AMPHIBIOUS OPERATIONS
Although steady progress was made, the 
campaign was infamously difficult. The troops 
experienced much hardship in difficult terrain 
and foul weather, and the enemy would melt 
away rather than offer themselves in battle. 

The Classis Britannica’s importance in 
this campaign is illustrated by a variety of 
coin issues featuring naval scenes. Examples 
include some minted between AD 208 and 

AD 210 displaying a galley with standards 
adorning the stern, and one from AD 209 
featuring a bridge of boats. This latter 
includes the term traiectus, referencing a 
‘crossing over’. Further, some coins issued 
between AD 209 and AD 211 display the 
gods Oceanus and Neptune.

As the Roman forces hacked their way 
into the far north, the advance above South 
Shields was anchored once again on the key 
fortified harbours at Cramond on the Forth 
and Carpow on the Tay. Both were extensively 
refurbished for the campaign. 

While it is clear that the northward march 
continued – clear from the sequence of large 
marching camps that have been located on 
the route north, some up to 65ha in size – 
no decisive battle was fought, and the Roman 
campaign ground down in an unwinnable 
guerrilla war. When it became clear that the 
Caledonians would not oblige and engage in 
pitched battle, a truce was agreed and Severus 
withdrew south, claiming satisfactory terms 
had been achieved.

The Maeatae, on the other hand, remained 
defiant, prompting Severus to mount a further 
northern campaign. His ill health seems to 
have got the better of him, however, and the 
new advance was led by his son Caracalla.

This campaign, in AD 210, was particularly 
brutal, especially when the Caledonians again 
joined the resistance, with the Emperor order-
ing his troops to kill all the Britons they came 
across. But, as before, it fizzled out inconclu-
sively, without a decisive battle.

WHAT HAPPENED TO THE FLEET?
Severus died in AD 211 in York. Despite 

coins minted to celebrate their British victory, 
the Romans had again failed to conquer 
northern Britain, and they again lost interest, 
with the border settling once more along 
Hadrian’s Wall.

From this point, the Classis Britannica 
resumed its peacetime roles, policing the 
waters around the islands of Britain and 
increasingly interdicting the new menace of 

and English Channel. The end seems to have 
been in sight for the regional fleet, however, 
with the last reference to it relating to AD 249. 
After this time it disappears from history.  

It is unclear what caused the demise of 
the Classis Britannica, though a number of 
candidate events occurred in the 3rd century 
that could explain the mystery.

Severus himself was a great military 
reformer and may have reorganised the 
Roman navy – in which case, the AD 249 
reference may be anachronistic. Another 
possibility is the scramble for Imperial control 
between the Army and the Senate that lasted 
for a generation after the assassination of 
Alexander Severus in AD 235 – the so-called 
‘Third Century Crisis’.

One likely moment within this period 
is provided by the establishment – or perhaps 

founded by Postumus, this lasting from 
AD 260 to 274.

Finally, we have the tale of the usurper 
Carausius and his ‘North Sea Empire’, which 
existed from AD 286 through to 296.

During any of these events, the regional 
fleet in Britain might have found itself on 
the wrong side of a usurpation and suffered 
dramatically as a result. 

The case for its survival was perhaps also 
undermined by the cost of its operation at 
a time of economic crisis, especially since its 
role in the outward expansion of empire had 

come to an end. 
And so disap-

pears Britain’s 
first navy.

Simon Elliott is a his-
torian and archaeolo-

gist. His first book, Sea 
Eagles of Empire, has 

just been published by 
the History Press. 
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INTRODUCTION

I n 1927, the Chinese Communist 
Party was decapitated in a counter-
revolutionary coup in the working-class 
city of Shanghai.

The workers, under Communist leader-
ship, had seized power in anticipation of 
the arrival of General Chiang Kai-shek’s 
Kuomintang (Nationalist) army. They 
regarded Chiang as a liberator. This was 
a terrible mistake. Chiang unleashed his 
soldiery to destroy what he regarded as a 
mortal threat to his conservative regime.

The shattered Communist movement 
attempted to regroup. But over the next few 
years, most of the fragments disintegrated.

The followers of Mao Zedong retreated to 
the remote province of Yan’an. Fewer than 
one in ten survived what became known 
as ‘the Long March’. Party membership 
collapsed from a third of a million to about 
40,000. It looked like Chinese Communism 
was finished.

That was 1935. Fourteen years later, 
Mao’s Red Army – named the ‘People’s 
Liberation Army’ – entered Beijing in 
triumph and its leader proclaimed the 
People’s Republic of China’.

It was an extraordinary turnaround. 
Mao’s Communists were transformed from 
hounded fugitives to the rulers of the most 
populous country on earth. They had played 
a central role in defeating the Japanese 
invaders, and then, in 1945, had turned 
on their Nationalist enemies and crushed 
them totally in a four-year campaign.

The victory was a matter of politics 
and strategy. The Communists adopted 
a programme of major land reform that won 
the support of the peasantry, the overwhelming 
majority of the population. And – except for 
the last two or three years – they fought as 
guerrillas, waging ‘people’s war’ in the vast 
Chinese countryside, closing in on the cities 
from the outside. 

Tom Farrell, in two linked articles, charts 
the origins, history, and final victory of the 
Chinese Communists, and, using Mao’s own 
words, summarises the strategy and tactics 
of Chinese Communist insurgency in the 
1930s and ’40s using extracts from Quotations 
from Chairman Mao Zedong (aka Mao’s Little 
Red Book).
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Tom Farrell reveals the origins of the Chinese Red Army in the revolutionary conflicts
of the 1920s and 1930s.
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and the rise of Mao

T he Red Army, through its own
struggle, has won its freedom
from the militarists to become
an unconquerable power,’
Mao Zedong told the American

journalist Edgar Snow. ‘If the Chinese people
are trained, armed, and organised they can
likewise become an invincible force.’

The musings of the future ‘Great
Helmsman’ had just been announced
to the outside world.

In 1937, Snow’s book Red Star Over
China became an international bestseller.
The previous year, responding to rumours
spread by Mao’s arch-enemy General Chiang

across almost the entirety of China, during 
which they lost most of their army.

In 1937, the first phase of China’s civil 
war was coming to an end. In a move that 
presaged the coming world war, Chiang 
and Mao – implacable ideological enemies – 
formed a fragile alliance against a common 
invader: the Japanese Empire.

But the man whose aphorisms included 
the boast that ‘power grows from the barrels 
of guns’ was not in any doubt about the 
direction of events. The future, he firmly 
believed, would be Communist. 

The preceding decade had taught Mao 
bitter lessons.

Mao Zedong was born on 26 December 1893 into
relative prosperity in a village in Hunan province. 
His father, a poor peasant and former soldier, had 
risen to the level of grain merchant and owned two 
and a half acres of land. 

The young Mao disliked his bullying father, later 
remarking that acting meekly did little to ameliorate 
his father’s anger, and thus he was encouraged 
towards rebellion early on. A similar dislike of his 
teacher instilled a lifelong disregard for intellectuals, 
whom he would later consign to the ‘ninth stinking 
category’ of counter-revolutionary.

Mao’s father arranged his marriage to a local girl, 
but Mao ignored her. He had to quit elementary 
school, but spent time in a higher primary and 
middle school.

His fi rst political act came in 1911, as the Manchu 
Dynasty crumbled and rebellion broke out in 
Changsha town. Mao enlisted in Dr Sun Yat-sen’s 
army, but spent just six months as an orderly. He 

would later claim to have spent six months in the
Changsha library, absorbing Chinese translations
of Western classics.

In 1913, Mao entered a teacher training college 
in Changsha, where he established several student 
organisations. Over the next couple of years, touring 
Hunan province on foot, he became highly critical 
of China’s past governance: the way forward, he 
believed, would involve amalgamating aspects of 
Western and Chinese thought. 

By September 1918, he had qualifi ed as a teacher, 
but instead of remaining in Changsha, he went 
to Beijing, where he became an assistant in the 
university library. 

News of the Bolsheviks overthrowing the Russian 
Tsar had fi ltered east, and Mao came under the 
infl uence of Dr Li Dazhao and the university’s dean 
of literature Chen Duxiu, both Marxists and founder 
members of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP).

The Paris Peace Conference also infl uenced 
Mao. Aft er 4 May 1919, Chinese students took to 
the streets, protesting terms that gave German 

concessions to the Japanese. Caught up in student 
activism, he gravitated even more towards Marxism.

In 1920, Mao returned to Changsha and became 
principal of a primary school. He also helped set up 
the Changsha branch of the newly formed CCP. The 
following year, he became General Secretary for 
Hunan and was one of 12 delegates to the First Party 
Congress. At the time, the national membership was 
less than 60 people; 28 years later, organised and 
indoctrinated by Mao, the Chinese Communist Party 
would conquer the largest nation on earth.

The early life of Mao

Kai-shek that the Communist leader had 
expired, the 31-year-old journalist from 
Kansas City hiked across a China divided 
by civil war. He managed to slip past the 
positions of Chiang’s forces, known as ‘the 
Kuomintang’, and cross the hills of Shenshi 
in the north-west. Finally, in a village just 
south of the Great Wall, he encountered 
Mao’s forces, known as ‘the Red Army’.

Snow travelled with the Communists for 
the next five months. He spent time with 
Mao in a cave complex in Yan’an in China’s 
dry and cold north-west.

The Communists had arrived here two 
years before, following a truly punishing trek 

‘
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MAO AND MAOISM
Of the three most prolific mass killers of the 
20th century, only one has been unequivocally 
damned by history. 

The name of Hitler is now a universal  
synonym for evil. But although Stalin’s star 
faded after his death and posthumous denun-
ciation, as recently as 10 May 2015 Russian 
President Vladimir Putin praised the notorious 
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact as an example of the 
Soviet leader’s statesmanship. And the plump 
face of Mao, with its wart and receding hairline, 
still adorns denominations of the renminbi,  
the currency of China, which became the 
world’s largest economy late in 2014.

As a system of governance, Maoism 
essentially died with Mao himself in 1976. 
Although his successor, Deng Xiaoping, an 
erstwhile ally and victim of Mao, conceded 
that his old boss had been ‘70% correct’, the 
centralised command economy he inherited 
was largely dismantled in the following years. 
Today, under a red-starred flag, China is a 
powerhouse of capitalism, flooding markets 
with cheap consumer goods.

That the ‘30%’ Mao got wrong had truly 
calamitous consequences is still a politically 
sensitive matter in a one-party state. Mao’s 

‘Great Leap Forward’, tasked with the rapid 
industrialisation of China, sparked the largest 
manmade famine in history: 40 million people
may have died in 1959-1962.

In the later 1960s, seeking to reassert  
his waning influence within the Communist 
movement and ‘purify’ its ideology, he 
unleashed the Great Proletarian Cultural 
Revolution. With its purges and rampaging 
Red Guards, the Cultural Revolution reduced 
much of China to near civil war.

Mao was not an internationalist. All his life 
he remained a provincial peasant, leaving 
China only twice – to visit Moscow. Unlike 
Lenin, he did not seek world revolution, even 
if numerous Communist parties around the 
world declared themselves ‘Maoist’.

Of the three most 
prolific mass killers 
of the 20th century, 
only one has been 
unequivocally 
damned by history.

Mao on People’s War
 
 
1. The revolutionary war is a war of the 
masses; only mobilisng the masses and 
relying on them can wage it.

2. What is a true bastion of iron? It is  
the masses, the millions upon millions  
of people who genuinely and sincerely 
support the revolution. That is the real iron 
bastion, which it is impossible for any force 
on earth to smash. The counter-revolution 
cannot smash us; on the contrary, we shall 
smash it. Rallying millions upon millions of 
people round the revolutionary government 
and expanding our revolutionary war, we 
shall wipe out all counter-revolution and 
take over the whole of China.

3. The richest source of power to wage 
war lies in the masses of the people. It is 
mainly because of the unorganised state 
of the Chinese masses that Japan dares 
to bully us. When this defect is remedied, 
then the Japanese aggressor, like a mad 
bull crashing into a ring of flames, will be 
surrounded by hundreds of millions of our 
people standing upright; the mere sound 
of their voices will strike terror into him, 
and he will be burned to death.

4. The imperialists are bullying us in 
such a way that we will have to deal with 
them seriously. Not only must we have 
a powerful regular army; we must also 
organise contingents of the people’s militia 
on a big scale. This will make it difficult for 
the imperialists to move a single inch in our 
country in case of invasion.

5. Considering the revolutionary war as 
a whole, the operations of the people’s 
guerrillas and those of the main forces 
of the Red Army complement each other 
like a man’s right arm and left arm. If we 
had only the main forces of the Red Army 
without the people’s guerrillas, we would 
be like a warrior with only one arm. In 
concrete terms, and especially concerning 
military operations, when we talk of the 
people in the base area as a factor, we 
mean that we have an armed people. That 
is the main reason why the enemy is afraid 
to approach our base area.
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LEFT The Long
March – the
epic of Chinese
Communism

– as depicted
in a modern
propaganda
painting in a
Beijing Museum.
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6. Unquestionably, victory or defeat in war is determined mainly by the military, political, 
economic, and natural conditions on both sides. However, not by these alone. It is also 
determined by each side’s subjective ability in directing the war. In his endeavour to win a 
war, a military strategist cannot overstep the limitations imposed by the material conditions; 
within these limitations, however, he can and must strive for victory. The stage of action for a 
military strategist is built upon objective material conditions, but on that stage, he can direct 
the performance of many a drama, full of sound and colour, power and grandeur.

7. The object of war is specifically ‘to preserve oneself and destroy the enemy’ (to destroy 
the enemy means to disarm him or ‘deprive him of the power to resist’, and does not 
mean to destroy every member of his forces physically). In ancient warfare, the spear 
and the shield were used, the spear to attack and destroy the enemy, and the shield to 
defend and preserve oneself. To the present day, all weapons are still an extension of the 
spear and the shield. The bomber, the machine-gun, the long-range gun, and poison gas 
are developments of the spear, while the air-raid shelter, the steel helmet, the concrete 
fortification, and the gas mask are developments of the shield. The tank is a new weapon 
combining the functions of both spear and shield.

8. Attack is the chief means of destroying the enemy, but defence cannot be dispensed 
with. In attack, the immediate object is to destroy the enemy, but at the same time, it is  
self-preservation, because if the enemy is not destroyed, you will be destroyed. In defence, 
the immediate object is to preserve yourself, but at the same time defence is a means  
of supplementing attack or preparing to go over to the attack. Retreat is in the category 
of defence and is a continuation of defence, while pursuit is a continuation of attack.  
It should be pointed out that destruction of the enemy is the primary object of war and 
self-preservation the secondary, because only by destroying the enemy in large numbers 
can one effectively preserve oneself. Therefore, attack, the chief means of destroying the 
enemy, is primary, while defence, a supplementary means of destroying the enemy and 
a means of self-preservation, is secondary. In actual warfare, defence plays the chief role 
much of the time and attack for the rest of the time, but if war is taken as a whole, attack 
remains primary.

9. All the guiding principles of military operations grow out of the one basic principle:  
to strive to the utmost to preserve one’s own strength and destroy that of the enemy…  
All technical principles and all principles concerning tactics, campaigns, and strategy 
represent applications of this basic principle. The principle of preserving oneself and 
destroying the enemy is the basis of all military principles.

10. Without preparedness, superiority is not real superiority, and there can be no initiative 
either. Having grasped this point, a force that is inferior but prepared can often defeat a 
superior enemy by surprise attack.

Extracts from Mao’s Little Red Book

But more than either Hitler or Stalin,  
Mao believed in the transformative power  
of ideology. Politically, he sought to eliminate 
the ‘four olds’ (thoughts, customs, culture, 
habits), and warfare was integral to this.

Thus, while Maoism never became a global 
ideology, its blueprint for ‘people’s war’ has 
inspired insurgencies on four continents, not all 
of them fought under a Communist banner.

However, Mao would probably never  
have been as successful a guerrilla leader 
without his collaboration with Zhu De, a 
German-educated officer who had fought  
in both warlord and Kuomintang armies. 
And both men derived much theory from 
The Art of War, a famous 6th century BC 
military treatise by a Chinese general called 
Sun Tzu. Mao and Zhu applied Sun Tzu’s 
theories to a China that, in today’s parlance, 
would qualify as a ‘failed’ state – unstable, 
impoverished, and largely controlled by 
warlords or foreign invaders.

THE CHINESE  
NATIONAL MOVEMENT
China’s civil war effectively began in  
April 1927 when the Kuomintang massacred 
Communists and other leftists in Shanghai 
and elsewhere. 

Yet five years earlier, in the same city,  
Dr Sun Yat-sen had signed an agreement  
with the Soviet representative Adolf Joffe. 

The Sun-Joffe Manifesto of 26 January  
1923 had proclaimed Chinese unity and  
a policy of ‘united front’ that implied  
close cooperation between the Kuomintang 
(the liberal nationalists), the Chinese 
Communist Party (the revolutionaries), 
and the Comintern (the Communist 
International centred in Moscow).

After the 1911 Xinhai revolution went 
astray, central authority fell apart across 
China. Much of the north, including Beijing, 
came under the rule of warlords with their 
own armies. The Japanese had installed a 
puppet regime in Manchuria, and seemed to 
being aiming for further territorial gains.

Sun wanted to take back territories held by 
the warlords. When his pleas for Western aid 
were ignored, he turned to the Soviet Union.

In the same year as the Sun-Joffe pact,  
Sun sent one of his lieutenants to Moscow  
to study (Soviet) Red Army tactics. Born into 
a wealthy family in the province of Chekiang, 
Chiang Kai-shek had seemed destined for a 
life in the Confucian civil service when the 
1911 revolution intervened. 

Before joining the Kuomintang, he had 
already spent time in the Japanese Army and, 
more notoriously, the Green Gang, a secret 
society that sought to manipulate China’s 
volatile currency.
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TOP A Communist propaganda poster celebrating the burning of books during Mao’s ‘Cultural Revolution’.
Far worse was the human cost of Mao’s dictatorship: an estimated 40 million may have died in the doomed 

‘Great Leap Forward’ of 1959-1962.
ABOVE Chinese Nationalist soldiers pictured at the beginning of the Chinese Revolution in 1911. The 
movement flared up again in 1919, when news arrived of a new carve-up of China planned by the imperial 
powers at the Versailles peace conference. Within a few years, Chiang Kai-shek had emerged as the 
dominant military strongman of the Nationalist movement. 
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THE RISE OF 
CHIANG KAI-SHEK
When Sun died in March 
1925, nominal leadership of 
the Kuomintang passed to 
the left-wing Wang Jingwei. 
Backed by right-wing elements 
in the party, however, Chiang 
had became commander-in-
chief of the Kuomintang’s 
National Revolutionary Army 
(NRA) by June 1926.

In accordance with Sun 
Yat-sen’s wishes, the NRA 
then embarked on its 

‘Northern Expedition’ to 
bring warlord territory under 
governmental control.

Initially, the Northern 
Expedition was successful, 
and by the time the 
NRA captured Wuhan, 
Shanghai, and Nanjing, 
they had absorbed many 
warlord armies, more than 
doubling their strength 
to 250,000 troops.

The Northern Expedition 
had highlighted the impor-
tance of military leadership. 
It greatly boosted Chiang’s standing, 
to the extent that he was able to 
form a rival military government in 
his stronghold of Nanjing, in direct 
opposition to Wang Jingwei’s civilian 
government in Wuhan.

Although the two factions came 
close to suspending the Northern 
Expedition, they continued largely 
because Beijing remained under 
the control of warlords.

But Chiang was determined to 
move against the CCP. Although 
they still had only around 2,000 
members when Sun Yat-sen died, 
the Communists had established 
a stronghold in Shanghai by 1927. 
As Chiang’s army approached, 
the Communists led a successful 
working-class revolt in the city against 
warlord rule. But the prospect of 
Bolshevik-style revolution was more 
alarming to Chiang and the conserva-
tive nationalists around him than 
traditional warlordism.

WHITE TERROR
When his forces entered Shanghai, Chiang 
ordered the closure of the city’s political 
bureau, a temporary municipal government 
set up by the CCP. Three days later, on 9 April, 
martial law was declared. Three days after 
that, on 12 April, Kuomintang forces began 
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LEFT Chiang Kai-shek (1887-1975), the Nationalist 
general who fought the warlords, the Japanese, 
and the Communists in the long struggle to turn 
China into a modern nation-state. His massacre 
of Shanghai Communists in 1927 marked a 
major turning-point in Chinese history, creating 
an irreparable breach between the Nationalists 
under Chiang and the Communists under Mao.  

MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLY

MAO’S  RED  ARMY

massacring suspected Communists and their 
supporters. Chiang also employed his old 
Green Gang cronies, equipping them with 
Kuomintang weapons and uniforms.

Buildings were raided throughout the 
city. Some 4,000 suspected leftists were 
killed in Shanghai alone. Across China the 
death toll may have reached 12,000. The 
most high-profile victim was Mao’s other 
mentor, Dr Li Dazhao, captured during a 
raid on the Soviet Embassy on 28 April. 

The impact of the ‘White Terror’ was 
manifold. The Comintern broke off support 
for the Kuomintang and aligned solely with 

the CCP. The Kuomintang itself became 
more ideologically narrow, with Chiang 
as its undisputed leader, while the Wuhan 
government collapsed.

The massacre inadvertently boosted the 
influence of Mao’s peasant wing of the party, 
and forced the CCP leadership to review 
their revolutionary strategy.

Unsurprisingly, they remained deeply 
divided during the late 1920s. The politburo 
was dominated by Moscow-trained returnees 
who favoured conventional military strategies, 
whereas Mao had taken to the hinterlands of 
Hunan after the White Terror.

In September 1927, the ‘Maoists’ – as they 
might now be called – tried to organise the 

‘Autumn Harvest Uprising’. They managed to 
hold the city of Nan-ch’ang for a few days, but 
the uprising was brutally suppressed. Mao was 
lucky not to have been killed, and the entire 
Communist movement was further weakened.

Now out of favour with the leadership, 
Mao led a few followers to the hills of the 
Hunan-Jiangxi border, where they allied 
with Zhu De, another survivor of the White 
Terror. These paltry forces became known 
as ‘the Red Army’.

It was here that the first Chinese ‘Soviet’ 
was declared in 1931, with Mao as Chairman, an 
honorific he would cherish for the rest of his life. 

THE LONG MARCH
Between 1930 and 1934, the Kuomintang 
launched five military offensives aimed at 
overrunning the Communist enclave.

The mobile infiltration and guerrilla 
tactics masterminded by Mao allowed the 
Communists to fight off the first four. Mao 
and Zhu De summed up their military prin-
ciples in four maxims: ‘The enemy advances, 
we retreat. The enemy halts and encamps, 
we harass. The enemy seeks to avoid battle, 
we attack. The enemy retreats, we pursue.’

For the fifth offensive, Chiang mustered 
approximately 700,000 men and established 
a series of cement blockhouses around Red 
Army positions.

In early 1934, the CCP removed Mao 
from the leadership; Zhu De became the 
military commander and Chou En-lai the 
political commissar. They abandoned Mao’s 
guerrilla tactics in favour of positional warfare 
against their Kuomintang enemy. This was a 
disastrous mistake and the Communists were 
pushed back, incurring heavy losses.

In October 1934, surrounded by 
Kuomintang troops, 86,000 Communists 
managed to break through enemy lines. 
Led by Mao, the ‘First Army’ fled west, 
at first unsure where to go.

This was the beginning of the Long March, 
one of the most celebrated episodes in 
Chinese Communist history. It should have 
ended in disaster. Indeed, in the first three 

‘The enemy 
advances, we 
retreat. The enemy 
halts and encamps, 
we harass. The 
enemy seeks 
to avoid battle, 
we attack. The 
enemy retreats, 
we pursue.’

Mao Zedong and Zhu De

At the turn of the century, China was close to disintegration. Unlike much of Africa and Asia, 
it had not been wholly colonised, but a series of unequal treaties had allowed foreign powers 
to gain chunks of territory and various privileges.

The southern Guangdong Province was a British sphere of infl uence, Yunnan was dominated 
by the French, Shandong by the Germans, Manchuria by the Russians, and Taiwan by the Japanese.

China’s population had tripled from 150 million in 1600 to 450 million in 1900. But the import 
of cheap cloth and tools ruined millions of once self-suffi  cient peasants during the 19th century, 
causing them to fl ood into the cities.

The aggressive promotion of opium, leading to the wars of 1839-1842 and 1856-1860, and 
a myriad of other humiliations, such as the burning of the Emperor’s summer palace by British 
troops in 1860, caused much resentment. But the anti-Western Taiping Rebellion (1851-1864) 
and Boxer Rebellion (1900) both proved futile.

Increasingly, young intellectuals found inspiration in the rapid modernisation of Japan under 
Emperor Meiji (1868-1912). They also read the works of Locke, Voltaire, Rousseau, Marx, and others. 

If the small nations of Europe had acquired industrial technology and empires through the 
emancipation of the individual, this discredited Confucian concepts of hierarchy and deference. 
Aft er October 1917, Marxism seemed to off er a route to an egalitarian but forward-looking future 
that seemed to be mandated by scientifi c laws. 

Mao’s major achievement was to put his own stamp on the Soviet model. Whereas the Bolsheviks’ 
power-base had been the industrial workers, and the mass strike their primary weapon, Mao’s 
strategy was to harness the power of the peasantry, more than 80% of China’s population, and to 
create an unstoppable rural guerrilla insurgency.

Emperors and warlords
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months, subject to constant ground- and 
air-attacks, Mao lost half his army. 

But the 368-day trek, across seemingly 
impossible terrain, allowed Mao to tighten 
his control of the party and establish a 
new base in the dry north-west of China, 
close to the Soviet border.

MAO IN COMMAND
‘The Long March is a manifesto,’ wrote Mao in 
1935. ‘It has proclaimed to the world that the 
Red Army is an army of heroes, while the impe-
rialists and their running dogs are impotent.’

The Red Army usually moved by night, 
carrying weapons on bullock carts or the 
backs of soldiers; often peasants would see 
a line of torches in the dark, snaking over 
the hills and through villages.

In January of that year, stopping for 
an emergency meeting in Zunyi, Guizhou 
Province, Mao won a showdown with the 
pro-Moscow faction and took back the 
CCP leadership.

In March, the Communists headed north, 
towards the relative safety of the Soviet border. 
In the official narrative of the Long March, 
the Communists covered 6,000 miles and 
crossed 18 mountains and 24 rivers; some 
revisionist historians have asserted that the 
marches actually covered 3,500 miles.

Either way, the conditions were brutal. In 
2006, the Chinese writer Sun Shuyun inter-
viewed one of the last survivors of the march.

‘Women dreaded pregnancy more than the 
plague,’ recalled Wang Quanyuan (aged 91), 
one of the few women with Mao’s First Army. 
She recalled seeing a whole regiment fight 
a two-hour battle and losing a dozen men 
in order to protect a female cadre member 
in childbirth.

Even so, the baby was left on a straw mattress 
in the abandoned house where he was born. 
Crying babies could alert the enemy and had 
to be given up, usually to relatives or peasant 
families. This even applied to Mao’s wife, He 
Zizhen, who gave birth in 1935. It was the third 
time she had had to abandon a child.

THE FIRST ARMY
Mao’s First Army continued across mountain 
ranges, rivers, and eventually marshes, coming 
under attack, not only from Chiang’s forces, 
but from Muslim and Tibetan warlords.

In June 1935, the First Army came into con-
tact with the Red Army’s Fourth Army, led by 
Zhang Guotao in the Sichuan-Shaanxi border 
area. A power struggle ensued, and Zhang’s 
followers, including Zhu De, marched south.

Mao proceeded towards northern Shaanxi, 
where the Communist leaders Gao Gang 
and Liu Zhidan had built another base. 
In October 1935, the First Army arrived in 
Shaanxi: by then, only 8,000 of them were still 
alive, the rest having succumbed to disease, 
starvation, and fighting. Two of Mao’s young 
children were missing. Mao’s younger brother, 

On Guerrilla 
Warfare advocated 
the use of lightly 
armed forces in 
hit-and-run attacks.

OPPOSITE PAGE (TOP) Three of Mao’s followers: 
Communists captured by the Kuomintang during 
the famous Long March (1934-1935). 
OPPOSITE PAGE (BOTTOM) The Battle of Luding 
Bridge, an engagement fought on 29 May 1935 
during the Long March, as depicted in a Chinese 
Communist propaganda painting.

RIGHT Mao 
(centre) and 
Zhou Enlai (left) 
pictured at the 
new Communist 
base in remote 
Yan’an province 
in 1937. 
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1. Without a people’s army, the people
have nothing.

2. This army is powerful because all its
members have a conscious discipline; they
have come together and they fight not for
the private interests of a few individuals
or a narrow clique, but for the interests of
the broad masses and of the whole nation.
The sole purpose of this army is to stand
firmly with the Chinese people and to
serve them whole-heartedly.

3. The Chinese Red Army is an armed
body for carrying out the political tasks of
the revolution. Especially at present, the
Red Army should certainly not confine
itself to fighting; besides fighting to
destroy the enemy’s military strength, it
should shoulder such important tasks as
doing propaganda among the masses,
organising the masses, arming them,
helping them to establish revolutionary

Mao on the People’s Army
political power, and setting up Party 
organisations… Without these objectives, 
fighting loses its meaning and the Red 
Army loses the reason for its existence.

4. The People’s Liberation Army is always 
a fighting force. Even after countrywide 
victory, our army will remain a fighting force 
during the historical period in which classes 
have not been abolished in our country and 
the imperialist system still exists in the 
world. On this point, there should be no 
misunderstanding or wavering.

5. We have an army for fighting as well 
as an army for labour. For fighting, we 
have the Eighth Route and New Fourth 
Armies, but even they do a dual job, 
warfare and production. With these two 
kinds of armies, and with a fighting army 
skilled in these two tasks and in mass 
work, we can overcome our difficulties  
and defeat Japanese imperialism.

6. Our national defence will be 
consolidated and no imperialist will be 
allowed to invade our territory again.  
Our people’s armed forces must be 
maintained and developed with the  
brave and steeled People’s Liberation 
Army as their foundation. We will have  
not only a powerful army but also a 
powerful air force and a powerful navy.

7. Our principle is that the Party 
commands the gun, and the gun must 
never be allowed to command the Party.

8. All our officers and fighters must 
always bear in mind that we are the  
great People’s Liberation Army; we are  
the troops led by the great Communist 
Party of China. Provided we constantly 
observe the directives of the Party,  
we are sure to win. 

Extracts from Mao’s Little Red Book
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although not on the March, had been killed  
in April 1935.

On arrival, Mao’s men joined the local  
Red Army contingent of 7,000 men. With the 
subsequent arrival of the Second and Fourth 
Armies, swelling the total fighting force to 
30,000, the Long March finally came to an 
end. Zhang’s Fourth Army had been reduced 
even more heavily than Mao’s, so he no longer 
represented a political threat to Mao. 

In December 1936, with the party reunited, 
Ya’nan became the CCP base. It would remain 
so until 1945.

Troops were trained and indoctrinated  
at Ya’nan, and the party set up a ‘Resist  
Japan’ University. 

Interviewed by Edgar Snow and other 
journalists, Mao spoke of the coming ‘people’s 
war’ with the Japanese. At this time, too, he 
penned some of his most celebrated works on 
military theory. These included On Guerrilla 
Warfare (1937), which advocated the use of 
lightly armed forces in hit-and-run attacks. 
The following year’s On Protracted Warfare – a 
collection of speeches – described the process 
of the people’s war. Mao advocated avoiding 
large pitched battles while establishing rebel-
held ‘base’ areas in the deep countryside. 

XI’AN INCIDENT 
Like his faraway nemesis, General Chiang Kai-
shek faced insurrections within his own ranks.

The Imperial Japanese had already annexed
Manchuria in 1931, creating the puppet state 

(i) Attack dispersed isolated enemy forces first; attack concentrated strong enemy forces later.

(ii) Take small and medium cities and extensive rural areas first; take big cities later.

(iii) Make wiping out the enemy’s effective strength our main objective; do not make holding or
seizing a city or place our main objective. Holding or seizing a city or place is the outcome of wiping
out the enemy’s effective strength, and often a city or place can be held or seized for good only after
it has changed hands a number of times.

(iv) In every battle, concentrate an absolutely superior force (two, three, four, and sometimes even five
or six times the enemy’s strength), encircle the enemy forces completely, strive to wipe them out thor-
oughly, and do not let any escape from the net. In special circumstances, use the method of dealing the
enemy crushing blows – that is, concentrate all our strength to make a frontal attack and an attack on
one or both of his flanks, with the aim of wiping out one part and routing another, so that our army can
swiftly move its troops to smash other enemy forces. Strive to avoid battles of attrition in which we lose
more than we gain or only break even. In this way, although inferior as a whole (in terms of numbers),
we shall be superior in every part and every specific campaign, and this ensures victory in the campaign.
As time goes on, we shall become superior as a whole and eventually wipe out the entire enemy.

(v) Fight no battle unprepared, fight no battle you are not sure of winning; make every effort to
be well prepared for each battle, make every effort to ensure victory in the given set of conditions
between the enemy and ourselves.

(vi) Give full play to our style of fighting – courage in battle, no fear of sacrifice, no fear of fatigue,
and continuous fighting (that is, fighting successive battles in a short time without rest).

(vii) Strive to wipe out the enemy when he is on the move. At the same time, pay attention to the
tactics of positional attack and capture enemy fortified points and cities.

(viii) Concerning attacking cities, resolutely seize all enemy fortified points and cities that are weakly
defended. At opportune moments, seize all enemy fortified points and cities defended with moderate
strength, provided circumstances permit. As for all strongly defended enemy fortified points and cities,
wait until conditions are ripe and then take them.

(ix) Replenish our strength with all the arms and most of the personnel captured from the enemy.
Our army’s main sources of manpower and materiel are at the front.

(x) Make good use of the intervals between campaigns to rest, train, and consolidate our troops.
Periods of rest, training, and consolidation should not in general be very long, and the enemy should as
far as possible be permitted no breathing space. These are the main methods the People’s Liberation
Army has employed in defeating Chiang Kai-shek. They are the result of the tempering of the People’s
Liberation Army in long years of fighting against domestic and foreign enemies and are completely suited
to our present situation… Our strategy and tactics are based on a people’s war; no army opposed to the
people can use our strategy and tactics.

Extracts fromMao’s Little Red Book

Mao’s Principles of People’s War

of Manchukuo, with the hapless Pu Yi  
as regent. On 7 July 1937, Chinese and 
Japanese troops exchanged fire near Lugou 
(Marco Polo) Bridge, a key access route into 
Beijing. Skirmishes escalated into full-scale 
battles within weeks.

While the Japanese invasion was under  
way, Chiang sought to continue the civil war. 
The North-east Army led by Zhang Xueliang 
and the 17th Army under Yang Hucheng  
were ordered to attack Mao’s forces in the 
Shaanxi-Gansu area. But both generals 
favoured an alliance with the Communists 
against the Japanese.

On 12 December 1936, Chiang visited 
General Zhang’s headquarters at Xi’an in 
north-west China, ostensibly to promote  
a new anti-Communist campaign. He was 
promptly arrested by General Zhang’s troops, 
while General Yang’s troops arrested his 
accompanying officials.

While Chiang remained in Xi’an, negotia-
tions began to forge a second ‘united front’, 
during which the CCP was represented by 
Chou En-lai. On 25 December, Chiang gave 
verbal assent to the rebel generals’ proposals, 
and China’s civil war was put on hold, at least 
until the Japanese were gone. 

OPPOSITE PAGE Map showing Japanese advances 
during the Second Sino-Japanese War (1937-45) 
and the route of Mao’s Long March (1934-1935). 

On Protracted 
Warfare advocated 
avoiding large 
pitched battles 
while establishing 
rebel-held ‘base’ 
areas in the deep 
countryside. 



In his second article, Tom Farrell analyses the achievement of the Chinese Red Army during 
the civil war that culminated in the Communist victory of 1949 and the establishment of the 
People’s Republic of China.

ABOVE The First Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895),  
as depicted in a modern propaganda painting.  
The nationalist struggle against Japanese 
imperialism shaped the whole of Chinese history –  
and therefore Chinese Communism – between  
1894 and 1945.
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W hen the civil war resumed, after 
the defeat of Japan in 1945, it 
transformed the Communists, 
previously harried underdogs, 
into an unstoppable force. The 

conflict ended with Mao’s arch-rival General 
Chiang Kai-shek fleeing with his remaining 
Kuomintang forces to Taiwan, leaving Mao 
wielding absolute power over the world’s  
most populous nation. 

THE SECOND UNITED FRONT
Mao and Chiang, the rival Communist and 
Nationalist leaders, had forged an alliance  
in the late 1930s to fight what was, in effect, 
the Second Sino-Japanese War. The first  
had erupted in August 1894 over control  
of Korea and resulted in a Japanese victory 
eight months later. Under the terms of 
the subsequent Treaty of Shimonseki, the 
Chinese had surrendered control of the 

Liaodong peninsula, western Korea, and  
the island of Taiwan.

Following the failed Boxer Rebellion in 
1900, moreover, the Japanese had won the 
right to station troops in Manchuria.

The first phase of the new war was charac-
terised by a blitzkrieg on China’s east coast, 
with almost half a million troops deployed in 
attacks on Shanghai and Nanjing. As their Axis 
allies would soon do across much of Europe 
and Russia, the Japanese fought brutally,  
usually without granting quarter.

The Japanese had earlier boasted  
that they could capture Shanghai in  
three days and China in three months. But  
the stand of Chiang’s National Revolutionary 
Army (NRA) at Shanghai between August  
and November 1937, even though followed  
by a Kuomintang retreat, demonstrated that 
taking China would be a protracted and 
bloody business.

By late 1937, the Kuomintang capital was 
moved from Nanjing to Chongqing in the 
south. Although the regime received some 
support from Stalin, Chiang had little interna-
tional backing at this stage. 

As Japanese forces advanced south, Chiang 
ordered the dykes on the Yellow River to be 
blown up in June 1938. This had the intended 
tactical effect, but also sparked a famine 
that killed over half a million peasants and 
displaced millions more.

By 1940, the Japanese controlled the entire 
northern and eastern coast, and up to 400 
miles inland. But they faced great difficulties 



BELOW Japanese soldiers on the move and in action
during the Second Sino-Japanese War (1937-1945),
which overlapped with the Second World War. An
aggressive, predatory, and brutal imperial power,
Japan’s attack on China and its people triggered
ferocious and relentless resistance.
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administering their captured territories. 
Thus they relied on proxies and puppets.

Wang Jingwei, a former political rival of 
Chiang within the Kuomintang, was installed 
as president of a client regime in Nanjing. 
Puppet Chinese generals had nominal control 
of their forces, but deferred to their Japanese 
masters. Collaborationist armies such as the 
North China Zhi’an Army and the Nanjing 
Army numbered 78,000 in the first year of 
the war, rising to 150,000 within two years. 

MAO AT WAR
At the other extreme of China, in the cold 
wastes near the Soviet border, things were 
going well for Chiang’s rival, turned uneasy ally.

During the Japanese occupation, the Red 
Army was reorganised into the Eighth Route 
and New Fourth Armies. Both were involved 
in the successful defence of the interior of 
China’s north-west against Japanese incursion.

But the second united front between Chiang 
and Mao forces was always tenuous at best. 

Initially the NRA and the Red Army had been
an effective alliance, fighting together at the 
Battles of Taiyuam (1937) and Wuhan (1938). 

But as early as 1938, Chiang’s Nationalists 
were worried about the scale of Communist 
recruitment behind Japanese lines. By 1942, 
CCP membership had grown to 800,000, a 
20-fold increase in four years.

Unlike Chiang, who was tied to the old 
property-owning elite, Mao was able to offer 
radical land reform to the impoverished 
Chinese peasantry. Closer to the people, the 
CCP was also far less corrupt and brutal in 
its relations with ordinary villagers. Chiang’s 
Nationalists could not compete with the mass 
appeal of Mao’s Communists.

The ‘New Fourth Army Incident’ in January 
1941 – though the subject of differing inter-
pretations – illustrates the growing tension. 

In the official Chinese Communist narrative, 
the incident began with the NRA attacking 
Mao’s forces after they had already agreed to 
withdraw to the Yangtze River. The Nationalists, 
on the other hand, maintained that they were 
punishing Communist insubordination.

The Incident followed an abortive 
Communist offensive. Mao’s generals gambled 
that Communist strength was sufficient to 
launch an all-out offensive against Japanese-held 
cities and the rail lines that linked them. In the 
event, the Communists managed to destroy over 
600 miles of railway and put the strategic Jingxi 
coal mine out of action for months.

But the Japanese launched a successful 
counterattack, and when the fighting died 
down in December 1940, the Communists had 
been contained with heavy losses. The four-
month ‘Hundred Regiments Offensive’ turned 
out to be the last time the Red Army would 
engage the Japanese in a full-frontal offensive. 
The Red Army reverted to guerrilla warfare.

Chiang ordered 
the dykes on the 
Yellow River blown, 
triggering a famine 
that killed half a 
million peasants.

The failed offensive had disastrous conse-
quences: under General Yasuji Okamura, 
the Japanese adopted the ‘three alls’ policy: 
kill all, burn all, loot all. 

WAR CRIMES AND FAMINE 
Depraved violence characterised the entire 
occupation. As early as December 1937, 
Japanese troops had gone on a six-week orgy 
of violence in Nanjing, raping, mutilating, and 
blowing up civilians. The Rape of Nanjing is 
estimated to have killed 300,000 civilians.

In the north of China, scorched-earth 
tactics devastated farmland, and millions 
fled south to the Nationalist-held provinces 
of Sichuan and Yunan, though both were 
subject to massive air raids.

Men between the ages of 15 and 60 were 
rounded up by Japanese troops on suspicion 
of aiding the enemy and killed.

The Japanese tested chemical and 
biological weapons on civilians and POWs, 
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in addition to conducting sadistic experi-
ments involving amputations, vivisection, 
chemicals, and flamethrowers. A particularly 
reviled facility was that known as ‘Unit 731’, 
a compound near the city of Harbin that 
included (for the use of the military garrison) 
its own cinema, aerodrome, barracks, railway 
station, and Shinto temple.

ALLIED INTERVENTION IN CHINA
The December 1941 bombing raid on Pearl 
Harbor resulted in the United States and China 
immediately declaring war on Japan.

China was set to became a vital component 
in the Allied war effort – keeping hundreds  
of thousands of Japanese troops tied down – 
and General Joseph Stilwell was dispatched  
to the country at the outset, becoming 
Chiang’s Chief-of-Staff.

However, although a lend-lease agreement 
allotted $5 billion of aid to China for the 
period 1941-1946, Stilwell’s relationship  
with Chiang was awkward. ‘Vinegar Joe’  
disdained the corruption and repression  
of the Kuomintang regime. And he was  
at odds with Chiang’s favoured strategy  
of wearing down the Japanese.

Chiang’s wife Soong Meiling, aka ‘Madame 
Chiang’, enjoyed more favour with the 
Americans and helped secure the supply of  

RIGHT A Chinese 
widow weeps 
on the grave of 
her husband, 
murdered by  
the Japanese 
invaders.  
BELOW  
Map showing 
Communist 
territorial 
expansion and 
major battles 
during the 
Chinese Civil War 
(1945-1949).

aid, while the value of Chiang’s forces was 
demonstrated in the immediate aftermath  
of Britain’s loss of Hong Kong in December 
1942, when they routed the Japanese at 
Changsha in south-east China.

But supplying Chinese forces proved prob-
lematic. In the south, key land routes through 
Burma and Vietnam were inaccessible to the 
Allies. In the north, the province of Xinjiang 
could not be used as a conduit for Soviet 
weaponry because of the anti-Soviet stance of 
a local warlord. Thus, in the early 1940s, most 
supplies to Chinese forces were flown over the 
eastern Himalayas – known as ‘The Hump’.

Nationalist Chinese were active in Burma 
in 1942-1943, where they cooperated with 
British and Commonwealth forces. In 1943, 
they repelled major Japanese offensives in the 
provinces of Hubei and Changde. The Ichi-Go 
(‘Number One’) offensive – launched in April 
1944, tasked with reopening a land route to 
Indochina and displacing the US presence 
in south-east China – was ultimately a pyrrhic 
victory for the Japanese.

But American confidence in Chiang waned; 
towards the end of the war, military focus 
shifted away from China towards ‘island  
hopping’ in the south-western Pacific.
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With the Japanese defeat looming, the 
United States Army Observation Group, 
known as the ‘Dixie Mission’, attempted  
to establish relations with Mao’s Communists  
in July 1944. Years later, senior members  
of the team would fall victim to the anti-
Communism of the McCarthy era.

Dixie Mission diplomats travelled to 
Yan’an, met Mao, and conveyed a picture  
of the CCP as having widespread support,  
while lacking the corruption and incompetence 
of Chiang’s Nationalists. They surmised  
that, once in power, it was unlikely that  
Mao’s Communists would pursue a violent  
or radical path to socialism.

NEGOTIATIONS AND MANOEUVRES 
The formal surrender between China and 
Japan took place on 21 August 1945 at  
the Zhijiang Airfield in Hunan Province, 
south-central China. Major General Takeo 
Imai handed over a map disclosing the  
positions of one million Japanese troops 
through the country.

The surrender of Japan was greeted with  
jubilation throughout China. Cheering and 
fireworks erupted across Chiang’s wartime 
capital of Chongqing. In Shanghai, now 
occupied by Nationalist troops, a huge  
garlanded portrait of the Kuomintang leader 
was erected. In what was the largest aerial 
troop movement of the Second World War, 
80,000 troops from the Kuomintang’s Sixth 
Army were moved to Nanjing to reoccupy 
the pre-war capital.

But already there were post-war frictions, 
not simply among the pre-war rivals, but 
within the Communist camp itself.

Soviet forces had crossed the Amur  
River into Manchuria on 8 August 1945, the 
railways allowing them to gain 70km per day. 
Simultaneously, they made a separate push 
from south of Vladivostok, allowing them to 
capture the northern half of Korea within days.

Mao had notions of a general Communist 
uprising across China, including the cities. 
To that end he sent around 3,000 undercover 
troops to Shanghai, tasked with fomenting 
rebellion. But Stalin intervened and told him 
to pull back.

The CCP leader now had 900,000 troops 
in rural pockets across northern China. But 
Stalin was wary of the both the atomic-armed 
Americans and independent revolutionary 
movements. Accordingly, he proclaimed his 
support for Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist 
regime, and on 20 August 1945 sent a mes-
sage to Mao instructing him to desist from 
open clashes with the Kuomintang.

A Sino-Soviet Treaty, signed that month,  
reassured Chiang, and the Nationalist  
leader invited Mao to join peace negotia-
tions. Accordingly, Mao flew to Chongqing 
with the US Ambassador Patrick Hurley  
and stayed there for six weeks in September  
and October 1945.

On 10 October, the anniversary of the  
1911 Revolution, Mao made a formal statement, 
committing to peace. But clashes between 
Communists and Nationalists were already 
under way in the countryside. Flying back to 
Yan’an days later, Mao told his comrades that 
the agreement was ‘only a scrap of paper’.

MANCHURIA
Manchuria was of immense strategic impor-
tance, with its huge reserves of iron ore and 
coal, its steel industry, and its dense forests 
and rich farmland. 

By August 1945, the Communists had 
occupied Kalgan in northern China. During 
the 19th century, ‘Beijing’s northern corridor’ 
had carried caravans of camels and tea chests 
into Russia. Later it became an economic hub 
under the Japanese, who, in 1945, left behind 
a huge cache of weapons, including 60 tanks.

Later it would be estimated that the 
Russians had authorised the handing over  
of 700,000 rifles, 18,000 machine-guns,  
4,000 artillery pieces, and 860 aircraft to  
their Chinese counterparts.

The following month, under Stalin’s instruc-
tions, Mao moved most of his forces towards 
Manchuria. In the process, they absorbed 
thousands of demobilised troops, bandit 
fighters, and even elements of the puppet 
Manchukuo (Manchurian) Army that the 
Japanese had established in the 1930s.

Chiang, aware of what was happening but 
not wanting to upset Stalin, tasked General  
Du Yuming with reclaiming the region. Although 
refused entry at Soviet-controlled Dalian and 
Port Arthur, General Du’s troops were able 
to disembark further south, breach the Great 
Wall, and move along the railway for 300km.

On 26 June 1946, the last Soviet forces 
having withdrawn from Chinese territory two 
months before, the Communist–Nationalist 
alliance finally broke down definitively. Full-
scale civil war now resumed.

RESUMED CIVIL WAR
The nature of the fighting differed  
greatly from that of the 1930s. Hundreds  
of thousands of troops clashed with  
air and artillery support, sometimes in  
temperatures of −20°C. 

After 1947, the war was fought largely  
on two fronts: the massive northern theatre, 
and a triangle in east-central China that 
encompassed the provinces of Shandong, 
Anhui, and Henan.

In the countryside, Mao enacted land 
reforms and managed to recruit up to one  
million men. By contrast, Chiang’s forces, even 
with the largesse of Washington (the July 1948 
China Aid Act allotted $400 million to the 
Kuomintang regime), were hobbled by corrup-
tion and incompetence, ordinary troops being 
poorly paid and provisioned, while Nationalist 
supply lines were often over-extended. 

Even south of the Great Wall, there was  
considerable activity by Mao’s forces, the newly 
rebranded ‘People’s Liberation Army’ (PLA).

In the cities, with the government unable 
to sell bonds and taxation covering only a 
small proportion of the war’s expense, the 

RIGHT A propaganda poster calling for workers  
and peasants to join together in a worldwide  
revolution and ‘people’s war’.

Mao told his 
comrades that the 
peace agreement 
was ‘only a scrap 
of paper’.



40 December 2016MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLY

northern China, withdrew his forces inside
the walls of Beijing.

Lin Biao’s forces encircled the city and cut 
off the electricity and water supplies. Houses 
were levelled in order to provide a field of
fire, and a runway improvised on the polo
ground of the old Legation Quarter within

the ancient city.
But General Fu, mindful

f the fates of Shenyang and 
Changchun, held secret nego-

ations with the Communists, 
sing his daughter, a CCP 

member, as intermediary.
Thus, after a 40-day siege, 

surrender document was 
igned on 22 January 1949. 

All of Fu’s 240,000 soldiers 
were absorbed into the PLA.

This coincided with the 
end of the 1948-1949 Huaihuai 
ampaign, the target of which 

was a decisive routeway cen-
tred on the strategic city 
of Xuzhou in east-central 
China – a routeway which was 
the key to the Kuomintang 
capital of Nanjing.

Mobilising over a million 
men, the PLA’s General 
hen Yi cut the railway lines 

and bombarded the airfield as the 
Nationalists struggled to establish 
a new line east of the city.

The Communist troops were 
supported by five million civilians. 
They had been conscripted by 
Mao’s eventual successor Deng 

Xiaoping. He imposed strict quotas on each 
Communist-held village. Pick-and-shovel crews 
carried food and supplies on their backs.

By 10 January 1949, the campaign was 
over. Chiang appealed to the United States 
and Soviet Union for mediation, but Mao 
rebuffed any offers of negotiations. On 
10 October, the 55-year-old Mao stood in 
Beijing’s Tiananmen Square and proclaimed 
the People’s Republic of China.

RETREAT TO TAIWAN
By then, chased out of their former strong-
holds of Nanjing, Wuhan, and Shanghai, 
the remnants of the Kuomintang were 
retreating southwards.

For some weeks, the Nationalist 
leadership held out at the southern 
port city of Guangzhou. 

But on 14 October 1949, Guangzhou 
was taken ‘with scarcely more than a quiet 
sigh’. That same month, at the other end of 
the country, PLA troops led by Peng Dehuai, 
consolidated their control over the Uighir-
dominated western province of Xinjiang, 
a sparsely populated region rich in oil, 
coal, gold, and uranium.

Weeks earlier, over 150,000 PLA troops 
had crushed 40,000 armed Muslim horse-
men. They now moved into the provincial 
capital of Urmqui. 

Meanwhile, in the Tibetan capital of Lhasa, 
Kuomintang diplomats had already been 
expelled. But in October 1950, while the 
Tibetans negotiated with the new People’s 
Republic, some 40,000 PLA swarmed across 
the peninsula into Tibet and wiped out its 
small army at Chamdo.

On 10 December 1949, the Kuomintang 
leader General Chiang Kai-shek, following a 
brief retreat to Chongqing, flew to Taiwan. He 
died there in April 1975; his Communist arch-
rival survived him by nearly a year and a half.

Chairman Mao’s party, if not his ideology, 
dominates contemporary China. The China 
of the civil war seems as distant as that of 
the Qing emperors. But live issues remain: 
the territory of Taiwan is still claimed by 
the People’s Republic.

Now the world’s greatest economy, 
nuclear-armed China has achieved super-
power status. It is likely to be a dominant 
global force during the 21st century. It could 
well prove a major source of global instability 
and conflict. Beijing is currently making 
threatening noises towards its regional 
neighbours over disputed and resource-rich 
islands in the South China Sea.

Mao’s Long March and the Chinese civil 
war may come to rank among the most signifi-
cant events of 20th-century history.  

Tom Farrell is a freelance reporter and feature writer 
with an interest in East Asian affairs.

ABOVE Mao proclaims the Communist victory 
and the creation of the People’s Republic of 
China in 1949.

Nationalists simply printed money, stoking 
inflation. By 1947, nominal prices were 30,000 
times above those of 1936. Much weaponry 
and many other military supplies simply disap-
peared onto the black market.

The year 1948 was a turning-point in 
the war, when the loss of northern China 
doomed Chiang’s regime.

CITIES UNDER SIEGE
The Communists had come to dominate the 
countryside, and soon their vast peasant armies 
had the remaining Nationalist-held cities 
under siege. Lin Biao’s forces surrounded the 
stronghold of Shenyang – its 1.2 million civilian 
inhabitants swelled by three million refugees. 
Despite US General Claire Chennault’s private 
airline managing to evacuate 1,500 people per 
day, the city was rife with starvation and disease.

The siege of Changchun, begun in May 1948, 
lasted 150 days. By its end, 160,000 civilians had 
succumbed to starvation, and tens of thousands 
more had been killed in the crossfire between 
Communist lines and the city walls. 

Soon after the fall of Changchun, General 
Fu Zuoyi, in charge of Nationalist troops in 

TOP LEFT  Nationalist prisoners 
of the Chinese Communists, 1947.
LEFT The last brutal gasp of a dying 
regime: Nationalists summarily 
execute Communists on the streets 
of Shanghai in 1949. 





FREDERICKSBURG, 1862
MHM Editor Neil Faulkner, just back from a tour of the Civil War 
battlefields of Virginia, recalls a forgotten infantry assault.  
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ABOVE General 
Burnside watches 
the Battle of 
Fredericksburg 
from his gun 
position on the 
Stafford Heights. 
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W
hen Pickett’s charge 
broke up under enemy 
fire on the third day 
of Gettysburg, 3 July 
1863, the defending 

Union soldiers chanted ‘Fredericksburg! 
Fredericksburg!’.

The shattering of Lee’s last, greatest effort – 
the assault of 15,000 Confederate infantry on 
the centre of the Union line – had reminded 
the men of General Hancock’s corps, massed 
above on Cemetery Ridge, of their own 
terrible ordeal in front of Marye’s Heights 
some six months before.

What happened there, on 13 December 
1862, was every bit as grand, as noble, 
and as terrible as Pickett’s charge. It gave 
testimony to the fact that the men of the 
Union Army of the Potomac were as tough 
and brave as the men of the Confederate 
Army of Northern Virginia; and that they, too, 
were sometimes led by their commanders 
into a slaughter pen.

Yet Sumner’s charge at Fredericksburg 
is not a tenth as well known as Pickett’s 
at Gettysburg. Here we try to bring the 
former into better focus. 

A NEW INTENSITY
It had been a year of carnage. It was hard to 
believe that Americans had been shocked 
by the first big collision back in July 1861 – 
First Bull Run, as the Union called it; First 

SUMNER’S CHARGE

RIGHT General 
Ambrose Everett 
Burnside (1824-1881), 
the commander 
of the Army of the 
Potomac at the Battle 
of Fredericksburg.

Manassas to the Confederates – which had cost 
just 4,900 casualties in total. What followed, in 
1862, was beyond everyone’s worst fears.

In the eastern theatre alone, the butcher’s 
bill included 10,300 at Seven Pines, 13,000 at 
Gaine’s Mill, 14,000 at Malvern Hill, and 24,000 
in three days’ fighting at Second Manassas.

The last had been at the end of August. 
It had been a clear Confederate victory, 
so Lee then invaded Maryland, and the two 
armies had clashed again, on 17 September, 
at Antietam. Nothing like it had ever been 
known. In 12 hours of the most ferocious 
fighting in the young nation’s history, 23,000 
Americans were shot down – more than in all 
the country’s previous wars put together. 

The battles were coming faster than one a 
month, and each one was an abattoir. As the 
cost rose, so did the stakes. The resilience of 
the Confederate rebellion against a ‘Black 
Republican’ president was matched by a 
radicalisation of the war in the North.

Slave labour was freeing white Southerners 
to fight in defence of slavery. Slaves were 
escaping to the Union lines – there to labour 
for the Northern cause and, in due time, to 
fight for it. Slaves in bondage were a strength 
to the South; slaves who escaped to freedom 
in the North weakened it. So Lincoln issued 
the Emancipation Proclamation, and the war 
for the Union became a war for Freedom.

So the killing had a new intensity, and so did 
the politics. And now the two eastern armies, 
even before the year was out, clashed again, 
at Fredericksburg, on the Rappahannock 
River, deep inside Virginia, on the road to 
Richmond, the Confederate capital.

THE PLACE
Fredericksburg was one of those fairly 
ordinary places that suddenly, in the 
fires of war, become illuminated on the 
stage of history.

This had happened because the new 
commander of the Army of the Potomac – 
a bald, bewhiskered industrialist, politician, 
and soldier from Rhode Island called 
Ambrose Everett Burnside – had stolen a 
march on Robert E Lee, got around the 
Confederate flank, and was poised to bridge 
the Rappahannock at the riverside town, which 
happened to be one of the chokepoints of the 
Virginia campaign, a crossing-place where roads 
and railways got funnelled across waterways.

Had Burnside got his men across straight 
away, they would have been in Lee’s rear 
and on their way to Richmond. As it was, 
the pontoons Burnside had asked for did 
not arrive to schedule, and the result was a 
delay of a week – plenty of time for Lee to 
discover that the Unionists had gone from 
his front up near Culpeper Court House and 
to move his army rapidly south-east to a new 
line above Fredericksburg.
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LEFT Union engineers come under fire from 
Confederate skirmishers in Fredericksburg 
as they attempt to lay pontoon bridges across 
the Rappahannock. 
LEFT Plan of the Battle of Fredericksburg, showing 
the situation on the morning of 13 December 
1862, before the main Union assaults commence.
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Flowing north-west to south-east, the 
Rappahannock is one of a sequence of great 
rivers that cut right across lowland Virginia to 
create, in military terms, a series of stopping 
places. About Fredericksburg it flowed almost 
north–south, with the little town nestling 
against the bank on the western side; there 
was a narrow plain beyond this, and then a 
low ridge known as Marye’s Heights.

Southwards, beyond a stream called Hazel 
Run, lay a jumble of low, wooded hills, end-
ing about five miles distant at a crossroads, 
Hamilton’s Crossing, which marked the limit 
of what was to become the battlefield.

On this line, Lee deployed his army, and 
his men set about digging trenches, piling 
up stones, and building log walls. Though 
the position had disadvantages – it was 
commanded by the Union guns along Stafford 
Heights on the opposite side of the river – 
it afforded clear views over the open, sloping 
ground in front, across which the Union men 
would have to come if they wished to push 
the Confederates aside.

THE POLITICS
They did so wish. Once Lee’s 75,000 
Confederates had filed into line, Burnside 
might have decided that his 120,000 Unionists 
were not enough to storm their position. 

But while Lee was well content to sit 
tight for the winter, Burnside was under 
pressure to act.

The Army of the Potomac had been badly 
led by a cohort of generals who had been 
outfought by the brilliant combination of 

Robert E Lee and Thomas ‘Stonewall’ Jackson. 
Most disappointing had been George B 
McClellan, the self-styled ‘Little Napoleon’, who 
had proved a brilliant organiser but a man who 
seemed paralysed by the sound of the guns. 

Antietam had, for Lincoln, been the last 
straw. McClellan’s 90,000 men had proved 
insufficient to drive Lee’s 40,000 from their 
position. And when Lee retreated – because, 
down to 30,000 after the battle, he could 
do no more in Maryland – the close pursuit 
that might have broken up his army was never 
attempted. McClellan – cautious to the point 
of inertia – was content to let him go. 

Looking around for a replacement, Lincoln 
had, in the absence of a better alternative, 
alighted on the reluctant Burnside. The 
man’s simple humility reflected doubts about 
his capacity which were wholly justified. But, 
called to serve, he aimed to do his best, 
and that meant taking the offensive against 
Bobby Lee – the thing that McClellan had 
lacked the inner courage to do. 

The Northern politicians wanted a 
return on their investment. They now 
had hundreds of thousands of men in the 
field and hundreds of ships around the 
Confederate coast. They demanded advances 
and victories. Fredericksburg, in the final 
analysis, was a political battle.

The Confederate high command knew 
the strength of the position. General Johnston 
was able to assuage President Jefferson Davis’s 
anxiety for his capital by commenting, 
‘What luck some people have! Nobody will 
ever come to attack me in such a place.’

Lee agreed. He was surprised when 
Burnside opted for a headlong assault, and 
it was to be here, at Fredericksburg, with his 
enemies offering him an easy victory in a 
defensive battle, that he was reported as 
saying, ‘It is well that war is so terrible, 
else we should grow too fond of it.’ 

CROSSING THE RIVER
With Burnside’s pontoons having finally arrived, 
the Union engineers went down to the river on 
11 December to build their bridges. It proved a 
messy and protracted business.

Lee had sent General Barksdale’s brigade 
of Mississippians to occupy the town. They 
maintained a galling fire on the Union men 
working on the river. The town was then 
pulverised by the Union guns on the heights 
above, turning it into a tumble of brick rubble 
and split timbers.

Despite this, the Rebel sharpshooters 
remained, so Burnside took some of the 
pontoons, loaded them with infantry, and 
sent these across the river to drive the 
Mississippians out of the town. Only then 
could the bridges be completed and the 
Union army commence its crossing.

Burnside’s plan was a reasonable one in the 
circumstances. He divided his army into three 
corps, called ‘grand divisions’. The Right 
Grand Division was commanded by Edwin 
Vose Sumner, a veteran general who had been 
an army officer since 1819. He was brave, 
pugnacious, and loyal, but also slow-witted 
and bull-headed. His division was to launch 
a direct assault on Marye’s Heights.

The Left Grand Division, under William 
B Franklin, would cross on a second set of 
pontoons lower down the river and mount an 
attack on the Confederate right. Franklin was 
competent but cautious and uninspired; he 
could be relied on, in equal measure, not 
to mess up for his own part, nor to benefit 
from any mess-up by the enemy.

In reserve was Joseph Hooker’s Centre 
Grand Division. Dubbed ‘Fighting Joe’ by 
the press, Hooker was the opposite of both 
Sumner and Franklin, but his boasting, 
thrusting, glory-seeking persona was a disaster 
in the making; this would be fully confirmed 
at Chancellorsville the following summer.

The plan was for Sumner to fix the 
Confederates on Marye’s Heights, the strongest 
sector of the enemy line, while Franklin broke 
through their right, turned the position, and 
got between Lee and Richmond.
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FRANKLIN’S FAILURE
The plan might have succeeded. Major-
General George Gordon Meade, heading a 
brigade of Pennsylvanians, found a gap in 
the Confederate line on the enemy right.

Lee’s army had been divided into two 
corps, with James Longstreet on the left, 
Stonewall Jackson on the right. Jackson’s 
line seems to have been somewhat poorly 
reconnoitred and deployed, and Meade’s 
men found their way up an undefended 
gully in the middle of it. Once they had 
burst through, if Franklin had been alert and 
aggressive, he might have sent half his grand 
division in after them and turned a local 
success into a battlefield triumph. 

But he did not. Meade’s 4,500 men were 
left alone in the middle of Jackson’s 35,000. 
‘The slightest straw almost’, Meade later 
complained, ‘would have kept the tide 
in our favour.’

As it was, Jackson’s hastily improvised 
counterattack drove the Pennsylvanians back 
and eventually broke them. When they ran, 
the rest of Franklin’s advanced elements went 
with them, chased by whooping Confederates. 
Only the massed Union artillery stopped the 
onrush. The struggle on the southern side 
of the battlefield then subsided into relative 
calm. Unlike the situation to the north.

THE SUNKEN ROAD
Whereas Jackson’s men were posted in 
heavily wooded country, Longstreet’s men 
on Marye’s Heights found themselves, once 
the early morning winter fog had lifted, 
looking down over open slopes to the little 
town of Fredericksburg and the waters of the 
Rappahannock beyond. The sight they beheld 
on the plain before the town was breathtaking.

Burnside’s generals at Fredericksburg: 
FAR LEFT General Edwin Vose Sumner 
(1797-1863), commander of the Right 
Grand Division.
LEFT General William Buel Franklin 
(1823-1903), commander of the Left 
Grand Division.
BELOW General Joseph ‘Fighting Joe’ 
Hooker (1814-1879), commander 
of the Centre Grand Division. 

Most of America was uncleared wilderness 
at the time of the Civil War. Most battles 
sprawled across miles of countryside. So 
it was rare indeed to get a panoramic view 
of an entire army deploying for battle. And yet 
there it was, on the morning of 13 December, 
the whole Army of the Potomac in clear 
view, tens of thousands of men, ranged in 
regimental lines, grouped in brigades, 
standards unfurled, barrels and bayonets 
gleaming in the sunlight.

Closest to the massing Union columns 
of assault were Brigadier-General Thomas 
Reade Rootes Cobb’s Georgians. They were 
lining a sunken road flanked by stone walls, 
and Cobb had ordered them to deepen the 
cover by digging down on the inside and 
chucking the spoil over the wall. 

The sunken road – the Sunken Road, as 
it would soon be known – projected forwards 
from the Confederate line and was at risk 
of being flanked and enfiladed. Cobb was 
authorised to fall back if necessary. ‘Well, 
if they want me to fall back,’ he is reported 
as saying, ‘they will wait a long time.’

The Sunken Road ran along the lower 
slope of Marye’s Heights. Immediately behind 
them were massed the bulk of Longstreet’s 

BELOW Cobb’s Georgians and Kershaw’s South 
Carolinians line the Sunken Road at Fredericksburg 
on 13 December 1862.
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chief gunner’s deployment, he was told,
‘General, we cover that ground now so well
that we will comb it as with a fine-tooth comb.
A chicken could not live on that field when
we open on it.’

Yet here was the epicentre of the Battle
of Fredericksburg.

THE FIRST THREE ATTACKS
Sumner’s men had begun double-quick 
marching across the plain towards Marye’s 
Heights at 11.30am, taking casualties from 
the Confederate guns half a mile away, but 
pushing on until they reached the cover of 
a slight roll in the ground about 400 yards 
from the base of the enemy-held hill. Here 
they rested and massed. 

This modest feature of the ground had a 
decisive impact on the course of the battle. At 
Gettysburg, Pickett’s men would have no resting 
place on the slopes of Cemetery Ridge: it was 
open ground all the way. The dip in front 
of Marye’s Heights, by contrast, meant that 

broken brigades could recuper-
ate and fresh brigades assemble
prior to mounting new attacks.
Thus, instead of one grand assault,
there were to be no fewer than six
separate waves.

As the first attack surged
forwards, the guns on all
sides opened up, and Cobb’s
Georgians rose to fire a sheet
of lead into the massed Union
ranks. The whole scene was,
for a moment, enveloped in
swirling smoke, and then, as it
rose into the air, the effect was
revealed. The shattered frag-
ments of the Union brigades
were recoiling backwards, leaving
the ground strewn with writhing,
moaning bodies.

, they came again. This time,
Cobb’s men held their fire, confident of its
stopping-power, determined to maximise its
effect. So the Union men came closer, but
were again blasted away when the fire broke
out along the enemy line.

Then they tried again, with the same
terrible results, none getting closer than 
50 yards, before the whole line shrank back, 
leaving the field now so covered with dead 
and dying men that they were henceforward 
an impediment to any new advance. 
Wounded men would, in fact, tug at the 
trousers of their advancing comrades in a 
vain effort to persuade them to desist.

THE FOURTH AND FIFTH ATTACKS 
Lee was uneasy after the third attack: the 
Union brigades had got close in places, and 
he feared that a renewed onslaught might 
break the line. Longstreet was confident this 
would not happen: ‘General, if you put every 
man now on the other side of the Potomac on 
that field to approach me over the same line, 

and give me plenty of ammunition, I will kill
them all before they reach my line.’

So it proved – though the fourth assault,
when it came, proved the most dangerous.
One brave man got to within 100 feet of the
Sunken Road, and several others were close
behind, prompting Longstreet to order
General Kershaw to take his brigade of South
Carolinians down to the Sunken Road to
reinforce Cobb – and, as events turned out,
replace him in command, since Cobb was
almost immediately killed.

The volume of fire that could be delivered
by an infantry line in the American Civil War
depended on its depth.

The rifle-musket was a muzzle-loader, with
an optimum rate of fire of three rounds per
minute, but in combat conditions far fewer.
A line two or three deep would allow for some
men loading while the men in front were
firing; the former might either step forward
to fire themselves when ready, or continue
as loaders for other men considered better
shots. Extra manpower could also be useful
in fetching and distributing ammunition
during a long firefight.

The drawback was that men in depth made
better targets. This was usually a problem, 
since attacking lines would typically combine 
movement and fire as they came on. But the 
Confederate fire on Marye’s Heights was so 
severe that Sumner’s men could manage little 
in the way of effective musketry.

The fifth Union assault had the same dismal 
results as all the others. So monotonous had 
the mincing become that the ragged defenders 
along the wall had cried out to the well-supplied 
Yankees to renew their assault during the 
previous lull: ‘Come on, blue belly! Bring 
them boots and blankets! Bring ’em hyar!’

And so they did, surging forwards once 
more, to be shot away by boiling fire, 
cracking, flashing, smoking along the 
stone wall of death.

RIGHT Massed Confederate guns – in this case
the Washington Artillery – were ranged on the
heights above the Sunken Road.
BELOW General Robert E Lee (1807-1870),
commander of the Army of Northern Virginia,
watches the battle unfold from Marye’s Heights.
He feared, despite all, that Sumner’s charge
might succeed. Longstreet, his corps commander,
assured him that he would ‘kill them all’.
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THE FINAL ATTACK
Sumner’s division was fought out. There 
remained Hooker’s. Burnside now ordered 
Hooker into action, despite his protests. 
Hooker sent back word that the mission 
was impossible, and, when this did not avail 
him, he went in person and remonstrated 
against the pointless slaughter of his men. 

This, after all, was ‘Fighting Joe’. If even 
he did not think it could be done, maybe 
it could not. But Burnside’s stubbornness 
was at an equal level with Hooker’s grit, 
and the commander-in-chief was not to be 
overborne. So the final attack went in over 
the broken bodies of thousands of men 
who had gone before.

Hooker was right, of course. Sumner’s 
charge was a shocking example of a complete 
breakdown of intelligent command and 
control on the battlefield. Instead of respond-
ing to changing circumstances, Burnside 
stuck rigidly to a plan that was not working, 
maintaining this unflinching stance through 
several hours of battle. Hooker was bitterly 
cynical: at last, ‘finding that I had lost as 
many men as my orders required me to lose’, 
he called off the attack. 

Longstreet summed up the results of 
Sumner’s charge:

Before the well-directed fire of Cobb’s 
brigade, the Federals had fallen like the steady 
dripping of rain from the eaves of a house. 
Our musketry alone killed and wounded at 
least 5,000; and these, with the slaughter 
of the artillery, left over 7,000 killed and 
wounded before the foot of Marye’s Hill. The 
dead were piled sometimes three deep, and 
when morning broke, the spectacle that we 
saw upon the battlefield was one of the most 
distressing I ever witnessed. The charges had 
been desperate and bloody, but utterly hope-
less. I thought, as I saw the Federals come 
again and again to their death, that they 
deserved success if courage and daring could 
entitle soldiers to victory.

THE BLOODY TRIANGLE
Burnside had lost in all more than 12,000 
men, Lee barely a third as many. Stubborn 
to the end, the Union commander wanted to 
renew the assault the next day, but was talked 
out of it by his senior officers. Instead, the two 
armies glowered at each other across the river.

Then, after several weeks, Burnside marched 
out in an effort to find a way round Lee’s flank. 
His army bogged down in foul winter weather. 
It became known as Burnside’s ‘Mud March’. 
His army returned to camp even more deeply 

demoralised. That was the end: Burnside
lost his command.

Lincoln wondered if it might not be the
end for him also. Despite mass mobilisation,
great effort, and fearful loss, the Union cause
had sunk to a low ebb. ‘If there is a worse
place than Hell,’ he said, ‘I am in it.’

Fredericksburg confirmed the message
of the Seven Days, Second Manassas, and
Antietam: the war was set to be a long,
bloody, bitter struggle. And nowhere would
it be fought with more ferocity than in this
small corner of Virginia. Here would be
fought not just one but four of the greatest
battles of the Civil War. Later there would 
be Chancellorsville (May-June 1863), the 
Wilderness (May 1864), and Spotsylvania 
(May 1864). More than 100,000 men would 
fall here, making it the country’s bloodiest 
ground – America’s ‘bloody triangle’.

Each time the Union armies headed south 
towards Richmond, this was by far the best 
route. It covered Washington more effectively 
than a drive west, and was, in any case, the 
shortest way, and one where the Navy operating 
off the eastern coast could provide strong 
support. So this is the way Hooker came in 
1863, and then Grant in 1864.

And each of these great battles was 
marked by strong similarities. Marye’s Heights 
was again a vital defensive bastion in the 
Chancellorsville campaign. And at both the 
Wilderness and Spotsylvania, the Union men 
charged Confederate earthworks and were 
broken by sheets of fire, losing 17,000 in the 
first battle, 18,500 in the second, almost 40% 
of their manpower in total, before, both times, 
they gave up and tried to find a way around.

Fredericksburg taught a grim lesson, but 
one rarely heeded: modern firepower meant 
that frontal assaults by massed infantry on 
fully manned entrenched positions could 
not normally succeed. 

ABOVE The Sunken Road, Fredericksburg,
as photographed on 3 May 1863, within
hours of its capture by Union soldiers. This
was the ground successfully defended on
13 December – but then fought over again at
the Battle of Chancellorsville six months later.

ABOVE The last attack. 
General Andrew 
Humphrey’s division 
of Hooker’s command 
carries out the last 
assault on Marye’s 
Heights at the end of 
the day’s fighting.
LEFT Veterans of 
Fredericksburg: the 
men of C Company, 
110th Pennsylvania, 
after the battle.
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Patrick Mercer recalls the role of the 5th Dragoon Guards in the 
charge of the Heavy Brigade during the Crimea’s most famous battle. 

Dragoon Guards 
at Balaklava
25 October 1854
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P
oor Cornet Grey Neville; poor 
Captain Henry Neville; and poor 
Lord Braybrooke, their father! 
The tale of the Neville family must 
be one of the saddest and most 

poignant of the whole Crimean Campaign. 
It is intertwined with the fortunes of that 
wonderful old regiment, the 5th (Princess 
Charlotte of Wales’s) Dragoon Guards.

On their way to and in the Crimea, the 
Neville brothers wrote and received many 
letters to and from each other and their father. 
In several, Henry, the elder boy, crowed with 
pleasure that his battalion – 3rd Grenadier 
Guards – was going to be in at the kill when 
Sebastopol fell. Henry reckoned that this 
would be long before his brother’s regiment, 
5th Dragoon Guards had even disembarked, 
along with the rest of the British heavy cavalry, 
from the ships bringing them to the Crimea.  

Henry’s enthusiasm ended when he tasted 
blood for the first time at the Battle of the 
Alma on 20 September 1854. He wrote to his 
father, ‘I’ve seen my friends and comrades 
dashed to pieces… pray God that Grey will 
never have to experience such things.’

Meanwhile, Grey’s letters champ with 
frustration that was only relieved when he 
and the rest of the Heavy Brigade landed in 
early October. They were then assigned the 
task of defending the lines of communication 
between the port of Balaklava and the siege-
works before Sebastopol.

THE CRIMEAN CAMPAIGN
I am not going to rehearse the causes of this 
campaign. It is enough to say that the age-old 
enemies Protestant Britain and Catholic 

seven-mile logistics route between the 
besiegers on the Sapoune Heights and 
the army’s supply-port at Balaklava.

Usually, the protection of such a route 
would be the job of entrenched artillery, 
numerous infantry, and a mobile reserve 
of cavalry. But most of the guns and infantry 
were needed in the race first to shatter and 
then storm Sebastopol before the Russian 
winter set in.

So Balaklava was to be defended by 
Royal Marine gunners, the Highland Brigade 
around the port, six earthen redoubts manned 
by a handful of Royal Artillerymen, and a few 
hundred Turks guarding the road up to the 
Sapoune. Under Lord Lucan, the inexperi-
enced, undermanned Cavalry Division, about 
1,100 sabres strong, was to provide the eyes 
to warn of any enemy approach and then 
the extra muscle to deal with it.

THE DRAGOON GUARDS
The 5th Dragoon Guards had embarked 
from Queenstown near Cork seriously under 
strength and then lost a number of horses on 
the voyage. Once on dry land, they were com-
bined, in theory at least, with the 4th (Royal 
Irish) Dragoon Guards. Temple Godman, a 
subaltern, describes his regiment’s situation:

we are what they call disregimentised and 
attached to 4 DG. All this is most absurd… 
we were certainly attached in orders and then 
encamped beside 4 DG, but Colonel Hodge 
[4 DG’s commanding officer] behaved very 
well and I don’t think he came once into our 
lines or interfered with us in any way. We have 
no more to do with them than they with us.

REGIMENT. REGIMENT. REGIMENT. REGIMENT.

France combined with Muslim Turkey to fight 
Britain’s former ally, Orthodox Russia, in the 
Baltic, the Pacific, and the Black Sea, eventu-
ally landing troops to take the great Crimean 
port of Sebastopol. The 5th Dragoon Guards 
found themselves part of the very slender 
cavalry force involved in this mission.

When the Allies landed well north of 
Sebastopol on 14 September, only the Light 
Cavalry Brigade of five regiments came ashore; 
it was almost three weeks before the Heavy 
Brigade were disembarked to join them.

By this time, the Alma had been forced, 
the Anglo-French army of 60,000 had marched 
south, and the siege of Sebastopol had begun 
in earnest. What few people realise, however, 
is that while the Russians had a sizeable force 
bottled up in the city, another army remained 
at large outside the siege lines, threatening the 

The Cavalry Division 
was to provide 
the eyes to warn 
of any enemy 
approach and then 
the extra muscle 
to deal with it.
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Heavy cavalry carried a mixture of the 1821
and 1853 Pattern sabres, which could be
used either to thrust or to slash. However,
there is plenty of evidence that at Balaklava
many injuries were inflicted by a straight
punch in the face from the sword’s basket.
Also, two muzzle-loading pistols were
carried on each soldier’s saddle bow: they
were used extensively when Russian coats
were found to be very effective protection
from a sabre-cut. A carbine was usually
carried too, but accounts vary about whether
the regiments had them to hand at Balaklava.

Weapons 

The tight-fitting, yellow-seamed trousers,
or overalls, worn by the 5th Dragoon Guards
had been reinforced with leather on the
inside of the legs and at the bottom. These
were known as ‘booted overalls’.

Overalls 

Short spurs were always worn by all
ranks, even when dismounted action
was likely. Very much the mark of the
cavalryman, recruits had to be trained
very carefully how to walk and run in them –
for obvious reasons.

Spurs

Although most of a Dragoon Guardsman’s
equipment was carried on his horse, each
man was required to carry water and a
haversack so that he could operate on
foot, as dragoons traditionally did – though
this seldom happened in the Crimea. Over
each man’s left shoulder was worn a pouch
belt that carried ammunition for his pistols,
while a small, leather pouch was worn
on the right front on his coatee, in which
percussion caps were kept.

Equipment

The spiked ‘Dragoon Pattern’ brass helmet
was adopted in 1852. Although decorative,
it was also very practical, as many of those
who rode at Balaklava were to find. One
example survives today, with its brass skull
heavily creased by a Russian blade, but its
owner walked away with nothing worse
than a headache!

Helmet

The Crimean army was ordered to cease
shaving in July 1854 in order to save water.
Extravagant beards and whiskers soon
flourished and became very much the mark
of the ‘old sweat’.

Beard
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So the regiments provided vedettes 
(mounted sentries) in the shallow valley 
where the ground rose between Balaklava 
and the village of Chorgun, just over three 
miles to the north-east, beyond which lay the 
no-man’s land separating the Allies and the 
prowling Russians. There is very little cover  
in that valley; in the three weeks or so that  
the Cavalry Division watched it, they must  
have deteriorated fast in the unusually wet  
and dank Crimean autumn.

Knowing that the best way to stop the 
progress of the Allied siege was to strike at 
their logistics, and under pressure from the 
Tsar to act, the Russians planned a two-phase 
operation for late October.

First, approaching from the north-east,  
they would probe the routes into Balaklava 
using the 12th Infantry Division under 
General Pavel Liprandi. This fresh force was 
reinforced with cavalry and artillery to make  
it up to over 25,000 men and 78 guns.

Depending on its success, they would 
then send an infantry formation towards the 
Inkerman position to seize ground, and there 
construct a redoubt that would threaten the 
Allies’ open, right flank, in preparation for  
a heavier attack.

THE RUSSIAN OFFENSIVE
By 23 October Liprandi had established  
a vanguard near Chorgun, and at dawn on  
25 October his enlarged division swept  
forward in three columns obliquely across  
the slopes. The outer redoubts fell after stub-
born resistance by the Turks in some and less 

determination in others. Russian infantry 
rushed on in the half light and, on the 
Sapoune high above, Lord Raglan, the British 
commander, could see the British guns in the 
earthworks falling into enemy hands.

From the position of Raglan’s command 
post, the saucer above Balaklava looks pretty 
flat, but if you stand in the southern half you 
realise that there are two valleys, the north  
and the south, divided by a slight ridge, along 
which the redoubts had been raised. 

South Valley was dotted with vineyards, but, 
critically, the ground was riven by long, slight 
ditches, up the sides of which the vines were 
trained. Meanwhile, in North Valley, Rzyhov 
– the Russian cavalry commander – had about 
2,500 sabres and 16 guns, and was edging 
towards the Causeway Heights. Over this ridge 
and into the tricky ground of the South Valley 
probed Rzyhov’s reconnaissance troops, the 
Ingermanland Hussars. This was the context 
for three actions that were to become widely 
celebrated in Britain.

THE THIN RED LINE 
First, as the threat to Balaklava became clear 
and Royal Marine guns were engaging from 
the high ground above the port, Maude’s  
I Troop, Royal Horse Artillery; W Battery, 
Royal Artillery; and the 93rd Highlanders  
took up positions on a low ridge at Kadikoi, 
blocking the roads leading to the port.

Here, what came to be known as the 
‘thin red line’ stood and fired two or three 
distant rifle volleys at the Russians. The 93rd 
Highlanders had seen almost no action except 

in the closing stages of the Alma and their 
shooting was poor. The same cannot be said, 
though, for the Gunners. It was undoubtedly 
the roundshot and shells of these guns  
that sent the Russian Hussars reeling back  
up the ridge.

What followed was one of the most success-
ful actions in the history of the British cavalry. 
Lord Lucan had been manoeuvring both his 
brigades of cavalry to counter the Russians, 
and the Heavy Brigade found itself about 800 
yards south-west of, and downhill from, the 
main body of Russian cavalry. 

Instead of charging mob-handed towards 
Balaklava, Rzyhov was dithering on the south-
ern slopes of the Causeway Heights and, as the 
badly mauled Ingermanland Hussars scurried 
back to their comrades, Brigadier-General 
Scarlett saw his chance.

THE CHARGE OF  
THE HEAVY BRIGADE 
Scarlett, the former commander of the 5th 
Dragoon Guards, was now leading the whole 

OPPOSITE PAGE (TOP) Plan of the Battle of  
Balaklava, 25 October 1854, showing the three major 
British actions: the ‘thin red line’ stand of the 93rd 
Highlanders, the charge of the Heavy Brigade (under 
Scarlett) in the South Valley, and the charge of the 
Light Brigade (under Cardigan) in the North Valley.  
OPPOSITE PAGE (BOTTOM) The first of three 
famous British actions at Balaklava: the ‘thin red  
line’ stand of the 93rd Highlanders. 
ABOVE The second action: the charge of the  
Heavy Brigade.
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Neville being a bad rider, and too weak to use 
his sword well, was soon dismounted, and had  
it not been for one of our men who stood over 
him, Private Abbot, he must have been killed.  
He was wounded in the head and in three  
places in his back and they fear that his liver  
is injured, in which case he cannot recover.

It is easy to imagine Neville’s dry-mouthed 
rapture as he saw the chance to equal his 
brother’s achievements – but it was to be short-
lived. Trampled and stabbed, with one lung 
collapsed, the young officer was evacuated to 
Turkey where, to his brother’s and father’s 
relief, he began to recover.

But, with a pathos that might have come 
from a Victorian melodrama, as Grey rallied, 
so Henry perished at Inkermann, riddled with 
bayonet wounds. A novelist might also have 
penned the postscript, for as Henry fell, so 
Grey lapsed into a terminal decline. 

Read Lord Braybrooke’s letters if you have  
a moment: they are hard to forget.

Balaklava’s third great drama was, of course, 
the charge of the Light Brigade, the disaster  
in North Valley a few hours after the triumph  
in the South. That engagement lasted less 
than 20 minutes, killed and injured fewer  
than 250 men, but slaughtered so many horses 
that the Brigade was ruined.

The Light Brigade achieved almost  
nothing, yet the heady mix of ill-starred  
aristocrats, vainglory, and dashing courage 
captured the imagination of the British public 
in a way that the extraordinary achievements 
of the Heavy Brigade and the 5th Dragoon 
Guards never would. 

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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Brigade. Perhaps his lack of operational  
experience was an advantage, for he decided  
to seize the moment and to throw his  
half-formed Brigade uphill against three  
times his number.

No tactics manual would ever have advised 
such a move, but with the Scots Greys and  
a squadron of the 6th Inniskillings leading,  
the bugles blared the advance. Lord George 
Paget saw it all:

[The Brigade] immediately and most skilfully 
showed a front to their left, and advanced across  
the vineyard to meet a foe of many times their  
number… This has been called a charge! How  
inapt the word! … [for] the pace of the Heavy 
Brigade never could have exceeded eight miles an 
hour during their short advance. They had the 
appearance (to me) of just scrambling over and  
picking their way through the broken ground of  
the vineyard… What a thrilling five minutes  
(for it did not last longer) for us spectators!

Suddenly, within 20 yards of the dry ditch, the 
Russians halt, look about, and appear bewildered,  
as if they were at a loss to know what next to do!  
They stop! The Heavies struggle, flounder over  
the ditch, and trot into them!

The clatter of the swords against the helmets, the 
trampling of the horses, the shouts! In short, the din 

of battle still rings in one’s ears! One body must give 
way. The heaving mass must be borne one way or 
the other. Their huge flanks lap round that handful, 
and almost hide them from our view. They are sur-
rounded and must be annihilated! One can hardly 
breathe! Our second line makes a dash at them!    

The Greys and Inniskillings were hewing the 
Russians when the second line charged home. 
As 4th Dragoon Guards flanked the enemy’s 
right, the 1st Dragoons and Temple Godman’s 
5th cannoned in:

all I saw was swords in the air in every direction,  
the pistols going off, and everyone hacking away 
right and left. In a moment the Greys were sur-
rounded and hemmed completely in; there they 
were fighting back to back, the great bearskin caps 
high above the enemy… the 5th advanced and in 
we charged, yelling and shouting as hard as they 
could… the row was tremendous, and for about  
five minutes neither would give way, and their 
column was so deep we could not cut through it.  
At length they turned, and well they might, and  
the whole ran as hard as they could, pelted back  
up the hill, our men after them all broken up and 
cutting them down right and left.

THE FATE OF GREY NEVILLE
One of the 5th’s casualties was Cornet  
Grey Neville. Godman continues,

December 2016

ABOVE The third action – or, rather, its 
aftermath – as captured in Roger Fenton’s 
famous photograph of Russian cannonballs lying 
on the site of the charge of the Light Brigade. 
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Raised in 1685 to defend James II against the Monmouth Rebellion, the Regiment 
was initially known as the 7th Horse. Renumbered as the 6th Horse, it saw its first 
proper action at the Boyne in 1690, and then fought at Blenheim, Ramillies, and 
Malplaquet, before being transferred to the Irish Establishment in 1746 and styled 
2nd Horse, Irish Establishment. 

Shifted back to the English establishment in 1788, it was given the title  
5th Dragoon Guards. The Guards saw action in the French Revolutionary Wars,  
the Irish Rebellion of 1798 (most notably at Vinegar Hill), and in the Peninsula.  
At Salamanca they fought under the famous Major-General Le Marchant in  
‘one of the most destructive cavalry charges of the Napoleonic Wars’ and at  
the great victory of Vittoria. Awarded the title ‘Princess Charlotte of Wales’s’  
in 1803, the Regiment did not see action again until the Crimea.

Their first VC, Lieutenant John Norwood, who was decorated for saving a soldier’s  
life at Magersfontein in 1899, had the dubious distinction of being the first VC  
to be killed in the First World War.

In 1922 the Regiment amalgamated with their comrades from the Crimea,  
6th Inniskilling Dragoons, to become 5th Royal Inniskilling Dragoon Guards.

Fighting as a tank regiment in the Second World War, amalgamation with the 
4th/7th Dragoon Guards followed in 1992, when today’s Regiment, the Royal 
Dragoon Guards, was formed.

NICKNAMES
‘The Green Horse’ (from the colour of the regiment's uniform facings).
‘The Old Farmers’ (due to the fact that many soldiers acquired land during 
their long stay in Ireland).

REGIMENTAL HISTORY
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James Stejskal uncovers 
the story behind the famous 
Humphrey Bogart and 
Katharine Hepburn movie.

The real 
African Queen

A
loud and rhythmic thump, 
thump, thump echoed across the 
lake. This was curious. It was an 
engine and, even more curious, 
the sound was coming off Lake 

Tanganyika, where large ships are rare. I saw 
her as she sliced gracefully through the waters 
of Africa’s deepest lake, out of the harbour and 
south, smoke trailing from her single funnel.

She was MV Liemba, one of the oldest active 
cargo-passenger steamers in the world, and 
a ship with a history like no other. Popular 
lore has it that Liemba played the role of 
the German ship Königin Luise in the movie 
The African Queen. While that history is wrong, 
C S Forester did get his inspiration for the 
book on which the film is based from Liemba’s 
early career during World War I.

Liemba has been steaming the waters 
of Lake Tanganyika for nearly 100 years. 
Operating out of Kigoma, Tanzania, she is capa-
ble of carrying 600 passengers and crew and 400
tons of cargo. She has been used to evacuate 
refugees out of regional hotspots – 75,000 out 
of the Congo during the 1996-1998 war alone. 
She stays away from the Congo now; too many 
pirates like to use her for target practice.

But she did not begin her life as Liemba 
or, for that matter, in Africa. 

JANUARY 1913 
On the orders of Kaiser Wilhelm II and the 
German Colonial Office, a ship was laid 
down – assembled, as it were, because no rivets 
were used – at the Joseph L Meyer Werft in 
Papenburg, Germany. She was designated sim-
ply ‘S.300’, after the yard in which she was built.

When christened, she was named Götzen, 
after the German explorer and first governor 
of German East Africa (GEA), and she was 
to serve the German East Africa Railway 
Corporation. Along with transporting passen-
gers and freight, she was to enhance Germany’s 

prestige and discourage any expansion from 
the Congo by the Belgians. 

With a shallow draft, Götzen was suitable 
for sailing close to shore and could manage 
15 knots with her two 250-horsepower steam 
engines, while displacing 1,200 tons.

When her construction at Papenburg 
was complete, the threat of war was looming 
over Europe, so, in early 1914, Götzen was 
disassembled and packed in 5,000 wooden 
crates and sent by four ships to the port of 
Dar es Salaam, GEA’s capital. Meyer shipmaster 
Anton Rüter, riveter Rudolf Tellman, and 
shipwright Hermann Wendt went along to 
reassemble the ship. They went as much for 
the adventure as the extra money the trip 
would bring. Little did they know how much 
adventure awaited them.

Once the consignment reached the Indian 
Ocean port city of Dar es Salaam, another 
obstacle stood before the enterprise: the 
overland trip to Kigoma – 1,252 kilometres 
to the west – on the lake called Liemba by the 
Kilungu people. The crates were loaded onto 
a train of the German-built Central Railroad 

TOP A movie poster advertising The African Queen. 
The MV Liemba – shown (ABOVE) as she is today, 
still steaming on Lake Tanganyika – is widely, but 
falsely, believed to have played the German ship 
SS Königin Luise in the film.
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on a route that followed the old caravan
track across the humid coastal hills onto
the high savannah, before finally reaching
the lake. Once there, the Meyer technicians
and 200 locally hired workers reassembled
the ship. Ten months and 160,000 rivets
later, she was finished.

AUGUST 1914
In 1914, the war in Europe came to Africa.
British, Belgian, and Portuguese territories
surrounded GEA. The German Schutztruppe
commander Lieutenant-Colonel Paul von
Lettow-Vorbeck, with never more than 3,000
officers and troops leading 15,000 indigenous
Askari, intended to deny the Allies possession
of the Kaiser’s colony.

Lieutenant-Colonel
Paul von Lettow-
Vorbeck intended
to deny the Allies
possession of the
Kaiser’s colony.

Zimmer then continued south to finish
off the Cecil Rhodes. The damaged steamer
was towed off the beach to the centre of the
lake and sunk with gunfire.

With no rival ships, Götzen was now
master of Lake Tanganyika. From then on,
Götzen’s mission was to supply the fort from
Kigoma and watch for enemy movement
on the lakeshore.

But the British had other ideas. When
game-hunter John Lee suggested to Admiral
Sir Henry Jackson that two motorboats might
break the German hold on the lake, the First
Sea Lord jumped at the idea. An eccentric
Royal Navy Lieutenant Commander, Geoffrey
Basil Spicer-Simpson, was chosen to lead the

‘Naval Africa Expedition’.
After a boat trip from Britain, a train ride

from Cape Town to the centre of the Belgian
Congo, and a 45-day, 100-mile overland
struggle, Spicer-Simpson’s ‘navy’ was launched
at Kalemie, almost directly opposite Kigoma

BELOW A wartime photo of the Götzen at a mooring 
on Lake Tanganyika.

three smaller boats, Hedwig von Wissmann, 
Kingani, and Pangani, with guns from Möwe. 
The Germans then set out to take command 
of the lake. They soon, in late August, put 
the Belgian steamer Alexandre Delcommune 
out of action.

In November, Schutztruppe put ashore 
from the Hedwig von Wissmann and Kingani 
at Mpulungu in British Northern Rhodesia 
destroyed the steamer Good News and damaged 
the Cecil Rhodes.

Finally, in February 1915, Götzen was 
launched. Armed with one 10.5cm 
Schnellladekanone (SK) L/40 and one 
8.8cm SK L/30 naval gun from the Königsberg, 
she also received two 3.7cm rapid-fire 
Hotchkiss cannon from the Möwe.

THE GÖTZEN IN ACTION
In June 1915, Zimmer took Götzen with 
900 troops on her inaugural voyage to 
reinforce the Schutztruppe’s fortress at 
Bismarckburg. Under the command of 
retired General Kurt Wahle, Bismarckburg 
guarded the colony’s south-western flank 
near the southern end of the lake.

Lettow also wanted to block Allied access 
to Lake Tanganyika, GEA’s western border. 
The colony’s Indian Ocean coast was already 
controlled by a British blockade; the only 
German warships in the area, the light cruiser 
SMS Königsberg and survey ship SMS Möwe, 
had been put out of action. Lettow ordered 
Corvette-Captain Gustav von Zimmer, captain 
of the scuttled Möwe, to form a naval detach-
ment, the Abteilung Möwe, to secure the lake. 

When Zimmer and his men arrived at 
Kigoma, Götzen was not ready, so he armed 
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on the Congolese side of the lake. In late 
1915, HMS Mimi and Toutou – both 40-foot 
Thornycroft motor launches armed with 
a 3-pdr Hotchkiss gun forward and a Maxim 
aft – began operations.

THE BATTLE FOR THE LAKE
The Germans were surprised, as Spicer-Simpson
quickly captured Kingani and rechristened her
HMS Fifi. Then, in February 1916, his flotilla 
sank the Hedwig von Wissmann. The Germans 
began to feel truly threatened.

Luckily for them, Spicer-Simpson had 
concerns of his own; he ceased operations 
after he saw the formidable Götzen sail past 
his base for the first time. Hostilities were 
suspended by both sides for the time being.

Not long afterwards, the Belgians began 
to advance into north-western GEA, pushing 
south through Ruanda and Urundi (today’s 
Rwanda and Burundi) towards Kigoma. In 
June 1916, Belgian aircraft twice bombed 
Götzen as she lay at anchor. 

With their base threatened, Zimmer 
ordered Götzen sunk. Rüter convinced 
Zimmer to scuttle the ship in such a way that 
they could raise her later. The Königsberg guns 
were dismounted for use ashore, while the 
ever-thorough Rüter carefully prepared Götzen 
by ensuring the engines and machinery were 
heavily greased. Key parts were removed and 
hidden, and the hold was filled with sand to 
ensure recovery would be difficult.

The ship was moved to the mouth of 
the Malagarasi River, where her vents were 
opened. She settled onto the lake bottom. 
The men of Abteilung Möwe joined Lettow’s 
ground forces to continue the fight, while 

ABOVE The Götzen is loaded with troops and stores on the shore of Lake Tanganyika. Note the German soldiers
in tropical kit on the side of the ship and the African Askaris on the quayside waiting to board.
BELOW The Götzen’s guns enabled her to dominate Lake Tanganyika when she first arrived in theatre.

the Meyer workers made for Dar es Salaam, 
where they were captured and interned 
by the British.

Götzen rested on the lake bottom until 
1920, when the Belgians raised her, but she 
sank again when a storm hit Kigoma harbour. 
The British succeeded in raising her in 1922 
and, as MV Liemba, she was recommissioned 
for service in the British mandate territory 
of Tanganyika. Refitted in 1970 with diesel 
engines and a new superstructure, she sails still, 
a historic and fitting symbol of a bygone era. 

James Stejskal is an author, military historian,
and conflict archaeologist. He spent 36 years in the

US Army Special Forces, as a grunt, and the Central
Intelligence Agency as a senior Operations Officer

(Case Officer), mostly in Africa, Europe, the Balkans,
and the Middle and Far East. He is the author of a

number of articles and the books The Horns of the
Beast: The Swakop River Campaign and World
War I in South-West Africa, 1914-15. His newest

book, Special Forces Berlin: Clandestine Cold
War Operations of the US Army's Elite, 1956-
1990, will be offered by Casemate in March 2017.

With no 
rival ships, 
Götzen was 
now master 
of Lake 
Tanganyika.
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P rince Charles Edward Stuart,
the Young Pretender, landed
in the Western Highlands of

Scotland in July 1745. His aim was
to win the throne of Britain for his
father James, the Old Pretender.
Jacqueline Riding’s Jacobites: a new
history of the ’45 Rebellion places
this attempt firmly within the context
of the rivalry between Britain and
France, and the ongoing War of the
Austrian Succession.

The problem for Charles was
that any French support for him
depended on the foreign policy
in vogue at any moment in
Versailles and the military balance
of forces between the two states.
In the spring of 1744, the French
assembled an invasion fleet at
Dunkirk and brought Charles from
his father’s court in Rome to France
to lead it, but a storm, known by
the supporters of King George II
as the ‘Protestant Wind’, dispersed
the fleet, forcing the abandonment
of the invasion.

In truth, the French saw the
venture as a diversion that would
force British forces to be shifted
from Flanders and Germany, where,
in alliance with Austria, they held
the upper hand.

As campaigning resumed in the
spring of 1745, France gained the
advantage, defeating the British
and their allies at Fontenoy, forcing
the Dutch to leave the war. While
any Jacobite rebellion would still
be welcome, it was no longer a
priority for France.

So Charles launched his own
campaign, sailing in two French
privateers for Scotland. The one
containing weapons and the few

troops the French allowed him
to take was engaged by a British
warship and so damaged that it
was forced to return to France.

Charles therefore arrived in
the Western Highlands with few
followers and no French force. Even
his most ardent supporters were
reluctant to take up arms. In the
event, he was able to raise an army
of 1,500 Highlanders, winning their
chiefs over by his ability to turn on
the charm. This small force, mainly
MacDonalds and Camerons, moved
south, picking up some support from
other Highlanders along the way.

A number of other major clans
supported the London government,
the Campbells in particular. At the
time of the earlier ’15 Rebellion, the
Campbell chief, the Duke of Argyll,
had been able to raise his own
armed force. Now the government
clans were effectively disarmed,
having accepted restrictions
imposed after 1715 – restrictions
the Jacobite clans had ignored.

The army sent north under
General Cope to nip the rebellion
in the bud veered off to the
north-east to reach Inverness,
thus avoiding battle. It thus left a
clear road to Edinburgh, which the
Jacobites seized, with scarcely a
shot fired. Cope then brought his
troops by sea to a landing east of
the city, but at Prestonpans he was
outmanoeuvred and his men were
broken by a Highland charge.

Jacqueline Riding gives a good,
pacy account of all this. Each chapter
centres on a particular geographical
location central to the success
of the Rising, whether in Scotland,
England, or France. What she also

does is show the strength of
Charles’ resolve in his effective
capture of Scotland and the subse-
quent decision to invade England,
only narrowly agreed at the rebel
military council.

INVASION OF ENGLAND
Riding is very clear that Charles
Stuart’s chance of success rested
on two hopes: a French invasion
in his support and an uprising by
his English and Welsh supporters.
The latter would never come, as
became increasingly apparent to

December 2016

O T O T

the Scottish Jacobite leaders as
they advanced south.

James Ray, the Hanoverian 
historian of the ’45, wrote of the 
English Jacobites that, ‘No people in the 
Universe know better the Diff erence 
between drinking and fi ghting.’

But the reticence of Jacobite 
sympathisers south of the border 
fl owed from something more 
profound. Unlike the lairds of 
northern Scotland, they had no 
armed followers they could raise. 
They had tenants who paid rents 
rather than performed military 

JACOBITES: A NEW HISTORY
OF THE ’45 REBELLION
Jacqueline Riding
Bloomsbury, £25 (hbk)
ISBN 978-1408819128
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service. While they might daydream 
of a return of Stuart rule, the simple 
truth was that the agricultural 
revolution meant they were prospering 

– and not least by feeding British 
armies in Flanders.

When the Jacobites crossed the 
River Esk into England, they were a 
feudal army marching into a capital-
ist society. The contrast was best 
represented by Derby, furthest point 
of the Jacobite advance, where the 
rebels viewed with curiosity the silk 
mills that lined the River Derwent.

Regarding a French invasion 
of south-eastern England, the 
French court was divided over its 
wisdom, and the Channel in any 
case was eff ectively blockaded 
by the Royal Navy.

Individual French ships made it to 
north-eastern Scotland, bringing limited
numbers of men, along with weapons 
and some money, but they were too 
few, with as many being captured 
as getting through.

When the Jacobite army reached 
Derby, they had a Hanoverian 
army in their rear, in Yorkshire; 
they faced regular troops brought 
from Flanders and commanded 
by George II’s son, the Duke of 
Cumberland, in the West Midlands; 
and a scratch force was being gath-
ered at Finchley Common outside 
London to defend the capital.
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Lowland Scotland to the south of 
the Tay was overwhelmingly hostile, 
as Charles discovered on reaching 
Glasgow. Second, the government 
in London would not have been 
prepared to allow Scotland to come 
under a Stuart ruler dependent on 
France for support.

Riding is very good on explaining 
how Cumberland, as he advanced 
north, grasped that it was not 
enough to defeat the Jacobite army, 
but also that the society it sprang 
from had to be destroyed. It was 
still a feudal society – not just in 
the Highlands but across much of 
Scotland, though more so in the 
north-east than south of the Tay, 
where the agricultural revolution 
was beginning to take off .

Having been armed and trained, the 
Campbells and other clans loyal to 
the English Crown were encouraged 
to attack and pillage MacDonald 
and Cameron lands. Similarly, as 
Cumberland’s forces advanced into 
north-east Scotland, they sought to 
destroy the places of worship of the 
Episcopalians, whose sympathies 
lay with the Jacobites. 

Cumberland resolved to ensure 
that there would be no further 
rebellions. So once military success 
was achieved at Culloden, his orders 
were that no quarter should be 
given: the wounded were left  
on the fi eld and the men overtaken 
on the retreat towards Inverness 
were butchered. Reprisals then 
spread into the Western Highlands, 
with Lowland Scottish offi  cers 
taking the lead, in part to prove their 
loyalty and in part because they 
despised the Highlanders.

Aft er many adventures, Charles 
returned to France, where he was 
greeted royally. But, in 1748, Paris 
and London made peace, and one of 
the terms of the treaty was that the 
rebel prince was to leave France.

Refusing to go, he was arrested on 
the streets of Paris in broad daylight 
and dispatched to Rome. He would 
linger on for years, a hopeless alcoholic. 
In reality, Cumberland had destroyed 
any chance of Jacobite success long 
before Prince Charles’s death in 1788.

Jacqueline Riding provides a lively 
read, combining a good and succinct 
military account within wider political 
and social context. It is a study I 
enjoyed and recommend. 

CHRIS BAMBERY

ABOVE The Jacobites seized Carlisle
Castle in November 1745.
RIGHT A Jacobite from the 10th 
Regiment of Dragoons, 1742.

CULLODEN MOOR
The Jacobite military council overruled 
Charles, who wanted to gamble all 
by advancing on London, and the 
decision was made to withdraw to 
Scotland. The Jacobite retreat would 
bring them to Inverness, with a 
further victory over Hanoverian forces 
along the way at Falkirk.

Cumberland’s army fi nally caught 
up with Charles at Culloden Moor 
in April 1746. The Jacobites were 
routed in short order.

Riding does not grasp that, while 
the decision to turn round at Derby 

made military sense – since 
the only possible escape route 
could easily have been blocked – 
Charles’s political instincts were 
right: the success of the revolt 
depended on taking London.

Yet, even if Charles had 
prevailed, it is hard to see how 
a few thousand Jacobite troops, 
overwhelmingly Scottish, could have 
retained control of London, 
a city of 660,000 people.

But it is equally diffi  cult to 
imagine the rebellion stopping 
at the Scottish border. First, from 
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B ritain’s involvement with
Afghanistan goes back to a
spring morning in 1809,

when the Honourable Mountstuart
Elphinstone rode through the gates of
Peshawar at the head of a column of
450 infantry and cavalry, accompanied
by drums and trumpets, with a mile-
long multitude of Indian servants,
600 roaring baggage-camels, and a
dozen elephants in tow. Such was the
tumultuous finale to a four-month trek
that had begun in Calcutta.

It was in the Indian city that
Elphinstone had been handed his
marching orders by Lord Minto, the
Governor-General of British India. He
was to proceed westward to explore
the uncharted land of Afghanistan.

Elphinstone brought back a wealth
of scholarly information on Afghan
geography, tribal customs, and
culture. But on the diplomatic front,
it took three months for him to negoti-
ate ‘a somewhat useless treaty, by
the terms of which no Frenchman or
other European was to be allowed
to enter Afghanistan’.

In the 210 years since Elphinstone’s
journey, Britain has fought three wars
with Afghanistan. Ironically, it was
Elphinstone’s first cousin, the bumbling
General William Elphinstone, who led
the army to disaster on the retreat
from Kabul in 1842, with the loss of a
16,000-strong column. And, judging by
the outcome of the latest engagement,
with the withdrawal of combat troops
in 2014, the British Establishment has
yet to learn the lessons of its history of
involvement in this country.

Susan Loughhead brings the story up
to contemporary times, by comparing
her experiences at the British Embassy
in Kabul from 2010 to 2013 with those
of her grandfather, who likewise held
a diplomatic posting in the city from
1948 to 1950.

O S
THE END GAME
Susan Loughhead
Amberley, £20 (hbk)
ISBN 978-1445659930

THE BEST NEW MILITARY HISTORY TITLES THIS MONTH

The book’s focus is on the role of 
Britain in Afghanistan since the end of 
the Second World War. It shows how 
the virtual absence of engagement 
with the country and its people helped 
fuel the start of the Cold War.

The author arrived at the Kabul 
Embassy hoping to unearth poten-
tial parallels with her grandfather, 
Sam Simms. What she discovered 
was a dearth of information about 
Anglo-Afghan relations between 
1929, when King Amanullah was 
deposed, and 1979, when the 
Soviets launched their ill-fated 
invasion of the country.

This reveals something tantamount 
to an abandonment by the UK, a 
country that once controlled Afghan 
foreign policy and was infl uential 
enough to order the neutral Afghan 
government to expel all German 
residents during the Second World War.

COLD WAR
Aft er the war, the US had played almost 
no role in Afghanistan. According to a 
1953 memorandum by the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff , the country was of ‘little or 
no strategic interest to the United 
States’. The lack of a meaningful British 
presence on the ground was thus a 
lost opportunity. This is especially so 
in view of the former Raj’s close ties 
with its former Indian colony and the 
new state of Pakistan.

As Loughhead points out, 
Afghanistan was left  to be caught up 
in a binary struggle between East and 
West. This at a time when the country’s 
dependence on foreign funds, technical 
support, arms, and military training left  
it vulnerable once again to the games 
played by others.

Afghanistan has long been the 
centrepiece of the Central Asian 
struggle for regional supremacy, ever 
since the days when it stood at the 

crossroads of the Silk Route to China. 
However, by 1950 the country could no
longer remain isolated and aloof from 
its neighbours, particularly Pakistan. 
In that year, when the author’s 
grandfather left  the Kabul Embassy, 
the writing was on the wall.

With the independence of India 
in 1947, trouble arose in the Pashtun 
tribal belt that straddles the Afghan–
Pakistan border. This still unresolved 
confl ict was begun in the late 19th 
century by the British. It was they who 
demarcated the frontier, the Durand 
Line, in a totally arbitrary way.

But the British were no longer around
to mediate in 1947, and Afghanistan,
left  to its own devices, was drawn 
deeper into hostilities with Pakistan, 
as well as into the superpower rivalries
of the US and the Soviet Union.

The documented litany of 
Afghanistan’s political and military 
travails over the past two centuries 
is almost limitless. What makes this 
book unique is the insight it off ers into 
Britain’s diplomatic involvement in 

the saga in the period covered by the 
author. The British Embassy in Kabul, 
which today stands on the spot where 
the fi rst army cantonment was erected 
in 1839, fi nds itself centre-stage in 
most of this narrative, particularly in 
the post-1945 years.

The story is understandably told from 
the British side, given the secretiveness 
of the Afghans and the Kabul govern-
ment’s precautions to isolate foreigners 
from Afghan sources. Diplomats had 
to rely on joining the dots between 
conversations with Afghan offi  cialdom.

‘Some pieces of information were 
shared openly with many other embas-
sies,’ explains Loughhead, ‘but not all, 
as tensions on the international stage 
seeped into relationships with Kabul.’

At the end of the day, according 
to the author, it was how the British 
actually interpreted what the Afghans 
said that helped frame British policy 
in Afghanistan, not what was going on 
behind the scenes in the royal palace.

JULES STEWART
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There has been a trend over recent years for historians of the English Civil War to become preoccupied
with the ‘causes and meaning of the war’. This has resulted in a decline in academic interest in the
actual military history of the conflict, a point highlighted by author Jonathan Worton in his introduction

to To Settle the Crown: waging civil war in Shropshire, 1642-1648.
Worton’s book is the fifth in Helion’s series of military history books covering the period 1618-1721, which

go under the collective banner of ‘The Century of the Soldier’, a phrase first used by the Italian diplomat and
poet Fulvio Testi in 1641.

Actually, To Settle the Crown is a military history in the broadest sense; indeed, it is not until p.201
(out of a total of 280 pages) that the book starts to consider the fighting in any real detail. Of the
pages covering military operations, ten pages are concerned with ‘battles’ (engagements involving more
than 2,000 men), while more than 20 pages are concerned with garrison warfare, sieges, and siege-craft.

This ratio of pages emphasises the fact that, despite the attention normally given to major battles,
the conflict was actually ‘a war of trenches, ramparts, palisades, bombardments, and blockades’. This is
underlined by the author as he highlights that the course of the First Civil War in Shropshire was determined
by the contest for Ludlow, Bridgenorth, Oswestry, Wem, and Shrewsbury – the capture of the last by the
Parliamentarians in February 1645 being the turning-point of the war in the county.

This is a detailed bipartisan study examining the practicalities of 17th-century warfare by analysing the
war effort of both Royalists and Parliamentarians. The fact that it is a study of one county’s experience during the period should not put readers off. What Shropshire
went through would have been common elsewhere: for instance, the chapter on logistics and how both Parliamentarians and Royalists kept their respective war efforts
supplied is excellent, and should really be compulsory reading for any student of the English Civil Wars.

A little intense at times, this book is nonetheless an impressive piece of research in European military history.
DAVID FLINTMAN

TO SETTLE THE CROWN: WAGING CIVIL WAR 
IN SHROPSHIRE, 1642-1648
Jonathan Worton
Helion, £25 (hbk)
ISBN 978-1910777985

COLD WAR, 1946 TO 1991, OPERATIONS MANUAL: 
INSIGHTS INTO SURVIVING IDEOLOGICAL CONFLICT, 
MUTUALLY ASSURED DESTRUCTION, AND THE 
NUCLEAR APOCALYPSE
Pat Ware
Haynes, £22.99 (hbk)
ISBN 978-1785210532

I n recent times the Haynes Manual format has widened its scope considerably to include a series of 
technically oriented works on historic military hardware. This book on the Cold War stretches this focus 
further, by applying the unique Haynes approach to a period of history: anyone who likes their history 

with lots of photographs, tables, and diagrams will like this new venture.
Beginning with an overview of both pre- and post-war development of nuclear weapons, the book goes on 

to describe how nuclear weapons actually work, their designs, their manufacture, and the numbers stockpiled. 
While the book is about the Cold War, it does not attempt to delve into the politics; rather, it is a description of 
the results of two civilisations possessed of nuclear weapons engaging in a protracted military confrontation.

The sections on government facilities and civil defence are extremely instructive. As the author points 
out, it seemed that during the 1950s and 1960s, the government could not dig deep enough, nor pour 
concrete thickly enough, to ensure its own safety. War headquarters, regional seats of government, 
command-and-communication bunkers, radar installations, county-council shelters, facilities for water, electricity, and telephone personnel were all constructed. 
Although food was stockpiled at special storage-depots, over time it became obvious that there could never be enough food for all the survivors, and most would 
have been condemned to starvation.

Various government publications dealing with civil defence are examined, including Protect and Survive, the infamous pamphlet from 1980, and also a leafl et published 
in 1957, entitled The Hydrogen Bomb, which describes the nature of a nuclear explosion, the eff ects of the fi reball and the blast, and the dangers of radiation.

As US Admiral Gene La Rocque said, summing up the problem of civil defence, ‘All it does is to give the illusion that you can have a nice, neat, humane, limited nuclear 
war. And that’s the most dangerous delusion that mankind’s ever dreamed up.’

Lavishly illustrated with photographs, including many of decaying facilities that can now be visited, and with numerous tables covering such matters as bomber airfi elds 
and nuclear-test sites, this volume is a comprehensive survey of the Cold War in Britain and, to a lesser extent, the USA. Well worth reading.

FRANCESCA TROWSE
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Sacrifi ce on the Steppe: 
the Italian Alpine Corps in 
the Stalingrad Campaign, 
1942-1943
Hope Hamilton
Casemate, £19.95 (hbk), 
£12.50 (pbk)
Hbk: ISBN 978-11612000022

Pbk: ISBN 978-1612003924

When the Axis powers 
advanced on Stalingrad in 
1942, the fl anks were held 
by Romanians, Hungarians, 
and Italians. These fl anks, 
however, quickly collapsed 
before the massive Soviet 
off ensive – all, that is, except 
the Italian Alpine Corps. 

Too Important for the 
Generals: losing and 
winning the First World War
Allan Mallinson
Bantam Press, £25.00 (hbk)
ISBN 978-0593058183

In this book, Mallinson takes 
issue with the idea that the 
generals were not to blame 
for the losses and setbacks 
of the war, arguing that Lloyd 
George and Churchill had a 
far better grasp of strategy 
than the admirals and 
generals, who were simply 
not up to the intellectual 
challenge of waging war 
on this scale. 

Shot Down: the true story 
of pilot Howard Snyder and 
the crew of B-17 Susan Ruth 
Steve Snyder
Sea Breeze Publishing, 
£21.57 (hbk)
ISBN 978-0986076008

Returning from a mission to 
bomb Frankfurt, the B-17 
Susan Ruth was shot down 
over the French/Belgian 
border. The pilot, Howard 
Snyder, was the author’s 
father. In Shot Down, Steve 
Snyder explores the incident 
in detail, using documents, 
letters, and photos to tell the 
story of that fateful mission.

Betrayed Ally: China in 
the Great War
Frances Wood and 
Christopher Arnander
Pen & Sword, £19.99 (hbk)
ISBN 978-1473875013

China’s role in the Great War 
is little known, but Chinese 
labourers were sent to 
Europe to help the Allies 
in 1916, and in 1917 China 
declared war on Germany 
over the German colony of 
Shandong. But Japan was 
given the colony, paving 
the way for revolution in 
China and 30 years of 
bloodshed in the Far East. 

All Behind You, Winston: 
Churchill’s great coalition 
1940-45
Roger Hermiston
Aurum Press, £20 (hbk)
ISBN 978-1781313312

When Churchill became 
Prime Minister in 1940, 
his appointment was viewed 
with great unease by many. 
However, Churchill gathered 
into his Cabinet rivals from 
his own party, and this 
ministry was to steer 
the country through its 
darkest hours, looking 
aft er the Home Front while 
Churchill fought a war.

ILLUSTRATED BOOK The Great War Illustrated: 1916
William Langford & Jack Holroyd
Pen & Sword, £30 (hbk)
ISBN 978-1473881570
Maybe not glossy, but jam-packed with photographs 
from the Great War, this is a heft y treasure trove of 
images from 1916, including – perhaps surprisingly – a 
useful section in 
colour. Another 
whole section 
is devoted to 
weaponry and 
the industry 
producing it. 
Otherwise, the 
book focuses on 
battles at Verdun, 
Kut, Jutland, and, 
yes, the Somme. 
A welcome 
addition to 
anyone’s library.





Soon aft er war was declared, 
Michael Balcon (head of 
production at Ealing Studios) 

off ered the services of the studios to 
the War Offi  ce. The off er was turned 
down because, during the Phoney 
War, it was still unclear what sort of 
war was to be fought and what sort 
of message the cinema should be 
asked to portray.

In December 1940, however, 
the War Offi  ce went back to Balcon 
and suggested making an offi  cial 
training fi lm for the army about 
the need for security. The phrase 

‘careless talk costs lives’ was 
well known, and the War Offi  ce 

wanted a cinematic version of 
the famous poster. 

At this point in the war, there was 
a general belief that fi ft h columnists 
were everywhere, and that it was 
the work of spies and enemy agents 
that had contributed towards the 
speedy collapse of France, Belgium, 
and Holland. Fear of the existence 
of an effi  cient network of enemy 
spies within Britain was behind the 
making of the fi lm.

THE ENEMY WITHIN  
In January 1941, Balcon asked Thorold 
Dickinson to write and direct, and the 
War Offi  ce provided Sir Basil Bartlett, 

a security expert, to advise. Dickinson 
came up with a treatment about how 
various slips of security helped a 
German invasion of Britain. The War 
Offi  ce turned this down. They sug-
gested structuring a story around the 
planning of a Combined Operation raid 
on the French coast, and the leaking of 
the raid’s location to the enemy. 

Dickinson agreed to this, and, with 
Ealing scriptwriter Angus MacPhail, 
started to prepare a script. Although 
the War Offi  ce had initially only 
wanted a 20-minute ‘short’, they were 
persuaded that the subject would 
benefi t from the treatment of a full 
90-minute feature fi lm. The War Offi  ce 
put up £20,000 towards production 
costs, and Ealing agreed to fund the 
remaining £50,000. The script was 
completed by May 1941, with the 
working title Security.

Balcon initially wanted an all-star 
cast for the fi lm, but Dickinson 
favoured using only a few character 
actors and a cast of unknown faces, 
including several serving offi  cers. 
Filming began in July and was 
completed by October.

The fi lm opens with a man and a 
woman kneeling before an altar in 
a church in the imaginary port of 
Norville, Brittany. She whispers to 
him that the Germans are starting 
to use the harbour as a base for 
U-boats. The man is an offi  cer in the 
Free French Army, and he reports this 
back to the War Offi  ce in London, who 
quickly decide to mount a raid against 
the poorly defended Norville. 

The 95th Brigade are allocated 
the task of training for the raid, and 
a security offi  cer is appointed to 
ensure there are no leaks: ‘If the 
Boche hear about the raid, it’ll be 
the end of the brigade.’

It is clear from the beginning 
that lax attitudes to security are 
everywhere. When the security offi  cer 
Major Richards (Richard Tate) arrives, 
sentries direct him straight to brigade 
HQ, where he is admitted without 
anyone asking to see his pass. 

‘I always thought that if I wanted a 
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Thorold Dickinson was a leading
figure in British cinema. As a 
member of the London Film 
Society in the 1920s and ’30s, he 
was responsible for introducing 
Russian directors like Sergei 
Eisenstein and Dziga Vertov 
to British audiences. 

He began editing films in 
the 1930s, and directed two 
documentaries about the Spanish 
Civil War. He moved on to 
directing features in the late 

’30s. His first great success was 
Gaslight (1940), an atmospheric 
murder mystery set in Victorian 
London that was suppressed 
when MGM bought the rights 
for its own version. 

After The Next of Kin, a series of 
thoughtful films followed, including 
Men of Two Worlds (1946), set in 
Africa, The Queen of Spades (1949), 
Secret People (1952), and Hill 24 
Doesn’t Answer (1955), set in Israel. 

In the late 1950s, he was head 
of film for the United Nations, 
producing a series of international 
documentaries. He lived in 
Berkshire and had a wooden 
gypsy caravan in his garden, 
where he did all his writing. 

In the last phase of his career, 
Dickinson set up a film studies 
department at the Slade School 
of Fine Art, part of the University 
of London, where he became the 
first Professor of Film in Britain. 
Dickinson wrote extensively 
about film and inspired a future 
generation of critics, film archivists, 
and directors.

THOROLD DICKINSON

nice cushy job I should come to England 
as a German spy,’ says Richards.

The brigade major is played by a 
young Jack Hawkins, then a serving 
offi  cer. The brigade is ordered to 
move to Watercombe, along the coast 
from Westport (Liverpool), for special 
training. This is picked up by German 



ntelligence, and, in a rather silly scene,
monocled German Abwehr offi  cer 

ells his assistants to send two special
gents to Watercombe. 
Two Englishmen who had lived in 
ritain before the war, Agent 16 (John 
handos) and Agent 23 (Mervyn Johns),
nown as Davis, are told their task is to
nd details about the brigade’s mission
y listening to conversations in pubs
nd other public places. Agent 16 is 
arachuted into England, and Davis is 

anded by submarine.
Richards lectures the offi  cers and 

NCOs, and the message of the fi lm is 
made clear. ‘Remember,’ he says, ‘the 
nemy has highly trained agents. They 

may be in any walk of life – grocers, 
ublicans, barbers, politicians – 
eople who the enemy has bribed 
r blackmailed. Even people who 
dmire Nazism so much they are 
repared to betray their own country. 

Watch out for these people, all the 
me… You can stop the enemy getting 

what he wants.’ The soldiers are to 
eport on anyone acting suspiciously 
r asking questions.

SECURITY
he fi lm follows several minor lapses 
f security. Lieutenant Cummins 
Philip Friend) is courting a dancer, 

Miss Clare (Phyllis Stanley), and tells 
er the brigade is being sent near 

Westport. It turns out the dancer’s 
resser is a German agent, who is 
ribing her by supplying her with 
ocaine. Miss Clare tells her dresser, 

who passes the information on. 
Another soldier, Private John 

Geoff rey Hibbert), tells his girlfriend 
eppie Lemans (Nova Pilbeam) that 

hey are going to Watercombe and 
nvites her to visit him next Sunday. 
emans is a Dutch refugee who works 
n a bookshop in Westport. 

It happens that the owner of the 
ookshop, Mr Barratt (Stephen 

Murray), is a German agent. He 
rovides Davis with a cover story: 
e is to claim to be a man who has 
ecently been bombed out and who 
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is looking to recuperate by the sea. 
Davis is booked in to the White Hart in 
Watercombe, from where he watches 
the trucks of the 95th Brigade arrive.

Meanwhile, Agent 16 has acquired 
an army uniform and passes himself 
off  as a soldier in the brigade. He 
attracts suspicion from a sergeant, 
who reports him to his offi  cers. They 
are reluctant to do anything – another 
sign of lax security. Eventually they 
rather unwillingly interview the man 
and discover he is indeed an agent.

A series of events lead to the 
discovery of a radio transmitter 
hidden amid the costumes of the 
dancer, Miss Clare. She and her 
dresser are arrested. We are told they 
will hang for their treachery. Davis 
comes under suspicion himself, but 
fi nds that the 95th are being sent 
special equipment for their training, 
suggesting they are planning a raid. 

Again, troops are seen discussing 
their plans far too openly, and the fi lm 
shows how each small of piece of 
information is pieced together by the 
cunning Germans, who slowly get an 
idea of the brigade’s mission. 

Barratt, the bookshop owner, 
coerces Beppie Lemans, his assistant, 
by saying that, unless she reports 
for him, her parents (in occupied 
Rotterdam) will be sent to a con-
centration camp. Her boyfriend John 
tells her that the troops do not know 
where their objective is, and that they 
are waiting for ‘mosaics’ of aerial 
photographs. Lemans passes this on 
to Barratt. Realising the enormity of 
what she has done, she stabs him, but 
is overpowered by Davis and killed.

GERMAN AGENTS
A London dentist, yet another German 
agent, helps to track down the aerial 
photographs. They are given by the 
Photo Interpretation Unit to a wing 
commander to deliver to the Air 
Ministry. Instead, he goes to the Café 
Regal, where, preoccupied with the 
company of a young lady, his briefcase 
is swapped, the photos are printed, 
and his briefcase is returned. 

The photos are then smuggled 
out by an Irish sailor, who takes 
them to a neutral port (Barcelona). 
They are fl own to Germany, and the 
location of the raid is discovered by 
intelligence experts.

The 95th Brigade lands at Norville 
for their well-prepared raid. These 
scenes were fi lmed over several 
weeks at Mevagissey in Cornwall. 

LEFT (1) Troops shown preparing 
for the Bruneval Raid (also known 
as Operation Biting) in 1942; 
(2) British troops inspecting a captured 
German helmet after the Bruneval 
Raid, 1942; (3) HMS Campbeltown 
being converted for the St Nazaire Raid, 
1941; (4) No.4 Commando, returning 
from the St Nazaire Raid, 1942; 
(5) German Stuka dive-bomber, c.1940.
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Originally, this sequence showed the 
complete failure of the raid. But the 
War Offi  ce was not happy with this, 
so the script was changed. Instead, 
the Germans are forewarned of the 
raid, and a fi erce fi refi ght ensues. 
Initially, the raid goes well, but then 
vast German reinforcements arrive. 

Stuka dive-bombers, German 
artillery, armour, and infantry counter 
the attack. The engineers manage to 
blow up lock gates and U-boat pens. 
So the raid is a success, but the 95th 
Brigade suff er heavy losses. Over 
shots of dead British soldiers, a radio 
announcer recounts the story of the 

raid and reports that ‘the next of kin 
of those killed have been informed’. 
This gave Dickinson the idea for the 
title of the fi lm.

The Next of Kin was completed in 
February 1942 and was shown to army 
bosses, who were delighted with it. This 
was the month of the Bruneval Raid, 
but, unknown to most of those who 
approved the fi lm, it was a few weeks 
before the St Nazaire Raid – which in 
many respects followed the plan of 
the fi lmed raid on Norville. Churchill 
demanded to see the fi lm and ordered 
it to be withdrawn. Aft er the success 
of the raid (which was accompanied by 

heavy losses), Churchill allowed the 
fi lm to be shown again.

CONTROVERSY
However, at this point the RAF 
objected. It seemed to them that 
the blame for the heavy losses came 
down to lack of concern for security 
by the wing commander, whose 
stolen briefcase gave away the aerial 
photos of Norville. There was a major 
fuss: the RAF claimed the Army had 
made a fi lm blaming them for the 
key lapse in security. 

Eventually, Air Vice-Marshal Richard 
Peck, assistant to the chief of the air 
staff , viewed the fi lm and recommended 
that it should be released as there 
was more than one culprit.

The Next of Kin was seen by tens 
of thousands of British soldiers, sailors, 
and airmen. It had a profound eff ect 
in reminding everyone of the need for 
security. It was so successful that it 
was released for public distribution 
in June 1942. Again it had an immense 
impact, being seen by an estimated 
three million people that summer. 

The fi lm, however, had some 
unintended consequences. Cinema 
audiences were not accustomed to 
seeing dead British soldiers, killed in 
action. Some people were profoundly 
upset. The manager of one cinema 
reported he had to get in supplies 
of brandy to soothe the nerves 
of distressed customers. According 
to Mass Observation reports, most 
people rated The Next of Kin very 
highly, but blamed the offi  cers in the 
fi lm for the failures in security.

The fi lm was sent to America, where 
it was viewed by David Selznick, the 
Hollywood mogul. He was strongly 
against screening it in the US. He said 
that American audiences would blame 
the British offi  cers for their failures in 
security, and that they came across 
as stupid, careless, and derelict in 
their duty. He argued that American 
parents would fear their sons serving 
in Europe would die as a consequence 
of British incompetence. 

In the end, a much shortened 
version was edited for American dis-
tribution. It was preceded by a fi lmed 
message from J Edgar Hoover, the chief 
of the FBI, warning against the dangers 

of careless talk in America. Dickinson 
denounced this version and called it 
the ‘total numbing of a vital fi lm’.

The Next of Kin is a very unusual 
fi lm. It combines documentary 
actuality with scripted drama, and 
propaganda with a strong feature 
storyline. It started as an army training 
fi lm but became an unexpected com-
mercial success. It is also very unusual 
to see British deaths and the failure 
of a mission that is not matched by 
ultimate success. And the central 
premise of the fi lm turned out to be 
totally false. Britain was not infi ltrated 
by fi ft h columnists. There were very 
few German agents operating in 
Britain. This, however, was not the 
belief at the time the fi lm was made.

The most memorable performance 
comes from Mervyn Johns as the spy 
Davis. He is far from the scheming, 
evil type. He is quiet, unassuming, 
and passive, but always seems to be 
there at the critical point. His presence 
haunts the fi lm like a mass murderer 
in a horror fi lm. 

In the fi nal scene, Dickinson 
introduces a cinematic double act 
that would have been totally familiar 
to wartime audiences: Basil Radford 
and Naunton Wayne, playing the 
characters Charters and Caldicott, 
are seen in a fi rst-class compartment 
on a train. One turns to the other 
and says he has secret information 
from a friend who runs a munitions 
factory. He should not talk about it, 
of course – but there is a big stunt 
coming off  next month. 

At this point Basil Radford holds 
out his cigarette and a light appears 
from the man sitting next to him. 
It is Davis, the German spy, closely 
listening to everything being said. 
Everyone in the audience would know 
the appearance of Charters and Caldicott 
was an opportunity for humour. But this 

Taylor Downing’s book on the 
Bruneval operation, Night Raid, 

is an Abacus paperback.

Director: Thorold Dickinson
Producer: Michael Balcon 
Screenplay: Thorold Dickinson, 
Angus McPhail, and Basil Bartlett
Starring: Mervyn Johns, 
Nova Pilbeam, Stephen Murray, 
and Jack Hawkins

THE NEXT OF KIN

LEFT Second World War ‘careless talk’ 
posters were designed to discourage 
wartime gossip, which might result in 
information being leaked that could 
prove useful to the enemy.

The fear of fifth columnists, the enemy within, was widespread in Britain
in the early years of the war. Major John Frost, who led the Bruneval 
Raid at the time of The Next of Kin, later said that he thought fifth 
columnists were everywhere, and that, for sure, the Germans knew 
the objective of their raid. 

It is now clear, however, that German espionage operations in Britain 
barely existed. A small number of German agents were smuggled into 
Britain in 1940-1941, but most of them were captured and hanged, or 

‘turned’ – that is, they agreed to save their necks by working for British 
intelligence and feeding Berlin with false information. There was some 
contact between the Abwehr and the IRA, who were encouraged to plant 
bombs in mainland Britain, but even this did not amount to much.

There were several official campaigns on the theme of ‘careless talk costs 
lives’, with many posters along these lines, and Churchill and all war leaders 
encouraged the campaigns. But the basic premise of The Next of Kin was 
totally unfounded. That, of course, does not affect its quality as a film.

FIFTH COLUMNISTS
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K
ing’s Island is a natural
defensive site in the
heart of Limerick, on the
River Shannon. Occupied

by the Vikings in 922, it was their
base for raiding ecclesiastical
settlements along the river. The
Limerick Vikings were defeated by
Ceallachán, King of Munster, in 943,
and by 1194 the Anglo-Normans
had captured the area.

NORMAN IRELAND
King’s Island was an important
strategic position, situated on the
water between Gaelic lands to
the west and Norman lands to the
east. Never sure of the loyalty of
the Norman lords, and needing to
maintain royal power in the area,
King John ordered the construction
of a castle on the island in 1200.
Completed around 1210, the castle
bears his name to this day.

Under Norman rule, Limerick
prospered as both a port and a
trading centre. But by the end of
the 16th century, the castle was in a
rather poor condition, and renovation
work was undertaken during the
next few decades.

In 1611, the inadequate south-
eastern tower was removed and a
modern artillery bastion built in its
place. By the 1620s, Limerick was
one of the finest cities in Ireland. One
contemporary noted ‘a lofty building
of marble in the high street… like the
colleges in Oxford; so magnificent
that, at my first entrance, it did amaze
me’. But storm clouds were gathering.

Rebellion broke out in Ireland in
1641 and reached Limerick in the
spring of the following year. When
the Catholic Munster Army was
admitted into the city, the city’s
Protestant and Anglo-Irish residents
sought protection in the castle.

On 18 May, Garret Barry,
commanding the Munster Army, laid
siege to the castle. But the besiegers
lacked the heavy artillery required
to breach the walls and instead
had to revert to mining. Due to the
fact that the garrison had failed to
take the precaution of demolishing
property outside the castle walls,
the besiegers were able to get close
to the castle under cover. But they
were also short of gunpowder and,
to collapse the castle walls, they
had to use the medieval technique
of setting fire to timber props laid
beneath the castle’s foundations.

The defenders reacted by
opening countermines to intercept
the encroaching miners, but this only
delayed the inevitable, and the castle
surrendered on 23 June 1642. The
siege and subsequent archaeological
investigations of it are the subject
of Kenneth Wiggins’ excellent
The Anatomy of a Siege: King John’s
Castle, Limerick 1642.

CROMWELLIAN CONQUEST
Limerick was under siege again nine
years later. This time, the Catholic
Irish were under attack, as they

faced the might of the English army
commanded by Oliver Cromwell’s
son-in-law Henry Ireton.

By October 1650, allied Royalist
and Irish Confederate forces had
been driven out of eastern Ireland
by the Cromwellian conquest. They
retreated westwards, forming a
defensive line along the Shannon,
with Limerick as their southern
stronghold. Ireton besieged the city
(Cromwell having returned home
the previous May), but the onset of
wet and cold weather forced him to
abandon the siege soon afterwards.

Ireton returned the following
June, and, at the head of 8,000
men and a siege train comprising
28 siege cannon and four mortars,
he summoned Hugh Dubh O’Neill
to surrender. O’Neill conducted a
rigorous defence, but pressure from
the city’s civilian population, facing
starvation, an outbreak of plague,
and mutiny by the English Royalist
troops, forced him to capitulate
on 27 October.

In 1690, the castle was yet again
under siege, this time during the
Williamite Wars, fought between
the Protestant forces of William III
and the Catholic forces of James II.

In August 1690, following their
defeat at the Battle of the Boyne,
the Jacobites retreated to Limerick.
William III and his army reached
Limerick on 7 August, and, anxious
to end the war in Ireland so that
he could return to the Netherlands
and his war against Louis XIV,
William decided to take the city
by assault. But his attack on
27 August was beaten off with
heavy casualties. Because of this,
and due to worsening weather,
William called off the siege.

FLIGHT OF THE WILD GEESE
A second Williamite siege took place
between August and October 1691.

REVIEWING THE BEST MILITARY HISTORY EXHIBITIONS 
WITH DAVID FLINTHAM 

01

VISIT

KING JOHN’S CASTLE, LIMERICK
Nicholas Street, Limerick, Ireland

www.shannonheritage.com/KingJohnsCastle
+353 61 360 788
Open April 9.30am-6pm daily (last admission 5pm); May to 
September 9.30am-7.30pm daily (last admission 6.30pm); 
4 September 9.30am-6.30pm (last admission 5.30pm); 
October 9.30am-6pm daily (last admission 5pm).
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In July 1691, the main Jacobite army 
had been smashed at the Battle 
of Aughrim. Again, the Jacobites 
retreated to Limerick. Although 
the city’s defences had been 
strengthened, morale was low. The 
Williamite army surrounded the 
city, and a surprise attack on the 
fortifi cations at Thomond Bridge, 
overlooked by the castle itself, cost 
the defenders dearly.

Patrick Sarsfi eld took command 
of the city and began surrender 
negotiations with Williamite 
commander Godert de Ginkell. In 
October 1691, Limerick capitulated 
under favourable terms, Sarsfi eld 
leaving Ireland with some 10,000 
soldiers to enter French service in 
what became known as the ‘Flight of 
the Wild Geese’. The ‘Treaty Stone’ 
on which the Treaty of Limerick was 
signed in 1691 is situated opposite 
the castle, across the Shannon.

Until 1922, the castle was 
garrisoned by British troops, and, 
during the 19th century, the eastern 
wall of the castle was removed 
to enable the parade ground to 
be enlarged. Limerick once more 
experienced fi ghting, this time during 
the Irish Civil War. On 19 July 1922, 

following eight days of fi ghting 
between the Irish Republican Army 
and the National Army of the Irish 
Free State, Limerick was captured 
by the Free State forces. 

EXCAVATIONS AND EXHIBITS
During the 1930s, the castle barracks 
were replaced by local authority 
housing, and their removal during 
the 1990s permitted archaeological 
investigation of the castle. This 
revealed a number of houses 
believed to be Viking in origin, as 
well as other pre-Norman features, 
including evidence of an early 
defence system comprising an 
earthen rampart, held together with 
limestone boulders, with a deep 
ditch beyond – demonstrating that 
King John’s Castle was built on an 
existing fortifi cation. 

The most striking archaeological 
discoveries (in my opinion, at 
least) are from the 1642 siege, 
where traces of the mines and 
countermines have been excavated. 
To date, over 1,000 objects have 
been found, including skeletal 
remains from the siege. Much is 
visible today, and these remains 
are a highlight of any visit.

Regarded as one of the best-
preserved Norman strongholds 
in Europe, the castle’s walls, 
towers, and fortifi cations remain 
in remarkably good condition. It has 
long been a popular tourist attraction 
and recently underwent a €5.7 
million redevelopment to improve 
visitor facilities. 

The brand new visitor centre 
includes state-of-the-art interpretive 
activities and exhibitions, employing 
21st-century touchscreen technology, 
3D models, and discovery drawers. 
The exhibition strikes a happy 
balance between education and 
entertainment, and in the array of 
computer-generated animations and 
ghostly projections that appeal to 
younger visitors, there is a great deal 
of information for the benefi t of the 
‘more discerning’ visitor.

From the visitor centre, you can 
walk outside the south-eastern 
bastion into a covered area to view 
the remains of the excavations from 
the 1990s, including the sally port 
and traces of the mining from the 
1642 siege. The courtyard houses 
further archaeological curiosities and 
several reconstructions, including 
a medieval campaign tent, a 
blacksmith’s forge, and scenes 
from a 17th-century siege. 

Many of the walls, ramparts, and 
towers are accessible, and contain 
further exhibits. A good number 
of these are ‘hands on’: visitors 
are encouraged to try on replica 
pikeman’s armour from the 1640s. 

L IM E R I C K ,  I R E L A N D

PICTURED ON BOTH PAGES:

1. Castle courtyard and gatehouse.

2. An excavated 17th-century
flintlock pistol.

3. A corner tower.

4. Excavated mine from the
1642 siege.

5. Model showing how the castle
looked in the 19th century.

6. Diorama of mining and
counter-mining during the
1642 siege.

7. The 1691 ‘Treaty Stone’,
Limerick.

From the tops of the turrets, there 
are excellent views across the 
Shannon, the city, and beyond.

Many of the artefacts from the 
archaeological investigations are 
housed in the fi rst-fl oor exhibition area, 
situated above the café and shop. Here 
too are panels describing the castle’s 
role during the 19th century, the 
1920s, the War of Independence, and 
the Civil War. Downstairs is the café, 
next to which is the shop – the only 
disappointing feature of the entire site. 
Although it is very well stocked with 
a vast array of shamrock-inspired 
gift s, it has almost nothing with 
a connection to the castle itself, 
especially in terms of books.

All in all, this is a most impressive 
site. Although I did not visit the 
castle prior to its redevelopment, 
the new exhibitions are very well 
done. We spent a good three 
hours exploring the castle (despite 
the very wet weather during our 
visit, something indicated in the 
accompanying photographs) and 
would definitely recommend it. 

04 06
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
My great-great-uncle 
Ernest Hamilton was born 
in the Limerick garrison and 
served in the Black Watch 
in both the Boer War and 
the Great War. He was 
killed during the Battle of 
Loos on 27 September 1915. 
This article is respectfully 
dedicated to his memory.
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WELLINGTON’S EASTERN FRONT: THE CAMPAIGNS
ON THE EAST COAST OF SPAIN, 1810-14
2 December 2016

Royal Marsden Education and Conference Centre, Stewart’s Grove, London, SW3 6JJ
www.nam.ac.uk 020 7730 0717

In this free lunchtime talk, Nick Lipscombe will examine Spanish,
French, and British activities around the east coast of Spain during
the Peninsular War. Lipscombe is Napoleonic historian with an
extensive knowledge of the era and its conflicts. He served in
the British Army for 34 years, and is the author of numerous
books about Wellington and his campaigns.

SHIFTING SANDS:
LAWRENCE OF ARABIA 
AND THE GREAT 
ARAB REVOLT
17 October-summer 2017

National Civil War Centre, 14 Appletongate, 
Newark, NG24 1JY
www.nationalcivilwarcentre.com
01636 655 765

Lawrence of Arabia is one of the First World 
War’s best-known soldiers. A prolifi c writer, 
his autobiographical account of his exploits in 
the Middle East became a bestseller. But how 
much of Lawrence’s story is true? Using objects 
recovered from the Jordanian desert, 
this exhibition explores 
the nature and impact 
of the Great Arab 
Revolt, and the role that 
Lawrence played in it. 
It is the culmination of a 
decade of archaeological
research carried out 
in Jordan by the Great 
Arab Revolt Project, led 
by MHM Editor Dr Neil 
Faulkner and Professor 
Nick Saunders, both of 
Bristol University.

THE ART OF WAR
Until 25 February 2017

Perth Museum and Art Gallery,
George Street, Perth, PH1 5LB

T
he Art of War is an exhibition showcasing wartime artworks produced by British artists, sculptors, 
and photographers over the last 160 years. From the First World War sketches of Muirhead Bone to 
the 21st-century images of photographer and film-maker Tim Hetherington, the exhibition comprises 
a selection of captivating, harrowing images. The display marks the launch of ‘Perth and Kinross 

Remembers’, a five-month series of commemorative events and exhibitions. Work by Scottish artists is 
particularly well represented among the items on show.

www.pkremembers.co.uk
01738 632 488

EXHIBITION

EXHIBITION FREE

£8
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24 NOVEMBER
Fire Support Vessels 
and the Normandy 
Campaign
D-Day Museum and 
Overlord Embroidery, Clarence 
Esplanade, Southsea, PO5 3NT
www.ddaymuseum.co.uk
023 9282 6722
£5
Dr Simon Trew will deliver 
a talk about specialist fire-
support landing craft used 
by the Allies on and after 
D-Day. Dr Trew is a member 
of the Department of War 
Studies at the Royal Military 
Academy, Sandhurst.

10 DECEMBER
The Modish and 
the Militant
The Bowes Museum, 
Barnard Castle, County 
Durham, DL12 8NP
www.thebowesmuseum.org.uk
01833 690 606
£3
Historian Lucie Whitmore 
explores the links between con-
flict and women’s fashion. Her 
talk will cover the experiences 
of women in wartime Britain, 
the development of wartime 
mourning dress, the growing 
practicality of women’s clothes, 
and the balance between 
austerity and patriotism.

12 DECEMBER
A ‘Band of Brothers’? 
Lord Puttnam on 
Comradeship in 
War Films
Imperial War Museum, Lambeth 
Road, London, SE1 6HZ
www.iwm.org.uk
020 7416 5000
£15
Film producer Lord Puttnam 
will explore how and why 
camaraderie is a recurring 
and essential part of successful 
war films. The talk will be 
followed by a Q&A chaired 
by Torin Douglas, the former 
BBC media correspondent.

DATES TO 
REMEMBER

HEART OF CONFLICT:
CORNWALL’S WORLD WAR ONE
17 December 2016-30 June 2017

Royal Cornwall Museum, River Street,
Truro, Cornwall, TR1 2SJ
www.bridging-arts.com
01872 272 205

Thousands of soldiers left Cornwall to fight in the
First World War, leaving friends and family behind.

‘Heart of Conflict looks at how people in Cornwall
kept body and soul together during those years,
how they lived and how they loved,’ says Bridging
Arts director Susan Roberts. Using previously
untold stories, the exhibition will explore the
tales of sacrifice, love, and loss from around
the local area.

EXHIBITION

ASSISTANCE FOR CASUALTIES
AND VICTIMS FROM THE GREAT
WAR TO THE PRESENT DAY
8 October 2016-31 March 2017

Mémorial Verdun museum, 1 avenue du Corps
Européen, BP 60048, 55100 Verdun
www.memorial-verdun.fr +33 (0)329 881 916

This temporary exhibition focuses on the develop-
ment of emergency medicine from the First World
War to the present day, showcasing the impact of
major conflicts over the past century. Using con-
temporary objects, photographs, films, and medical
equipment, the exhibition sheds a light on the organ-
isation and availability of various types of medical
assistance based on terrain, the skills at hand, and
the technical knowledge available in each era.

WWII LIVING HISTORY WEEKEND
26 November 2016

Eden Camp Modern History Theme Museum, Malton, 
North Yorkshire, YO17 6RT 
www.edencamp.co.uk         01653 697 777

The Northern WWII Association will portray British, German, and 
American troops in this re-enactment at Eden Camp Modern History 
Theme Museum in Yorkshire. The museum occupies the site of a 
Second World War prisoner-of-war camp. Visitors can explore the 33 huts on site, learning about the history of 
the camp and life in wartime Britain. The museum will be open as usual during the re-enactment.

CAROLS IN THE TRENCHES
10 December 2016

Staff ordshire Regiment Museum, Whittington Barracks, 
Whittington, Lichfi eld, SW14 9PY
www.staff ordshireregimentmuseum.com 
01543 434 394

An evening of carols and readings set in the First World War 
trench system, followed by a re-enactment of the Christmas 
truce in ‘no-man’s land’. Participants of all ages are welcome 
to join in the festivities, but pre-booking is essential.

EVENT

EVENT

EXHIBITION

£6
ENTRY

£7
ENTRY

£5.50
ENTRY

€5-€11
ENTRY
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WITH CHRISTMAS JUST AROUND THE CORNER, HERE IS A 
PROMOTION OF MILITARY HISTORY-THEMED STOCKING FILLERS

C H R I S TMA S
C

TANK DRIVING EXPERIENCE
Navigate tricky terrain and 
command your platoon as 
you take the controls of a 
Chieftain on an IntoTheBlue 
Tank Driving Experience. The 
perfect gift for any military 
history enthusiast, tank nut, 
or adrenaline junkie this 
Christmas. Various tanks avail-
able to drive. Voucher valid for 
one year post-purchase.

COMPANY: IntoTheBlue

PRICE: £59 

WHERE TO BUY: www.intotheblue.co.uk/driving-experiences/tanks/drive-tank
EMAIL: customerservices@intotheblue.co.uk

PHONE: 01959 578 100

REPLICA MILITARY INSIGNIA
For over 30 years, The Regalia Special
has provided fine quality genuine 
and replica military insignia, medals,
and awards to enthusiasts, collectors, 
museums, the movie industry, and 
military re-enactors throughout the 
world. Many items are exclusive to The
Regalia Specialist and can be viewed a
purchased on their website.

COMPANY: The Regalia Specialist

PRICE: £5 to £200 

WHERE TO BUY: www.regaliaspecialist.com
PHONE: 01440 760 365

LONDON GIFT SET AND GUARDS BOX SET
English in origin, W. Britain has been a leader in the toy soldier industry 
for over 120 years and continues to thrive. A great deal has changed since 
the first fully round hollow cast soldiers were produced in 1893, but their 
commitment to quality and authenticity remains.

The two sets below are featured in their ceremonial range; the full 
range can be viewed on the W. Britain website. 

1. Item No. 48531 London Gift Set – four piece set 
(includes one of Scots Guard, Beefeater, Life Guard 
Mounted, and Blues and Royals Mounted)

2. Item No. 48530 The Guards Boxed Set (includes 
figures representing each of the five Foot Guards 
Regiments: Grenadier, Coldstream, Scots, Irish, 
and Welsh Guards)

COMPANY: W. Britain

PRICE: £49.99

WHERE TO BUY: Harrods, 87-135 Brompton Road, London, SW1X 7XL;
Hamleys, 188-196 Regent Street, London, W1B 5BT. To find your local W. Britain retailer 

please visit www.wbritain.net

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

ESCAPE FROM COLDITZ
Designed by Major Pat 
Reid, one of a handful of 
prisoners-of-war to escape 
Colditz Castle, and screen-
writer 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



A PROMOTION OF MILITARY HISTORY BOOKS 
AVAILABLE TO BUY THIS FESTIVE SEASON

ALAMEIN
Simon Ball

The story of Alamein – one 
of the pivotal battles of the 
Second World War, but 
also one of the most hotly 
debated in the years since: 
how it was fought, how it has 
been remembered, and what 
it means for us today.

PUBLISHER: Oxford University 
Press 

PRICE: £18.99

WHERE TO BUY: www.oup.com

LOCKHEED BLACKBIRD: BEYOND THE SECRET MISSIONS 
(REVISED EDITION)
Paul F Crickmore

Since the end of the Cold War, vast numbers of official documents about the secretive Lockheed SR-71 
Blackbird have been declassified. Using this information, Paul F Crickmore has updated his ground-
breaking work from 1986 in a fresh new design, creating the definitive volume about this sleek and 
powerful American spy plane.

PUBLISHER: Osprey Publishing 

PRICE: £35

WHERE TO BUY: www.ospreypublishing.com/lockheed-blackbird

CHURCHILL’S LAST 
WARTIME SECRET
Adrian Searle

It’s been a state secret for more than 
70 years: the official line in the UK 
has always been that it never hap-
pened – but this new work challenges
the assertion that no German force 
set foot on British soil during World 
War II with the exception of the 
Channel islands.

PUBLISHER: Pen & Sword Books 

PRICE: £19.99

WHERE TO BUY: www.pen-and-sword.co.uk

THE WEIGHT OF COMMAND
J L Granatstein

Edited and introduced by one of 
the foremost military historians 
of our time, the carefully curated 
interviews in this book bring 
Canada’s Second World War gen-
erals to life, revealing that, for all 
of them, the weight of command 
was a burden to be borne. 

PUBLISHER: University of British Columbia 
Press

PRICE: £28.99

WHERE TO BUY: Combined Academic Publishers, UK

CAPTURING HILL 70
Douglas E Delaney and Serge
Marc Durfl inger (eds)

Capturing Hill 70 tells the long-
forgotten story of a spectacularly
successful but shockingly 
costly battle that helped forge 
the character of the famed 
Canadian Corps. 

PUBLISHER: University of British 
Columbia Press

PRICE: £28.99

WHERE TO BUY: Combined Academic 
Publishers, UK



WITH HUNDREDS OF MILITARY MUSEUMS IN THE UK ALONE, HOW DO YOU 
KNOW WHICH ONE WILL BEST SUIT YOUR INTERESTS? HERE IS A PROMOTION 

OF SOME OF THE BEST MUSEUMS AND EXHIBITIONS TO VISIT THIS YEAR

M U S E U M
M

SUFFOLK REGIMENT MUSEUM
The museum is housed in the last surviving building of the regimental 
depot, built in 1878 – one of the few such buildings to survive in military 
use. 

The displays tell the story of the regiment from its foundation in 1685 to 
its amalgamation with the Royal Norfolk Regiment in 1959. 

The history covers the regular, militia, volunteer, and war-time bat-
talions, as well as the experience of individual soldiers, and is told through 
medals, uniforms, weapons, photographs, equipment, works of art, and 
personal memorabilia. 

New on display this year is the Victoria Cross of Sergeant Arthur 
Saunders, won at the Battle of Loos in 1915 – one of only two VCs won by 
the regiment.

Admission free. Free parking.

ADDRESS: The Keep, Out Risbygate, Bury St 
Edmunds, Suffolk, IP33 3RN
TEL: 01284 752 394
EMAIL: rgthomas1759@yahoo.co.uk

WEB: www.suffolkregimentmuseum.co.uk
OPENING TIMES: First and third Wednesdays 
and first Sunday in the month; other times 
by appointment

NATIONAL CIVIL WAR CENTRE
A £5.4 million centre focused on the brutal 17th-century conflicts that 
tore a nation apart. Roundhead? Cavalier? Which side will you choose? 

Now open: Shifting Sands: Lawrence of Arabia and The Great Arab 
Revolt. Discover the incredible story of the British soldier who helped 
lead the Arab tribes to victory over the Turkish Ottoman Empire 100 
years ago. But who was Lawrence of Arabia and how much of his tale is 
true? Explore the impact of this deadly struggle on today’s Middle East.

ADDRESS: National Civil War Centre, 14 
Appletongate, Newark, Nottinghamshire, 
NG24 1JY
TEL: 01636 655 765

EMAIL:  civilwarinfo@nsdc.info
WEB : www.nationalcivilwarcentre.com 
OPENING TIMES: 10am-5pm April-
September; 10am-4pm October-March

THE MUSEUM OF THE
MERCIAN REGIMENT
(WFR COLLECTION)
The Museum of the Mercian 
Regiment (Worcestershire 
and Sherwood Foresters 
Collection), based in 
Nottingham Castle, covers 
almost 300 years of infantry 
history of the counties of 
Nottinghamshire, Derbyshire, 
and, more recently, the counties of Mercia. 

The collection encompasses almost 300 years of history that spans all 
the major conflicts from the Napoleonic Wars to the Boer War, World 
War I, World War II, and the modern conflict in Afghanistan. 

The museum has recently been refurbished with the help of the 
Heritage Lottery Fund, and the Lord Major of Nottingham reopened 
the museum to the public on 2 July 2016. It is currently hosting a tem-
porary exhibition on the Battle of the Somme, which sets out the part of 
the Sherwood Foresters in the battle.

The Museum of the Mercian Regiment also has a gallery within Derby 
Museum called Soldier’s Story, which is shared with two other local regi-
ments (The 9th/12th Royal Lancers and The Derbyshire Yeomanry).

THE WIGHT MILITARY AND 
HERITAGE MUSEUM
Historic military exhibits abound 
at The Wight Military and Heritage 
Museum in Northwood, Isle of 
Wight. Situated on the main Cowes 
to Newport road, the museum will 
excite your senses and immerse you 
in a world of human success over 
adversity. 

The museum holds an interesting mix of tanks and other vehicles, small 
arms, and a diverse range of uniforms from the 1940s to the present day. 
Learn about life in the 1940s and those who contributed so much to the 
war effort, and visit the replica street-scene showing exhibits about civilian 
activities.

Adults and children of all ages can experience the surge of adrenaline 
on an armoured vehicle ride around the tank track, or, for a real treat, why 
not try a ride in one of the centurion tanks? There is also a covered rifle-
range to test your shooting skills.

When that is all done, enjoy refreshments in the café or the mess bar.
So, come on everybody, come along to the Wight Military and Heritage 
Museum where you will be welcomed with open arms by our volunteer 
team. 

The museum is a registered charity (no. 1159529) and any profits are
redistributed among armed service charities.

ADDRESS: Northwood Camp, 490 Newport 
Rd, Cowes, PO31 8QU 
TEL: 01983 632 039 
EMAIL: militarymuseumoffice@mail.com

WEB: www.iow-charm.org.uk
OPENING TIMES: 10am-4pm (last entry 
3.30pm),  7 days a week

ADDRESS: Nottingham Castle, Lenton Road, 
Nottingham, NG1 6EL
TEL: 0115 8461 400
EMAIL:  enquiries@stand-firm-strike-hard.org.uk

WEB : www.stand-firm-strike-hard.org.uk
OPENING TIMES: 10am-5pm Monday-
Sunday; Winter: 10am-4pm 
Wednesday-Sunday
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  The real African Queen

  Balaklava, 1854
  Paul Nash: 
‘the strange beauty of war’
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GET ACCESS TO THE 
MHM DIGITAL EDITION

READ THE ENTIREBACK CATALOGUE

Military History Monthly can now be 
accessed on your PC or Mac, tablet 

or smartphone.

VISIT www.military-history.org/digital

SUBSCRIBE TO MILITARY HISTORY MONTHLY MAGAZINE TODAY

ALSO NEXT ISSUE:
Naval aviators in the Great War
The Mamelukes: an oriental military elite
Regiment: The 2nd Battalion 69th (South Lincolnshire) Foot at Waterloo
Sideshow: Hilter’s Celts
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PUT YOUR MILITARY HISTORY KNOWLEDGE TO THE TEST WITH
THE MHM QUIZ, CROSSWORD, AND CAPTION COMPETITION

ACROSS
7 Russian general, who was the

commander of the 24th Army

at Stalingrad (7)

8 William ___, victor at the Battle

of Stirling (7)

10 ___ Shah, early 18th-century

Persian commander (5)

11 Grumman ___, US carrier-borne

twin-engined strike jet (8)

12 British naval helicopter (3,4)

13 City targeted by German forces in

1941 during Operation Typhoon (6)

14 Opponent of the Lancastrians in the

Wars of the Roses (7)

16 WWII fighter built by Hawker (7)

20 German general, commander of the

29th Motorised Infantry Division

at Stalingrad (6)

23 WWII torpedo bomber built by

Grumman (7)

MHM
CROSSWORD
NO 75

Sacha Llewellyn and Paul Liss’s
WWII War Pictures by British
Artists is a stunning collection
of images produced during the
Second World War. Cataloguing
the art featured in the exhibition
of the same name (currently
on show at Morley College in
London), the book includes more
than 160 paintings, engravings,
and sketches, complete with

explanatory captions and
artist biographies.

Among the collection are
several artworks commissioned
by the War Artists’ Advisory
Committee, established by the
Ministry of Information in 1939
‘to record the war at home and
abroad’. The editors also shed
light on ‘unofficial’ British war
art produced during the same

period, incorporating images
that were rejected by or never
submitted to the Committee.

The catalogue features three
illustrated essays. These explore
the role of the WAAC between
1939 and 1945, art and advertising
in war, and the wartime history
of Morley College.

The book’s appendix includes
a comprehensive list of the 37

This month, five lucky readers have the chance to
win a copy of WWII War Pictures by British Artists
by Sacha Llewellyn and Paul Liss.MHM QUIZ

TITIO S
WAAC members given full-time
employment during the war –
names like Muirhead Bone and
Graham Sutherland leap out from
the register – as well as details
of those artists employed on
shorter contracts, and those who
sold or donated work to the WAAC
on an ad hoc basis.

This month, we have five copies
of WWII War Pictures by British
Artists to give away. For more
information about the exhibition,
which runs until 23 November,
visit www.llfa.gallery
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MHM OFF DUTY

25 Roman emperor in whose reign

     Britain was invaded in 43 AD (8)

26 Vice-admiral of the English navy at

     the time of the Spanish Armada (5)

27 Pieces of armour protecting the

     lower leg (7)

28 Body of water containing Vozrozh-

     deniya Island, site of a Soviet bio-

     logical weapons laboratory (4,3)

DOWN
1 German general, commander of the

   389th Infantry Division at Stalingrad (6)

2 UK-built semi-tracked mine-clearing

   vehicle (8)

3 Many of these took place during the

   London Blitz (3,5)

4 British soldier of WWI who was

   shorter than the normal height

   requirement (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

SW
ER

S

NOVEMBER ISSUE | MHM 74

ACROSS: 7 Canaris, 8 Colours, 10 Zouave, 11 Antietam, 
12 Oklahoma, 13 Sutler, 14 Bombardiers, 18 Condor, 
19 Observer, 21 Cherokee, 23 U-boats, 24 Pizarro, 25 Freeman. 

DOWN: 1 Bazooka, 2 Malaya, 3 Dive bomber, 4 Colt, 
5 Forester, 6 Creasey, 9 Paratrooper, 15 Swiss Guard, 
16 Lothair, 17 Neutral, 20 Rhodes, 22 Kern.

‘Right! which one of you put superglue on the chairs?’
John Blakey

5 ___ Hill, Lawrence of Arabia’s cottage

    in Dorset (6)

6 Troop formations in parallel rows (8)

9 BBC drama series about the Royal 

    Flying Corps from the 1970s (5)

15 Operation which started on 6 June

     1944 (8)

17 Carrier-based fi ghter built by 

     Dassault which entered service 

     in 1962 (8)

18 Hairstyles abolished in the British

     Army in 1808 (8)

19 Wood used in the construction of

     the de Havilland Mosquito (5)

21 German dive-bombers of WWII (6)

22 Mounted raider of the Scottish

      Borders (6)

24 Joseph ___, US admiral, 

     appointed C-in-C United States 

     Fleet in 1934 (6)

RUNNERS-UP

WINNER:
‘My question is for contestant number three. What would 
be your ideal date and why?’
Kyle Rayner

We continue our caption competition with an image 
from this issue’s ‘Sumner’s Charge’ article.  

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

‘The original Strictly judges were unimpressed by Monty’s 
paso doble.’
Richard Benson

LAST MONTH’S WINNER

To be in with a chance of winning, 
simply answer 
the following question:

Paul Nash was one of the 
37 artists given full-time 
employment by the WAAC 
during the Second World 
War. In which year was he born?

?

Answer 
online at 

www.
military-history.

org
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ALL YOU NEED TO
KNOW ABOUT…

Vo Nguyen Giap

briefing room + Briefing room + Briefing room + Briefing ro

Looks sharp! Who was he?
General Giap was one of the 20th century’s foremost military commanders. 
He made his name commanding the military wing of the Viet Minh during 
the Second World War, before becoming commander-in-chief of the People’s 
Army of Vietnam.

So what did he fight for?
Vietnamese independence. France colonised the whole of the Indochinese 
Peninsula between 1862 and 1945, using the agriculturally rich territory 
as a base from which to export raw materials for the benefi t of the French 
colonial empire.

The Japanese invaded French Indochina in 1940, and the Vichy regime permitted 
them to station troops in Vietnam, as long as France retained administrative 
control. The Japanese rose up against the French and assumed full control of 
the country in March 1945, only to be defeated by the Allies in September.

During the same period, resistance to foreign occupation grew in Vietnam. 
Giap joined the Communist Party in 1931 to campaign against French rule, and 
by the mid-1940s he had gathered enough fi ghters to challenge both the French 
and the Japanese, despite being outnumbered.
 

That's Brave! Did he succeed?
Over time, yes. Having been exiled to China with the rest of Vietnam’s Communists 
in 1940, Giap joined Ho Chi Minh’s Vietnam Independence League (the Viet Minh). 
He helped spread the Party’s message by writing propaganda, but soon found 
himself back in Vietnam in armed combat. 

Giap was a gift ed strategist and guerrilla-war mastermind. Hiding in the moun-
tains of north-eastern Vietnam, he built a small force of combatants sympathetic 
to the nationalist-Communist cause. Ho Chi Minh appointed him commander of 
the newly formed Vietnam Liberation Army (later renamed the People’s Army of 
Vietnam) in 1944, which began attacking French outposts in December of that year.

By April 1945, the Viet Minh numbered some 5,000 fi ghters, and, with US support, 
Giap’s army forced the Japanese to surrender, making huge territorial gains.

Impressive! 
So he got what he wanted?
Not exactly. Although Ho Chi Minh declared the independence of the Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam on 2 September 1945, Truman, Churchill, and Stalin had 
other plans for Vietnam’s future. 

Carving up the country among themselves, the Allies placed northern Vietnam 
under the control of Chinese nationalist Chiang Kai-shek, while the British took 
control of the southern half of the country. 

The Japanese were driven out, but the French were keen to restore their power 
over Vietnam. The British gave the south of the country to France in October 1945, 
and in May 1946 the French negotiated a deal with China that gave them full 

control of the north as well. But the old tensions between the Vietnamese 
and their French overlords quickly came to a head, culminating in the First 
Indochina War (1946-1954).

The war was long and gruelling, but Giap’s forces were strengthened with 
support from Communist China and the Soviet Union. Using guerrilla tactics in 
combination with conventional military strategy and heavy artillery, Giap led 
the Viet Minh to a decisive victory at the Battle of Dien Bien Phu (1954). 

Vietnam, however, remained divided between Communist forces in the 
North and the US-backed anti-Communist Republic of Vietnam in the South.

What was 
Giap's greatest victory? 
Giap’s greatest tactical victory was arguably his success at Dien Bien Phu, 
but it was his strategic triumph victory over the United States during the 
Vietnam War that secured Vietnamese independence. 

The US, keen to contain the spread of Communism, had increased its 
military presence in South Vietnam and begun an aerial bombing campaign 
in the North. 

In response, Giap implemented the politically successful Tet Off ensive in 
1968. While the off ensive failed in its original aim of whipping up full-blown 
revolution in the South, the high casualties shocked the US and led to a 
widespread lack of support for the war among the American public, resulting 
in America’s eventual withdrawal from Vietnam in 1973.

Without US support, the South fell to the Communists, and North and South 
Vietnam were fi nally reunifi ed in 1976. Giap later described the Fall of Saigon 
(South Vietnam’s capital) as the ‘happiest moment in this short life of mine’.

Vo NGUYeN 
GIaP 
fact 
file

Born: 1911

Nationality: 
  Vietnamese

Occupation: commander in the People’s Army 
of Vietnam; Minister of Defence; Deputy Prime Minster of Vietnam

Key qualities: strategy, activism, charisma

Greatest achievement: being the first general 
to defeat the United States in war

Died: 2013






