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I
have long believed that a strong thread of continuity
links Hastings, Agincourt, Blenheim, and Waterloo.
Ways of fighting – like ways of living – are often deeply

embedded in what the French call la longue durée.
What were the chief characteristics of the British way of

war? Essentially, that you fought on foot, in close-packed
lines, with emphasis on defensive resilience, and with reliance
on first the bow and later the musket.
Last issue, our article on the arms and armour of Agincourt

noted how Edward III had re-engineered English society in
the 14th century to provide the combined-arms ‘bow and
bill’ force that had proved such a battle-winner. And when
you think about it, are not the tactics of Edward at Crécy
essentially those of Wellington at Waterloo?
What is the root of this approach to war? I think it is

Alfred the Great and the Anglo-Saxon ‘shield-wall’. And
Harold II’s military system in 1066 was essentially the same:
a wall of men, standing shoulder-to-shoulder, many ranks
deep, seeking to block the way.
In our special this month, Jeffrey James reviews Alfred’s

war of resistance to the Vikings, and Martyn Whittock
analyses the strengths and weaknesses of his opponents.
Also this time, Peter Chasseaud introduces his new book

Mapping the Second World War, Jeffrey James writes again, on
the role of Princes Rupert and Maurice in the English Civil
War, and we have the second in our new Regiment series,
looking at the ordeal of the Lancashire Fusiliers at the
Battle of Spion Kop in January 1900.
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on everything MHM heard online 
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Twitter @MilHistMonthly, or 

take a look at our Facebook page 
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REFLECTING ON BOSWORTH FIELD

I received a back copy of Military History Monthly 

(MHM 34), and found Chris Skidmore’s article 

‘Bosworth: an imagined battle’ very interesting. 

However, I found that a couple of items mentioned 

seemed to be at variance with one another. Chris states 

that Henry Tudor insisted that all participants, whether 

for or against his cause, should be given ‘a decent 

burial’. This included the Duke of Norfolk, one of 

Richard’s staunchest allies. 

But the edict did not include King Richard himself, 

and Chris does not explain why. In fact, given the 

number and type of injuries evident on his body, his 

death almost takes on the appearance of an execution.

My understanding – previous to my reading of Chris’s 

article – was that Henry Tudor also brought forward 

the date of his reign to the day before the Battle of 

Bosworth Field, thus ensuring that all supporters of 

the King could be tried as traitors. This does not imply 

clemency towards his opponents.

Gillian Rayner

Cockatoo, Victoria, Australia

Neil Faulkner comments: Osteological examination of 

Richard III’s skeleton offered no real evidence that he had 

been restrained and executed. The cranial trauma represented 

multiple savage blows, but all comparable with many other 

examples of medieval battle casualties, and all readily accounted 

for by the nature of close-quarters fighting on the battlefield. 

JUMPING THE GUN

I enjoyed your piece about Vernon at Cartagena 

(MHM 64). I was there earlier in the year, and saw a 

statue of Blas de Lezo outside one of the fortresses. 

The plinth on which he stands is decorated by large 

replica medallions, which resemble those struck and 

brought out by the overly confident British. 

The medallions showed Lezo on bended knee, 

offering his sword to the victorious Vernon, but the 

statue of the former shows him standing defiantly, 

with his one arm, one leg, and one eye.

Pat McDonnell

Crosshaven

HOLD YOUR HORSES!

‘If a man is born in a stable, that does not make 

him a horse.’ This statement is often attributed 

to Wellington, as it was in your article last month 

(MHM 64), but was in fact made in an attack 

on Wellington by Daniel O’Connell, an Irish 

Nationalist leader. 

Glad to see that you now have Jeremy Black on 

board. I am studying the History of War at King’s 

College London, and he features extensively on 

the reading list.

Rohan Saravanamuttu

London

Your thoughts on issues raised 

in Military History Monthly 

BEHIND THE SCENES
Of all of the regular features in Military History Monthly, few are more enjoyable 

than ‘War on Film’, which ot en demonstrates that the story behind the movie 

is as intriguing as the story being portrayed.

The realism and accuracy of movies has long been a matter of considerable 

debate among historians, whether it be one type of tank masquerading as 

another in countless war i lms from the 1970s and 1980s, or a storyline 

whose grasp of reality is l eeting at best.

Yet even historically inaccurate i lms can serve a purpose: the 1971 i lm Cromwell, for example, was 

the inspiration for at least one person’s lifelong interest in the ‘English’ Civil Wars (mine), and without 

Braveheart (1995) and the popular interest in William Wallace it generated, it is unlikely that publishers 

would have been interested in the number of serious studies of medieval Scotland that followed.

Finally, while Saving Private Ryan may be more realistic than The Longest Day, who knew more about the actual 

i ghting in Normandy, Tom Hanks or Richard Todd (who was part of the 6th Airborne Division on 6 June 1944)?

David Flintham, Chadwell Heath
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18 Jan 2016
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21 Jan 2016
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1 Jan 2016
Happy New Year! We 

have lots of new articles 

planned for 2016. Keep up 

to date with a subscription 

to MHM. http://ow.ly/WfZCk

@MilHistMonthly

4 Jan 2016 
MHM visits HMS Belfast: 

review to follow!

@MilHistMonthly

19 Jan 2016
Rouen surrendered to 

Henry V #OnThisDay in 

1419, during the Hundred 

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

These have been subject

to carbon dating and historical

analysis, and the VU University

in Amsterdam has released a

statement conirming that the

inds date from the 1st century

BC. Along with the documentary

record, this evidence has convinced

VU archaeologist Nico Roymans

that researchers have discovered

the site where Caesar fought the

Tencetri and Usipetes tribes over

2,000 years ago.

Called ‘Germans’ by the Romans,

these tribes were driven from

their native lands east of the

Rhine by the Suebi peoples. Having

spent three years wandering 

throughout Germania, where they 

failed to i nd a new home, they 

headed westwards to Gaul, which 

covered much of modern-day 

France and Belgium. 

These Germans approached 

the Rhine in 56 BC, but when 

they made to cross the river they 

were attacked by the Menapii, a 

Belgic tribe settled on both banks. 

Enacting a false 

retreat, the 

Germanic tribes returned to catch

the Menapii of  guard. 

Killing those settled on the 

eastern riverbank, and stealing 

their boats, the Germans crossed 

the river to launch a successful 

attack on the Menapii settled on 

the western side. Seizing buildings 

and food supplies, they resided 

there over winter.

Hearing of their advance, 

Caesar spotted an opportunity 

to reinforce his authority in Gaul. 

Rel ecting on their incursion, 

he wrote, ‘When I was 

informed about these 

events, I felt uneasy 

because of the 

temperament of 

the Gauls: they 

are always ready 

to change one plan 

for another and in 

general are always 

eager for political 

change, and I thought 

I ought not to rely 

on them.’

When the Germans approached

Caesar for asylum, therefore, he 

refused it, and ordered the tribes’ 

destruction in a battle that resulted 

in the deaths of around 150,000 

people. 

Acknowledging the brutality of his 

attack, Caesar stated that ‘because 

the Germans had brought everything 

they had with them when they let  

their homes and crossed the Rhine, 

there was also a great crowd of 

women and children, and these now 

began to l ee in all directions. I sent 

the cavalry to hunt them down.’

Archaeologists recovered the 

bones of men, women, and children, 

and geochemical analysis of tooth 

enamel from three individuals has 

coni rmed that these are the remains 

of individuals who were not natives of 

the area around the Rhine.

The i nd constitutes the i rst 

material evidence for the presence 

of Caesar and his troops in the 

Netherlands, and highlights the 

benei t of interdisciplinary research 

in the i eld of history.

MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLY8 March 2016

W
eapons and armour 

discovered in Kessel in 

the southern Netherlands 

have revealed new details about 

Julius Caesar’s massacre of two 

Germanic tribes there in 55 BC. 

This slaughter, which Caesar wrote 

about in Book IV of his Gallic War 

Commentaries, is the earliest known 

battle on Dutch soil. But, until now, 

its location had remained a mystery.

Swords, spearheads, a helmet, 

and skeletons bearing signs of 

ancient injuries were uncovered 

at the site near the conl uence of 

the Rhine and Meuse rivers. 
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Graffiti dating from the

Second World War has been

discovered on the walls of

an external storeroom of the

former Robson & Cooper

shop on Lendal in York.

It was found during the free ‘ArcLab’

community archaeology event in the

building, organised by AOC Archaeology

Group in January 2016.

The building was constructed as a

residence in the early 18th century, and was

occupied by saddlers and leather specialists

Robson & Cooper from 1911 to 2014, when

the company ceased trading. It is now owned

by York Conservation Trust.

It is thought that the graffiti was penned

between 1939 and 1945 by shop employees.

One of the most striking illustrations,

titled ‘The Hun’, is a caricature of a

German soldier with a toothbrush mous-

tache. He is depicted wearing a Stahlhelm,

or ‘steel helmet’, the distinctive shape

of which was designed to

protect the face.

As well as images, the

graffiti consists of the names

and regiments of a number

of British soldiers. Mitchell

Pollington, Director of AOC

Archaeology Group, said,

This may also tie in with

activity on the site of a

ormer 1930s prefabricated

building that was originally

ocated to the rear of the

Robson & Cooper building, and was

apparently used during the war by the

Royal Observation Corps. This was surveyed

in detail by AOC in 2014, with help from the

local community, prior to the archaeological

excavation of the site.’

Researchers believe that some of the

graffiti may date back to the First World

War. The business was trading during

this period when, as records show, cavalry

regiments ordered their equipment from

the shop.

Archaeologists from the Institute of

Archaeology at the Russian Academy

of Sciences have uncovered the private

arsenal of amilitary commander from the

age of Ivan the Terrible (1547-1584). The

items were unearthed during a rescue

excavation in advance of the construction

of a new highway near modern-day

Zvenigorod, 35km fromMoscow.

Helmets, kolchugs (a kind of cuirass),

sections of military sabres, belts, and arrow

were among the ine-quality discoveries

made in the remains of a large timber-lined

underground storehouse, which was one of

several buildings that made up the 16th-century

village of Ignatievskoe.

The cache suggests that Russia’s irst Tsar

possessed a standing army of troops, who

were armed, billeted, and fed at the cost

of members of the nobility as part of their

responsibility as courtiers.

‘This gives us amuch better idea how a Russian

noble would have prepared for setting out on

military campaign – each

oblemanwould have had his

wn arsenal in readiness’, said

Alexei Alexeyev, the scientiic

specialist in charge of excavations.

The arsenal was found in an area that once

belonged to the Dobrynins, a famous boyar

(noble) family. It seems that a member of this

family was one of Ivan the Terrible’s ‘hand-picked

thousand’ – an elite oicer group that was formed

in October 1550.

Despite Ivan’s turbulent relations with the

boyars, many of whom he treated brutally and

whose powers he signiicantly curtailed, this

discovery highlights the Tsar’s dependence on

the nobility to staf the upper ranks of his army.
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IVAN THE TERRIBLE-ERA MILITARY ARSENAL RECOVERED

NEWS IN BRIEF

Naseby Battlei eld Project has received £9,900 

from the Heritage Lottery Fund to develop 

their plans to build a new visitor centre for 

the Battle of Naseby.

On 14 June 1645, the armies of the King 

and Parliament met in i elds just outside the 

Northamptonshire village of Naseby. It proved to 

be the decisive battle of the English Civil War. 

The King’s army was destroyed, and the 

King’s cabinet and incriminating papers were 

captured. Within a year, the war was over 

and Parliament’s right to a permanent role 

in government was established.

The visitor centre will be designed as a 

source of information about the battle, the 

Civil War, political and social history of the era, 

and the rural environment of the 1600s.

Over 200 war diaries 

from hospitals and 

hospital ships for 

soldiers and animals 

of the First World War 

are now available 

to read online at the 

National Archives.

The war diaries reveal the challenges involved 

in setting up hospitals in battlegrounds and out 

at sea, as well as the logistics involved in nursing 

thousands of soldiers and animals back to health 

so they could return to battle.

The documents are a source for the medical 

history of the conl ict, and cover topics as diverse 

as WWI nursing, mental health, surgery, and 

veterinary medicine. They can be accessed 

at www.nationalarchives.gov.uk

The Royal Mint has revealed 

the circulating-coin themes for its 

annual commemorative set, which 

includes designs commemorating the Battle 

of Hastings and the First World War.

On 14 October 2016, Britain will remember 

the 950th anniversary of the Battle of Hastings – 

a landmark moment in British history. The famous 

(and controversial) fate of King Harold is depicted 

on the reverse of the new 50p coin, designed by 

sculptor John Bergdahl.

The £2 coin remembers the ‘Pals battalions’ 

of the First World War, as envisioned by graphic 

designer Tim Sharp. His design features three 

soldiers standing side by side, encapsulating 

the spirit of camaraderie that encouraged 

friends, family, and colleagues to sign up for 

combat in 1914.

Other designs commemorate Beatrix Potter, 

the Great Fire of London, and Shakespeare.
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BATTLE OF THE
ATLANTIC, 1940
A lone ‘bluejacket’ stands shivering on

the deck of an escort ship. He is keeping a

watchful eye on the progress of a convoy

of merchant vessels, grouped together in

the hope of safe passage.

This photograph, which dates from 1940,

could be described as a visual summary of

World War II’s longest-running, and perhaps

most epic, struggle. Starting in the very irst

days of the conlict – and lasting the full six

years of the war – the Battle of the Atlantic

was fought to prevent Britain being starved

into submission.

At irst, the British had success in countering

the German threat – with the sinking of the

battleships Graf Spee and Bismarck (in 1939

and 1941 respectively), and with the limited

numbers and range of the U-boats reducing

their impact.

But with an increase in U-boat numbers,

and the employment of Wolfpack tactics by

Admiral Dönitz from 1940, the grim tally of

monthly losses increased: in the six months

between June and December 1940, U-boats

sank three million tons of Allied shipping.

These appalling losses – of men, ships,

and precious cargo – were not lessened by

the existence, until 1943, of a ‘Mid-Atlantic

Gap’ (or ‘Black Gap’), beyond the range

of land-based aircrat, which meant that

a substantial area of the ocean remained

unprotected from the skies.

No wonder, then, that despite the assistance

of the US Navy in providing escort vessels

for convoys from 1941 (a Roosevelt policy

that caused controversy at home, but one

that proved to be a vital aid in the struggle),

Churchill was later to state, ‘the only thing

that ever really frightened me during the

war was the U-boat peril’.

Eventually, new technology, longer-range

aircrat, and the intelligence supplied by the

cracking of the Enigma codes would lead to a

bittersweet victory, won at enormous cost. But

amid the towering seas and desperate realities

of the North Atlantic, the vigilance of sailors

like the bluejacket shown was an essential part

of the eventual Allied victory in WWII. .

IN PERIL ON 
THE SEA
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A
lfred Yarrow was a forward-

thinker, an innovator – and

what we might call these

days something of a chancer,

who could charm his way into

many lucrative business opportuni-

ties. His brilliant, furtive mind came

up with numerous solutions to the

questions posed by all of Britain’s

armed forces.

Yarrow was born in east London

to a Spanish mother and an English

father. His parents were not well

of, and he worked hard to obtain a

place at University College School.

The young Yarrow took up an

apprenticeship at a shipyard in

Stepney, close to his home. With

the knowledge he gained there,

he opened a new shipyard in 1865 –

Yarrow and Hedley at Folly Wall

in Poplar, on the Isle of Dogs.

This yard specialised in the con-

struction of steam river-launches.

No words are strong
enough to describe these
bloodthirsty tyrants who
have loosed a flood of
sorrow on the world.

Alfred Yarrow

Patrick Boniface considers the inl uence of science on warfare

MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLY12 March 2016

“

ALFRED 
YARROW

BIOGRAPHY

Born: 13 January 1842

Married: Minnie Florence Franklin, 24 March 1875 

Died: 24 January 1932

Known for: building warships and other military inventions
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These were designed with fast, 

sleek lines for speed. This was a 

feature Yarrow also incorporated 

into his manufacture of a new 

generation of torpedo boats, and, 

by the 1870s, he had produced 

a number of these crat  for the 

Argentine and Japanese navies. 

From 1892 onwards, Yarrow was 

busy building fast torpedo boats 

and destroyers for the Royal Navy, 

including the famous HMS Havock 

and HMS Hornet.

When the First World War broke 

out in 1914, he turned his atten-

tion to the terrible conditions of the 

trenches on the Western Front. The 

loss of his son Eric, who was killed 

in action on 9 May 1915, aged 20, 

while serving with the Argyll and 

Sutherland Highlanders, may well 

have spurred him on.

The cold winter months left 

many soldiers with frostbite. 

Within weeks, Yarrow had deduced 

that rubbing oil into a soldier’s 

skin helped to retain some of the 

body’s natural heat. His idea proved 

popular with Lord Kitchener, who 

arranged for barrels of whale oil 

to be shipped to the Front in France. 

The results were positive, and 

Kitchener ordered that men oil 

themselves regularly to combat 

the extreme cold.

Yarrow then turned his febrile 

mind to producing artii cial limbs 

for amputees, manufacturing 

the prosthetics at his shipyard in 

Scotstoun, on the River Clyde in 

Glasgow. These, while primitive 

by today’s standards, gave injured 

soldiers a degree of independence 

on their return home. 

Yarrow was then drawn to i nding 

a solution to the problem of the 

BELOW Two destroyers are completed at Yarrow’s Scotstoun Shipyard, 

on the River Clyde.
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IN CONTEXT: YARROW

Victorian shipbuilding
Alfred Fernandez Yarrow was born into a Victorian England  
that rewarded hard work and persistence – and Yarrow had  
those qualities in spades. It was an era that saw the increasing 
mechanisation of industrial processes, and the introduction of 
ever more lethal forms of warfare. 

Yarrow’s part in this process was in the design and construction  
of fast, agile, and deadly destroyers and torpedo boats for the 
Royal Navy. His talents, however, extended far beyond building 
ships, as he also looked for solutions to the problems that con-
fronted soldiers, sailors, and airmen across the battlefields of  
the First World War.
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deadly accuracy of German snipers. 

They had been taking their toll  

on soldiers in France. Believing  

soldiers’ pale faces made them 

easy targets for snipers, Yarrow  

developed a veil with eyeholes 

made from curtain rings. Kitchener 

approved a irst batch of a thousand, 

and later ordered more.  

As a shipbuilder, Alfred Yarrow 

naturally looked into the problems 

facing ships during the war, and 

principal among these was the 

threat posed by German U-boats. 

On 22 September 1914, three cruisers 

– HMS Aboukir, HMS Cressy, and 

HMS Hogue – were sunk by U-9  

under the command of Kapitän-

leutnant Otto Weddigen. 

The high loss of British lives  

was made even worse by the  

inefective life-jackets issued  

to the sailors. As Yarrow himself 

explained at the time, ‘The blowing  

up of a vessel is so sudden that 

there is insuicient time to put on  

any safety appliance.’ In response,  

he would devise what was to 

become known as the ‘buoyancy 

Miranda waistcoat’. 

The Miranda waistcoat was  

made of Kapoh, a cotton-wool-type 

ibre that is resistant to the iniltra-

tion of water. And, on 15 August 

1918, the waistcoats proved their 

value when the destroyer HMS 

Ullswater was sunk. Most of the 

men had their waistcoats on, and 

only ive were drowned. 

It could be argued that Alfred  

Yarrow’s greatest stroke of genius  

was his system of disguising 

merchant ships’ funnel exhausts. 

Exhaust fumes could inadvertently  

reveal a ship’s position to nearby 

enemy submarines. In January 1918, 

LEFT Yarrow also developed 

high-pressure water-tube 

boilers which were widely used 

on ships. These boilers were 

made for a Chilean battleship.

Yarrow proposed to the Admiralty  

a system that vented exhaust  

gases over a ship’s sides: the smoke 

would be sprayed with water to  

cool it down, and thence it would 

sink rather than rise into the sky.  

Yarrow called his invention the  

‘Yarrow Anti-Submarine Smoke 

System’. He published his work in 

The Times on 31 August 1918. 

The British Admiralty did not 

immediately implement the system, 

but Yarrow convinced the US Navy 

of its beneits. William Saunders,  

of the United States Naval Consult-

ing Board, wrote to him extolling  

its virtues: 

In a matter so simple, so per-

fectly obvious, and so practi-

cable, and with the submarine 

sinking ships faster than Great 

Britain and America can build, 

one would naturally expect the 

British Admiralty to let you equip 

them by the dozens or by the 

hundreds. It is the lag of smoke 

which is irst seen and which irst 

reveals the presence of a ship. 

We are blowing smoke up in the 

air just as has always been done, 

and notwithstanding the fact that 

the submarine is looking for us.

Alfred Yarrow’s contribution  

to the British victory in the First 

World War was signiicant. He  

continued to develop the shipyard 

that bore his name until his death 

on 24 January 1932. 

It is evident  
that shipbuilding  
on the Thames is  
a waning industry.”

If we imagine  
we are cleverer  
than other  
people in over- 
coming adverse  
conditions, we  
make a mistake.” 

Our best  
and bravest  
are being  
struck down  
in the flower of  
their youth.”

We must  
fight on until we 
obtain success,  
and until the final 
hour of triumph.”

It is difficult  
to make money  
honestly, but far 
more difficult to 
spend it wisely.”

Character  
is formed by  
the overcoming  
of difficulties.”



He was not an oicial war artist, nor is his a household name, but

Jim Maultsaid of the 36th Ulster Division sketched some of the most

captivating illustrations of the First World War.

Born to Irish parents in Darby, Pennsylvania, in 1893, he lived in

Donegal, then Belfast, and joined the British Army in 1914. Maultsaid

had ambitions to become a newspaper artist, and during the

conlict he recorded and illustrated his wartime experiences and

observations in a small pocket-diary.

It was on these roughs that he based Star Shell Relections.

He did not consider his work ‘a history of the Great War’, but rather

‘a record of events that appealed to me as interesting to sketch or

“make a note of” during those hectic years when this old world

was upside down – 1914-1919’.

He witnessed numerous casualties, but did not strive to tell

gory tales of death and drudgery on the battleield, as did many

of his contemporaries. Instead, he hoped his cartoons would convey

some sense of ‘the bright side’ of the First World War. In many places

he paints a cheerful, humorous, oten ironic, and occasionally satirical

picture of the conlict.

In so doing, his diaries

tell lesser-told stories of

soldiers’ lives on and behind

the front line; of their hopes,

fears, and vexations, as well

as the adrenaline-pumping

nature of battle.

Nevertheless, he does treat a number of sombre and dii  cult 

subjects, including the deaths of fellow soldiers, and the destructive 

force of shellire.

A proliic writer and illustrator, Maultsaid’s hand-written diaries 

span three tomes. His granddaughter Barbara McClune transcribed 

the books, and an edition of the i rst volume is available in hardback. 

The second book, which details the Battle of the Somme (where 

Maultsaid was badly wounded), will be published in June, and volume 

three, covering the remainder of the war up to 1919, is forthcoming.

As Maultsaid himself remarked: ‘You may have read some war 

books, but I venture to say that, up to the present, nothing just like 

this one has yet come your way’.
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2. THE GAS BAGS
Balloons were used for aerial 
reconnaissance, but were relatively 
easy to shoot down.

3. FIGHTING THE VERMIN
Shooting rats was a practical pastime. 
After ten minutes’ hunting, the man 
who shot the highest number of 
rodents was declared the winner.

4. HARD AND DRY
Suffering food shortages in early 1916, 
the soldiers had to rely on biscuits for 
sustenance. Labelled ‘hard-dry’, Maultsaid 
noted that ‘these “teeth smashers” were 
never too popular’.

5. BOOTS – BOOTS – BOOTS
Marching through France, Maultsaid 
found himself staring at the boots of 
fellow soldiers. This illustration shows 
the red spots he began to see from 
exhaustion, and a passing convoy 
splattering him with mud.

1

     

1. SCENES IN EARLY DAYS
Maultsaid’s portrayal of the war’s early days reflects the experience 
of thousands of men who signed up for service in 1914, full of 
confidence and enthusiasm.
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Star Shell Relections,

1914-1916

Jim Maultsaid, transcribed by

Barbara Anne McClune

Pen & Sword, £25

ISBN 978-1783463695

GO FURTHER
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6. DREAMING
Maultsaid’s psychedelic depiction of his own 
dream world, in which he fantasised about a 
variety of home comforts.

7. SIDELIGHTS
Having felt the heat of what he termed 
‘the furnace of war’, Maultsaid made some 
humorous suggestions for the improvement 
of wartime experience.

8. JOURNEY’S END
Two soldiers carry yet another casualty of 
war to rest ‘in a quiet spot, or in some little 
French graveyard’.

7

8
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Founded 19 years ago, we have been taking small numbers of 

people on informative tours examining in detail the battlefields 

of Normandy and the rest of Europe, including Berlin, Italy, 

Crete, and Sicily-Tunisia, 1869-1945 including the Holocaust.

You tell us where you want to go, and the time you wish to stay 
there – we will meet you on the battlefield and show you what 
happened. 

We will recommend hotels, and even which car hire company is good.

We tour 12 months of the year!

Our normal tour size is 4 people, but with a larger car, 6.

WE go where YOU want, and for HOW LONG!

Being senior soldiers we have experienced war.

Telephone: +44 1297 639 873
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Swordsmen of 
the King
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BELOW A Royalist dragoon officer. Dragoons were

hybrid soldiers who would sometimes charge

to contact with the sabre, but who were really

mounted infantry expected to dismount and use

carbine or flintlock musket as their primary weapon.
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A
ged just 22 when hostilities 

broke out between King and 

Parliament, Charles I’s  

German nephew Prince 

Rupert gained applause  

as well as criticism for his determined  

prosecution of the English Civil War.

A dashing and talented cavalry commander 

on the one hand, he emerged on the other as 

someone whose unwillingness to compromise 

alienated colleagues, and whose draconian 

methods attracted widespread condemnation.

A contemporary observed the Prince’s 

sharp temper and candour, remarking  

how Rupert, having been raised above other 

men’s heads as the King’s General of Horse,  

dismissed any argument ‘by seeming with 

a pish to neglect all another said and he 

approved not’. What is more, his aggressive-

ness toward civilian populations not only 

outraged Parliament but also caused disquiet  

at Oxford, the King’s wartime capital, where 

moderate Royalists considered his actions 

would serve to prolong the war and under-

mine nascent peace talks. 

Rupert’s younger brother, Prince Maurice, 

initially served as a Colonel of Horse before 

gaining an independent army command. 

Described on first impression as someone 

‘who had never sacrificed to the Graces, 

nor conversed amongst men of quality’, 

this observation probably reflected more a 

civilian’s prejudice against the military than a 

balanced assessment of the Prince’s untapped 

capabilities. As the war progressed, Maurice 

emerged as a man of the most resolute courage. 

Tall and commanding in appearance like 

Rupert, Maurice led armies, won victories, and 

suffered defeats in his own right, not just as 

his elder brother’s sidekick.

FIRST TEST

Arriving from the Continent in the autumn  

of 1642, just after the commencement of  

the war, Rupert and Maurice were almost 

immediately tested in battle. At Powick 

Bridge, near Worcester, on 23 September 

1642, they came under attack with ‘scarce 

time to get upon their horses and none to 

consult what was to be done’.

Rupert mounted up and led a charge 

without even waiting to have his pistols 

primed and loaded. Maurice, too, was at the 

head of his troops, sustaining two minor 

head wounds. The rebels stood their ground 

long enough to empty a number of Royalist 

saddles with pistol- and carbine-fire, before 

being pressed back by the momentum of 

Rupert’s attack. Pursued for about a mile, 

some are said to have continued to bolt  

as far as Pershore, 15 miles distant.

The 17th-century war historian, 

Lord Clarendon, captured the  

mood in the Royalist camp after 

the fight, saying the victory greatly 

encouraged the King’s army,  

rendering the name Prince Rupert 

‘very terrible indeed’.

A month later, at the first major 

battle of the war, Edgehill in 

Warwickshire, Rupert’s troopers 

were described as coming ‘more 

roundly’ to the enemy, with all their fire 

reserved. The rebels they faced are said 

to have faint-heartedly ‘turned their 

heads and broke’; but being made up 

in the main of young horses and over-

exuberant riders, Rupert’s pursuing 

cavalry proved difficult to rein in – a 

failure which cost the King outright 

victory that day. 

PARLIAMENT’S  

URBAN STRONGHOLDS

After Edgehill, the balance of advantage in the 

West Midlands and the Severn Valley lay with 

the King. Even so, rebel garrisons at Gloucester 

and Cirencester posed problems. Gloucester’s 

energetic governor, Edward Massey, imme-

diately went on the offensive, marching out 

of the city at the head of his men, occupying 

nearby Tewkesbury, while rebel sorties from 

OPPOSITE PAGE Prince Rupert (left) and Prince 

Maurice (right) were the German nephews of  

King Charles I. Though very young, they both 

played leading roles on the Royalist side in the Civil 

War. But as foreign mercenaries, they attracted 

opprobrium, with Rupert in particular acquiring a 

sinister reputation for Continental-style brutality. 

Rupert’s troopers 
came ‘more 
roundly’ to the 
enemy, with all 
their fire reserved.

In this edited extract from his new book, Jeffrey James describes the military exploits – and atrocities 

– of King Charles I’s two German nephews, Rupert and Maurice, during the English Civil War.



Cirencester menaced Royalist garrisons in the

Cotswolds at places like Burford, Chipping

Norton, and Stow-on-the-Wold.

To stem such incursions, Cirencester – a

softer option than Gloucester – soon became

a key target for the Royalists. In early January,

despite bad weather, Rupert was detailed to

capture the town.

Strategically located astride the junction of

two important Roman roads – the Fosse Way

and Ermine Street – Cirencester’s walls were

already crumbling before the Prince’s cannon

first played on them. With a population in

the 1640s of around 3,500, the place was

described by a contemporary as ‘a straggling

and open town, neither well fortified nor

capable of defence’.

Rupert’s army comprised his own and

Maurice’s horse regiments, plus dragoons

and additional horse and foot from Oxford.

Summoning the town, the Prince declared

his objective to be to maintain the King’s

rights and prerogatives, promising free

pardon to all citizens for past offences

if they laid down their arms.

The town leaders rebuffed him,

insisting they were protecting

the laws of the land and the true

Protestant religion; that they were

resolved ‘with God’s assistance

to stand to arms’.

Discouraged by the townsfolk’s stance,

and recognising that he had insufficient

ordnance on hand, Rupert withdrew back

to Oxford. Three weeks later, Massey

took advantage of the reprieve by

riding out with forces drawn from

the area, including 400 or 500

horse and dragoons from

Cirencester’s garrison. With

these, he seized Lord Chandos’

stately home at Sudeley Castle.

RUPERT AND MAURICE

20

CIRENCESTER

Wounded pride as well as thwarted ambition 

now made the storming of Cirencester and 

the pacification of the Cotswolds a priority 

objective for the Royalist high command. 

Rupert was detailed to lead another, more 

determined and better coordinated assault.

He took with him five regiments of horse 

besides his Lifeguard, plus foot, dragoons, 

and an artillery train comprising four drakes 

(small field-pieces). Maurice rode with him.

On 29 January 1643, the brothers were 

at Shipston-on-Stour; the next day they 

encamped near Sudeley Castle. Given  

his headstrong temperament, Rupert may 

have been inclined to attack the Castle  

immediately, especially when hearing reports 

that the rebels had irreligiously ransacked 

its chapel, housing the remains of Queen 

Catherine Parr. Instead, he forced-marched  

his men to Northleach, where he was further 

reinforced by the arrival from Oxford of 

another cavalry regiment.

More dragoons also joined him there,  

as well as two demi-cannons (18-pounders) 

and a mortar, the latter operated by a for-

eigner, Monsieur Bartholomew La Roche. 

Mainly composed of volunteers and  

militia, perhaps to the number of 2,000,  

the Cirencester garrison also had 400 or  

500 regulars from Lord Stamford’s blue-

coated Regiment of Foot. The other half  

of the regiment lay at Sudeley Castle with  

the horse and dragoons.

The rebel artillery was positioned to  

command the main entrances into the  

town. There was an expectation among the 

defenders that the force at Sudeley would  

reinforce them, or at least ride out to harass  

the Royalists. Instead, they stood fast – and 

would later be accused of tarrying until the 

town of Cirencester was utterly lost.

Heavy snow may earlier have prevented 

Massey from reinforcing or resupplying  

the town, although some accounts mention  

the rebels planting four great iron pieces  

sent from Bristol, besides two brass cannon  

sent from Gloucester. 

RUPERT’S ASSAULT

Rupert launched his assault on Cirencester 

on 2 February 1643. He attacked from the 

west with his troops organised in three divi-

sions. A fourth was posted to the north-east 

of the town by the Spital Gate. In all, he had 

around 7,000 men.

His battle cry was ‘Queen Mary’ – an  

exclamation chosen to incite as well as to 

March 2016MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLY

The town leaders 
were resolved ‘with 
God’s assistance 
to stand to arms’.

BELOW LEFT & RIGHT English Civil War infantry regiments were a somewhat awkward combination of pikemen and musketeers. Though ‘pike’ and ‘shot’ were  

tactically separate bodies on the battlefield, their respective movements needed to be coordinated. Because muskets were heavy, inaccurate, short-range  

weapons that were relatively slow to load, and because the bayonet had not yet been invented, musketeers required the protection of their own pikemen  

against enemy cavalry and opposing blocs of pike.

LEFT A Parliamentarian musketeer of the Earl of  

Manchester’s Regiment. 



inspire. Once the cry was given, the Prince 

led a downhill charge with foot and dragoons 

against a defended enclosure on the outskirts  

of the town, known as ‘the Barton’.

Rupert was reportedly in the thick of the 

fighting throughout, riding up and down at 

the head of his Lifeguard giving commands 

and encouragement. At a critical point in the 

action, he detailed 400 Welshmen – probably 

pikemen drawn up into a body, flanked by 

musketeers – to second the attack.

The reluctant foot soldiers were seen to be 

herded forward by their cavalry. The official 

report made to Parliament confirmed how 

‘the Welshmen were seen to drop down 

apace, but still the horsemen behind them 

cried “On, On!” and drove them forward to  

the wall, where our men lay’. 

At the height of the action, mounted 

Royalists wielding fire-pikes torched farm 

buildings and hay ricks. It soon became  

too hot and smoky for the rebels to stand 

their ground. They fell back, pursued  

by Rupert’s men.

In hand-to-hand fighting at the town  

gate, one Royalist officer had his horse  

shot through the neck, another had his  

horse killed under him. Nevertheless,  

the gate was secured, the cry going up,  

‘The town is ours – follow, follow!’.

THE CAPTURE OF THE TOWN

Two dozen mounted troopers from Rupert’s 

Lifeguard launched themselves forward. The 

enemy were pursued down lanes and byways. 

Breaking through into the marketplace, the 

Royalists discovered 300 foot and a body of 

supporting horse confronting them. Snipers 

occupying houses around the square opened 

fire, but the rebel horsemen and infantrymen 

they were seconding fled.

Those making off down the Cricklade 

road to the south were chased by Royalist 

horsemen, who are claimed to have killed in 

excess of a hundred – revenge, apparently, 

for earlier Parliamentarian excesses in the 

region. Survivors of the onslaught are said 

to have fallen in heaps at the feet of Prince 

Maurice, who may have been instrumental 

in putting a halt to the killing frenzy – the 

Royalist account of the affair stated that,  

‘His mercifulness [Prince Maurice] pleased 

himself in making them all prisoners’.

The fighting had lasted about two or three 

hours. In all, 1,100 prisoners were taken, plus 

five guns, 3,000 muskets, and 14 colours. 

Having twice refused a call to surrender, 

Rupert dealt more harshly with the captives

than he might have done 

otherwise. Tied in pairs – 

some accounts say in irons, 

others with ropes or with cords 

– the prisoners were stripped 

and incarcerated overnight in the 

parish church, where a memorial 

plaque in memory of one of those 

who died in the fighting, Hodgkinson 

Paine, a clothier, is now displayed.

Next day, the prisoners were marched 

out in blizzard conditions. An eyewitness 

related how the Royalists drove their  

captives, regardless of age or station, 

through the mire to Oxford, where the  

sight of so many fellow Englishmen,  

paraded through the city’s streets in such  

abject condition, is said to have brought  

home to many civilian onlookers the grim  

realities of war for the first time. 

Later that day, a service of thanksgiving  

and celebration was held in Oxford to mark 

the victory. At this early stage of the war, 

far from immune to the suffering wrought, 

Charles admitted in a speech that he  

fervently prayed that ‘God would have  

put a short end to this storm’. 

THE AFTERMATH

The capture of Cirencester and its cruel 

aftermath served to enhance Rupert’s reputa-

tion as a determined and uncompromising 

warrior in his uncle’s eyes. It was the Prince’s 

most complete victory to date.

At Oxford, the Venetian ambassador was 

among those who defended the Prince’s 

right to have acted punitively, referring to 

17th-century rules of war that allowed troops, 

when storming a town, to slaughter the entire 

garrison if a summons was refused.

Weighed against such rules, it could 

be argued that Rupert’s conduct at 

Cirencester was restrained. Although 

often critical of Rupert on other occasions, 

Clarendon was supportive of his actions at 

Cirencester: ‘the seizure of the town brought 

almost that whole county [Gloucestershire] 

into contribution, and was a great enlarge-

ment to the king’s quarters’.

Distressed inhabitants, many ruined  

by Rupert’s raid, submitted to the King  

a petition stating that they wished  

belatedly to acknowledge them-

selves as at fault and to appeal 

to his mercy. Charles wrote back, 

graciously accepting the submis-

sion. Prince Maurice was made 

governor of the town, and a garrison
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BELOW A Royalist pikeman of the King’s Lifeguard. 
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established. Nearby rebel strongholds at 

Sudeley, Berkeley Castle, Malmesbury, and 

Tewkesbury quickly fell under Royalist control.

BLUFF AT GLOUCESTER  

AND BRISTOL

Not all Rupert’s endeavours succeeded. 

Sorties against Gloucester and Bristol failed. 

Hoping to carry the former by coup de main, 

the Prince was defied by the city’s governor, 

replying to Rupert’s summons that he held 

the city for King and Parliament, and would 

not surrender it to any foreigner.

The first attempt on Bristol (3 March) also 

collapsed, when a plot to allow the Royalists 

unopposed entry to the city was discovered. 

Plans to facilitate Rupert’s entrance were said 

to have been divulged by ‘tattling women’. 

Two of the intriguers were apprehended, 

chained up, questioned, and later hanged – 

this despite the pleas of the King and of the 

mayor and aldermen of Bristol for clemency.

Pamphleteers announced: ‘A bloody plot 

against the City of Bristol, hatched and 

contrived by the malignant of the said City, 

Prince Rupert and Lord Digby, their fellow 

Cavaliers, sons of Belial, and others of that 

cursed crew’. Not until later in the summer 

would Bristol fall to the Royalists; and then 

only after costly assault. 

Elsewhere, lack of ammunition and  

weaponry hampered Royalist field opera-

tions. The Parliamentarians suffered too: 

in particular, from lack of mounts for their 

horse and dragoons. In large part, this was 

down to Rupert’s depredations.

Lying between London and Oxford, 

Buckinghamshire was particularly badly  

hit by incursions. Parliamentary reports at 

one time spoke of the county being ‘infested  

by the King’s horse’. Hertfordshire also felt  

the sting of Rupert’s long-range sorties.

A favoured tactic of the Prince was to  

station his cavalry at free-quarter in areas 

that had defaulted on agreed payments to 

maintain his troops. Sometimes he employed 

more severe methods. He twice torched the 

village of Chinnor in Oxfordshire for failing  

to supply his soldiers – oppressive acts, perhaps 

unprecedented in 17th-century England up 

until then. Enemies at Westminster, and some  

at Oxford too, complained that Rupert’s

RUPERT AND MAURICE
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Charles prayed that 
‘God would have 
put a short end 
to this storm’.
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actions were too exacting, claiming he was  

riding roughshod over the laws of the land.

BIRMINGHAM 

Two months after his Cirencester raid, 

Rupert launched an equally aggressive strike 

against Birmingham. Having arrived at the 

outskirts of the town on 3 April, he sent  

his quartermaster forward to inform the 

authorities that ‘if they behaved themselves 

peaceably they should not suffer for what was 

past’ – a reference to insults heaped on the 

King the previous year by the townsfolk. His 

assurances fell on deaf ears: Birmingham’s 

defenders were determined to fight. 

Birmingham was in those days a small, 

unfortified town, but makeshift defences had 

been constructed by the rebels. Banks of earth 

had been thrown up to bar the approaches to 

the town, and barricades erected at key points.

The town’s small garrison had been bol-

stered by the addition of a troop of cavalry 

and a company of foot from Lichfield. The 

defenders numbered about 200 men in total, 

led by Captain Greaves, a man described by his-

torian Thomas Hutton as one of Birmingham’s 

‘sturdy sons of freedom’.

Rupert must have thought it would be an 

easy task to overrun Birmingham’s defences. 

Instead, his vanguard were driven off by heavy 

fire. A more determined attack was made, but 

once again his men were repulsed.

It soon became clear that direct frontal 

attacks would prove too costly. Rupert 

changed tactics. According to a hostile  

report – entitled Prince Rupert’s Burning Love  

to England discovered in Birmingham’s Flames –  

he sent his cavalry out across open fields 

and ‘re-entered the back-sides of the town 

through lake and meadow’.

Reacting to the threat, the rebels hurried 

back into the town, occupying houses,  

from which they kept up a desultory fire. 

Many houses were set alight as the fighting 

developed, the fires later spreading to engulf 

whole sections of the town.

Captain Greaves led his cavalry forward in

a desperate charge, taking the Royalist troopers

by surprise in the narrow streets. Leading 

from the front, the gallant captain suffered

five separate wounds in the fighting before

being hustled away by subordinates.

MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLY

OPPOSITE PAGE A Civil War cavalry trooper. Note 

the high riding boots, the exceptionally thick buff 

coat, the breastplate and helmet, and the main 

armament: his sword. Parliamentarian and Royalist 

cavalry troopers were equipped much alike. 

 

LEFT A Parliamentarian harquebusier. By the 1640s,  

the widely used term ‘harquebusier’ had become  

something of a misnomer: its original meaning, ‘shot  

on horseback’, had been lost, and it was applied  

freely to all cavalrymen armed with carbine,  

pistol, and sword.
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Leaderless, threatened by fresh Royalist

troops, Greaves’s men then turned tail,

bolting back along the road to Lichfield,

taking their wounded leader with them.

THE SACK OF THE TOWN

If rebel propaganda is to be believed, the

Royalists now ran amok, indiscriminately

killing anybody unfortunate enough to be

on the streets, including women and children.

The town was claimed by the rebels to have

been ‘unworthily opposed, insolently invaded,

notoriously robbed and plundered, and most

cruelly fired in cold blood’.

Even Charles grew alarmed when reports

from Birmingham reached him. He wrote to

Rupert to suggest the Prince ‘mingle severity

with mercy and to have a care of spilling

innocent blood… to take their [the rebel’s]

affections rather than their towns’.

In Rupert’s defence, the defenders had

made their opposition to the King clear.

They had chosen to put up a fight, despite

being offered terms. What is more, they

had resisted several determined assaults.

By the unforgiving rules of 17th-century

warfare – at least as practised on the

Continent – Rupert was entitled to put

the town to the sack.

The Prince had considered the town inde-

fensible, and had been surprised to find a

garrison resolved to fight. His men had suffered

heavy losses, including the mortal wounding of

the Earl of Denbigh. In the circumstances, it is

unsurprising that the town was sacked.

The common people of Birmingham,

however, never forgave him: as late as the

19th century, a song entitled ‘The Armourer’s

Widow’, which harked back to those times,

was still being sung. It described Rupert as

a ‘Royal Murderer’ who ‘brought his kin

[the King] to shame’.

RUPERT AND MAURICE
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LICHFIELD

A few weeks later, at Lichfield, the outcome 

for the enemy garrison might have been  

even worse. Located strategically in the 

Midlands, on the cusp of adjacent Royalist- 

and Parliamentarian-controlled regions, 

Lichfield was key to both side’s strategies.

In an earlier campaign, extending for  

three weeks, the rebels had captured the city,  

in part by using civilians as human shields.

On Rupert’s approach, the garrison fell 

back behind the strong walls of the Minster 

Close. Rupert surrounded it, and had soon 

set up a battery on high ground to the north, 

within 400 yards of the walls.

However, having only field-guns, not siege 

artillery, the thickness of the Close’s walls on 

the north side defeated attempts to breach 

them. Undeterred, Rupert sent for miners 

from the nearby Cannock coalface to com-

mence work on undermining them.

In scenes reminiscent of some of the more 

terrifying passages of the novel Birdsong, 

which is set on the Somme in WWI, the min-

ers worked night and day, tunnelling down 

through layers of unyielding strata, only to find 

that the rebels, aware of their enterprise, had 

commenced counter-mining to disrupt them.

On one occasion, a fight ensued between 

rival sapper parties. According to Colonel 

Russel, the Parliamentarian commander of the 

Close, pistols were fired at point-blank range by 

candlelight in a savage subterranean exchange.

Finally, on 20 April, the sappers’ danger-

ous task was rewarded when the first ever 

underground landmine in England erupted, 

blowing a hole in the wall of the Minster 

Close wide enough for six men to charge 

through abreast.

The assault was made by a 200-strong  

storming party, but was beaten off. The 

Royalist death toll was 14 – and Rupert himself 

had a narrow escape, being shot in the boot.

‘CALL PRINCE RUPERT TO THE BAR!’

Colonel Russel now faced tough decisions.  

His men were running dangerously low on 

ammunition and match. They were also run-

ning short of food, with none to spare to feed 

Royalist prisoners taken in that day’s assault.

He sent word to the Prince, threatening that 

if provisions were not granted him, his men 

would be forced either to cut the prisoners’  

throats or to let them starve.

In normal circumstances, Rupert might have 

risked indulging in a protracted war of words 

and threatened reprisals, but he was denied 

March 2016MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLY

The 200 defenders 
were led by Captain 
Greaves, one of 
Birmingham’s 
‘sturdy sons of 
freedom’.

LEFT Rupert depicted as a cruel warlord in  

Parliamentarian propaganda. Note Birmingham  

in flames in the background.
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ABOVE The Danes sailing up the 

English Channel, c.877 AD, from a 

painting by Herbert A Bone. 

W
hen was England created?

It was a long historical process, but there were 

key turning-points, and perhaps the most decisive 

was the period AD 871-878. 

The period began with a major Anglo-Saxon victory over the 

Danes at Ashdown (January 871). It ended with another great 

Anglo-Saxon victory at Edington (May 878).

The years between saw violent swings of the military 

pendulum: at the lowest point in Anglo-Saxon fortunes, 

in the winter of 877/878, the fugitive king was forced to hide 

in the marshes of west Somerset, on the most distant fringe 

of his territory. 

That king, of course, was Alfred of Wessex – ‘Alfred the 

Great’ – who reigned from 871 to 899. His unbending will, 

political intelligence, and military energy were vital to the 

eventual Anglo-Saxon victory.

Like Frederick the Great of Prussia in another age, Alfred 

turned his beleaguered kingdom into a military camp, 

creating a centralised administration that was capable of 

concentrating resources, mobilising labour, and fielding 

the armies and fleets on which his kingdom’s independence 

had come to depend.

Later, the innovations and improvisations of Alfred’s decade 

of war were consolidated in permanent arrangements for the 

Kingdom of Wessex, now – by virtue of its military prowess – 

supreme across Anglo-Saxon England. This was the platform 

from which Alfred’s successors launched a successful war of 

reconquest against the Danelaw in the next generation.

In the 870s, the English had been fighting for their 

independent existence in southern Britain. In the 950s, even 

distant Viking York was retaken by the resurgent English. Thus 

was an English state and an English identity forged in war.  

In our special this month, Jeffrey James analyses Alfred’s war 

of resistance against the Vikings, while Martyn Whittock challenges 

the impression of Viking ‘invincibility’ with a hard look at the 

strengths and weaknesses of their military system.

Introduction

alf the
At
he

Vikings
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Jeffrey James analyses Alfred the Great’s

victorious war against the Viking invaders o

Anglo-Saxon England in the late 9th centur
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a
recent exhibition at the British

Museum in London featured a

reconstruction (using surviving tim-

bers) of a 37m-long Viking warship,

the largest ever found. It was a fitting

centrepiece: the longship, with its fighting crew,

is one of the enduring icons of mobile warfare.

River systems and estuaries, which in early

medieval times acted as buffers between rival

petty kingdoms, were highways for such shallow-

drafted ships, enabling them to penetrate

deep inland before disgorging raiding parties,

forerunners of full-scale armies.

Even the mighty Carolingian Empire was

rocked by the severity of Viking ship-borne

attacks, while in Britain entire kingdoms were

toppled. Eventually, Alfred’s Wessex was almost

alone in standing firm.

THE VIKING ONSLAUGHT

Viking warships were very different from

contemporary mercantile craft: distinctively

long in proportion to their width. The number

of warriors on board determined the ship’s

combat potential. Typically, there might have

been between 30 and 45 men, enough to allow

for one or more relief crews.

A large central sail was unfurled at sea; but

at other times, rowers were relied upon. A fair

speed could be achieved by a typical longship

under oars, but probably not for long – espe-

cially against the current or an incoming tide.

Between the years AD 866 and 870, Viking 

warbands led by Ivar the Boneless rapidly 

overwhelmed much of England, including the 

Anglo-Saxon Kingdoms of Northumbria and 

East Anglia. Mercia, too, was partially occupied.

Monasteries were routinely razed to the 

ground, the abbots and monks brutally killed. 

King Edmund
had his
headless
body impaled
on a stake after
falling in battle.

alfre
the GrE

Two Anglian kings died attempting to wrest 

back control at York. And King Edmund, 

described as ‘the most saintly and glorious 

king of the East Angles’, had his headless 

body impaled on a stake, after falling in battle 

at Hoxne in Suffolk.

Having consolidated their hold on the 

north and east of the country and occupied 

London, the Vikings set up camp at Reading, 

intent on bringing the Kingdom of Wessex 

to heel. Situated on an island at the conflu-

ence of the Rivers Thames and Kennet, 

the base at Reading enjoyed strategic 

attributes beloved of Vikings: naturally moated, 

with good communications eastward to the sea, 

and a rich hinterland to plunder.

ASHDOWN

A day’s march to the west of Reading 

is Lowbury Hill, the highest point 

on Ashdown (part of the East 

Berkshire Downs) – 

BELOW The famous statue of King Alfred 

the Great (AD 871-899) in Winchester, the 

former capital of the Kingdom of Wessex.
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a likely rallying point for the men of Wessex. 

It was near here that battle was joined with 

the Vikings. King Aethelred I and his younger 

brother Alfred faced stern opposition, being 

opposed by forces led by two Viking kings, 

Halfdan (the brother of Ivar the Boneless) and 

Bagsecg, and a number of jarls (noblemen). 

During the brutal slogging match that ensued, 

the death of King Bagsecg may have triggered 

a Viking collapse. Assailed by Saxon shield-walls 

in the mire of what later became known as the 

‘awful bottom’, the discouraged Vikings were 

hacked at and hewed until they finally broke and 

fled. Struggling in the midwinter mud to regain 

their horses, perhaps tethered to ash trees on 

the hillside to their rear, many were cut down by 

pursuing West Saxon spearmen. 

Halfdan escaped the slaughter, but, along 

with Bagsecg, five jarls (Sidroc the Old, Sidroc 

the Young, Osbern, Fraena, and Harald) were 

slain. It was said, ‘all the nobler youth of the bar-

barians fell there… neither before nor after has 

such a slaughter been heard of since the race of 

Saxons won Britain in war’ – a fitting tribute, for 

had the two West Saxon brothers lost the battle, 

and thus lost the faint glimmer of hope of even-

tual success that the victory held out, a complete 

Danish conquest of England would have been 

telescoped forward by almost 150 years.

Certainly, Alfred must have viewed the battle 

as important, for his chronicler, Bishop Asser, 

later recounted how he had the exact spot where 

he had fought pointed out to him by the future 

king – its location marked by a lone ash tree.

YEAR OF BATTLES

Based at Reading, Halfdan’s army probably 

numbered in the low thousands, but it was 

reinforced by new arrivals from the Continent 

in the spring of 871. Because of this, and 

despite their victory at Ashdown, the guardians 

of Wessex became dangerously overstretched. 

King Aethelred was just one of many Saxon 

fighting men to lose his life during the 

campaign that followed, dying from wounds 

received in battle at Martin in Dorset. 

Of seven named battles fought in 871 (some-

times referred to as Alfred’s ‘year of battles’), 

only two were won by the men of Wessex, the 

others lost. Yet Halfdan failed to drive his oppo-

nents from their royal bases at Winchester and 

Wilton, the impetus of his campaign progres-

sively wrecked on successive battlefields, where 

one Danish king, nine jarls, and, according to 

Asser, countless Viking warriors were killed. 

Even so, the combination of Aethelred’s 

death and the arrival of a fresh Viking army 

forced Alfred to negotiate a holding treaty 

with Halfdan, probably with the payment of 

tribute. In parallel, the young West Saxon king 

prepared the men of Wessex for an inevitable 

resumption of hostilities.

Alfred’s military reputation rests less on 

the battles he fought (a number of which 

were lost) than on his determination to fight 

back and not to give in. Even during his dark-

est hours, in the winter of 877/878, when 

he had been driven back into the remote 

swamp-fastnesses of Somerset, to the security 

of his island stronghold at Athelney, he was 

planning a comeback.

UBBA’S OFFENSIVE

The Somerset wetlands screened Alfred’s forces 

from an overland attack as they recuperated,

but the West Saxons remained vulnerable to a 

waterborne strike from the west.

Detailed to launch such a venture with his 23 

longships, the Viking warlord Ubba (another of 

Ivar’s brothers) set out from South Wales with 

the intention of striking inland down the River 

Parrett. But, delaying an immediate sortie, 

Ubba unaccountably settled down to prosecute 

a winter siege of a Saxon hilltop refuge beside 

Countisbury in North Devon.

The Saxon position was said to be approach-

able only from the east, across a narrow neck

of land. To the south and west lay precipitous

slopes; to the north a sheer drop to the sea

over rugged cliffs.

Leaving an intact garrison in his rear, while

proceeding further down the coast, must have

been considered unwise by Ubba. Moreover,

since the Saxon fortress had no fresh water, and

could not be provisioned, he perhaps figured

that hunger and thirst might do the work for

him without the risk and cost of a direct assault.

But, while the Vikings settled down to prose-

cute the siege, the beleaguered Saxons launched

an unexpected sally. In the killing spree which

followed, the besieging force was destroyed. Few

Vikings reached the safety of their boats; many,

including Ubba, may have died while they slept.

EDINGTON

Shortly afterwards, one of the most decisive

battles ever fought on English soil took place.

Perhaps overconfident (like Ubba), the new

Viking leader, Guthrum, failed to take adequate

precautions against a Saxon counter-attack.

Guthrum may or may not have been aware of

his colleague’s demise in North Devon; what

he cannot have known was that a resurgent

Alfred had successfully rallied the fighting

men of Somerset and Wiltshire, along with an

additional contingent from Hampshire.

Debouching from fortified camps in Selwood

Forest in Wiltshire, Alfred’s army surprised

The discouraged 
Vikings were hacked
at and hewed 
until they finally 
broke and fled.

ABOVE Alfred’s army? A depiction of Anglo-Saxon 

warriors on an 8th-century English ivory casket. 
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and fell on Guthrum’s force at Edington, near

Westbury, to the north of Salisbury Plain. The

12th-century chronicler Florence of Worcester

described how Alfred fought against ‘the entire

and close-serried pagan army’, overthrowing

them ‘with great carnage’.

He then drove them back to their encamp-

ment at Chippenham, where the Saxons are

said to have stripped the area of supplies,

killing any stragglers, and taking horses, sheep,

and cattle. The Vikings within their fortress

eventually surrendered to him, ‘in hunger,

cold, and terror’, granting Alfred hostages, and

promising to leave Wessex, never to return.

Described as the ‘King of the Northmen’,

Guthrum, with 30 of his officers, was baptised in

Alfred’s presence three weeks later, and was then

feasted for almost a fortnight. Thus was a pagan

prince subdued – by sword, food, and holy water.

THE DANELAW

Alfred’s prestige increased enormously after

his great victory in Wiltshire. Chroniclers

ascribed his success to divine providence.

30

Nevertheless, Guthrum’s submission came

with strings attached. Alfred, too, was forced

to make concessions. The continuing threat

posed by Guthrum (his forces remained poised

on the frontier of Wessex for some time after-

wards) indicates that, though West Saxon

victories had prevented the Danes from

overrunning Wessex, the main Viking army

remained largely intact.

Not until the end of the decade was a

formal treaty drawn up between the two

kings. This was followed by another, some time

later in the mid-880s. This latter agreement

established a formal boundary between Alfred

and Guthrum, demarcating the two men’s

respective spheres of operations.

The frontier followed the north bank of the

Thames to its confluence with the River Lea;

from there to Bedford; and then along the

Ouse to Watling Street. North of this became

known as the Danelaw – the area where Danish

law held sway.

Mercia’s new king (another Aethelred)

allied himself to Alfred in the early 880s by

marrying Alfred’s daughter Aethelflaed. A

close union with Mercia had been a long-

standing aim of successive Wessex kings, and

its eventual accomplishment represented

one of Alfred’s greatest achievements. The

combined military strength of Wessex and

Mercia in large measure served to underwrite

future success against the Vikings.

The capture of London in 886 was one

such success: the Wessex and Mercian

allies are said to have gloriously stormed

London’s defences with much burning

and slaughter. Coins minted afterwards

by Alfred – rightly lauded by Asser as

March 2016MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLY

ALFRED THE GREAT

Alfred had
successfully
rallied the fighting
men of Somerset
and Wiltshire.

TOP The White Horse near Edington, the site of 

Alfred’s final decisive battle against Guthrum’s 

Vikings in AD 878. 

INSET A 12th-century copy of the treaty between 

Alfred and Guthrum that ended a decade of  

war between the men of Wessex and the  

Danish invaders. 

OPPOSITE Map of England in the late 9th century, 

showing political divisions, the boundary between 

Alfred’s Wessex and the Danelaw, and the network  

of defended ‘burhs’ across Wessex.Im
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‘England’s hero and darling’ – proudly

displayed the London monogram.

THE POWER OF WESSEX

Although the Viking challenge against Wessex

was renewed in the 890s, the Norse warlord

Haesten struggled to impose himself against

an increasingly battle-hardened and politically

astute Alfred. By offering bribes and employing

indirect means to harry the enemy – launching

raids and pursuits, and laying siege to Viking

strongholds – the West Saxon king, ably sup-

ported by his eldest son Edward and by loyal

allies, managed to counter the threat.

Contemporary accounts describe the West

Saxon and Mercian leaders forming their men

into ‘gangs’ and ‘mounted troops’ – groups of 

fighting men organised to disrupt the Vikings, 

preventing them from breaking out into open 

country. Alfred also confounded his enemy by 

building warships stronger than theirs, as well 

as constructing a series of defensible strong-

holds across Wessex, called ‘burhs’.

Yet the Vikings settled in England remained 

capable of mounting well-coordinated offen-

sives. The numerical and geographic scale 

and complexity of the campaigns fought in 

the 890s (if the accounts in The Anglo-Saxon 

Chronicle are accurate) were astonishing. 

On one occasion, in 893, the Danes of the 

northern Danelaw and East Anglia, probably 

allied to Haesten, launched a joint ship-borne 

invasion of Wessex. In one attack, it was 

alleged 140 shiploads of Vikings took part. If 

true (medieval chroniclers often exaggerated 

numbers), at 40 men per ship, this would work 

out at a staggering 5,600 warriors. Half this 

number would have comprised a force well in 

excess of most estimates for Guthrum’s army 

in 878 or Halfdan’s in 871.

That the Anglo-Saxons managed to contain 

so serious a threat underlines the importance 

of Alfred’s earlier victories, buying him time to 

build up his forces and forge firm alliances.

BUTTINGTON

On one occasion, a large Viking army was 

trapped inside a temporary encampment  

at Buttington, near Welshpool, beside the 

River Severn. Having pursued the heathens 

halfway across England, the Saxons, aided by 

To guard against aggression from the Danelaw,

Alfred and his successors relied heavily on strategi-

cally located fortiied settlements known as ‘burhs’.

Their geographic siting may have been planned

by Alfred shortly ater Halfdan’s warriors withdrew

north in the autumn of 871. By the end of Alfred’s

reign, nobody living in Wessex would have been

more than half a day’s march from one.

Previously abandoned Iron Age hillforts were

sometimes brought back into play, or Roman walls

were patched up and reused. A number of burhs

were sited at important crossing places over larger

rivers, such as at Langport on the River Parrett in

Somerset, and at Wallingford on the Thames. Other

burhs protected important points along the coast, at

places like Portchester, Wareham, and Bridport.

The areas enclosed by defences varied in size, but 

could sometimes exceed 20 acres. Thirty (or some-

times 33) burhs are listed in the Burghal Hidage, our 

earliest surviving administrative document of central 

government; among the largest was Winchester 

(Alfred’s capital); the smallest was Lyng,

near Athelney, in Somerset.

During the ighting against Haesten

in the 890s, Alfred is said to have sent

one half of his army home, retaining the

other half on campaign. This partition of

his forces, however, did not count those

who manned the burhs, implying that a

large part of the king’s overall soldiery was

dedicated to their defence at all times.

It has been estimated that the

manpower necessary to construct,

maintain, and defend the burhs would

have committed one in every ive or six

of the adult male population of Wessex –

as many as 27,000 men. 

In theory, there was a close correlation with the 

worth (hidage) of an area and the number of men 

charged with a burh’s upkeep and defence. One 

‘hide’ was the value assigned to a parcel of land 

capable of maintaining a single family unit; one man 

from each hide was responsible for approximately 

1¼ yards of wall.

When fully garrisoned, a burh – like Winchester, 

with approximately 3,000 yards of wall – required 

2,400 soldiers to maintain and defend it, so was 

valued at 2,400 hides.

The Burhs
BELOW The west walls at Wareham, one of Alfred’s

network of fortified sites or ‘burhs’ across Wessex.

LEFT A Viking longship, as depicted on a  

Scandinavian picture-stone.
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a contingent of Welsh, sought to starve their

quarry into submission.

The Vikings held out by eating their horses.

Finally, in desperation, they broke camp and

offered battle. The fighting was fierce and by

no means one-sided: several of Alfred’s thegns

(commanders) were among the slain.

Writing at the end of the 10th century, the

chronicler Aethelweard claimed that what

occurred at Buttington in 893 was still talked

about by the old men of his day. Battle-scarred

skeletal remains belonging to 400 young

men, unearthed in the 19th century from pits

beneath the churchyard at Buttington, attest

to the ferocity of the clash.

Haesten may have been among those

Vikings besieged at Buttington. If so, he

survived the slaughter, later making peace

with Alfred. The Viking king’s wife and chil-

dren, up until then hostages, were returned

to him as a gesture of goodwill.

As with Guthrum, this feting of an allegedly

defeated opponent begs a number of unan-

swerable questions. Late 9th-century propa-

ganda, which claimed an unbroken succession

of Anglo-Saxon victories in the 890s, may have

been somewhat selective with the truth.

FATHER OF THE BRITISH NAVY

It was not only on land that successes were

realised. At sea, too, Alfred emerged the

stronger. Anglo-Saxons and Vikings were

both seafarers. If Wessex had not been

a naval power at the commencement of

Alfred’s reign, the young king quickly realised

the need to become one. Shipbuilding efforts

must have been urgently progressed in the

years following the peace treaty agreed with

Halfdan in 871. This policy later earned

the West Saxon king acclaim as ‘father of

the British navy’.

Frisian crews are specifically mentioned

among the casualties of a sea battle in 896.

Hiring foreigners was clearly a well-established

practice in Alfred’s day, continuing a formerly

widespread Romano-British policy of employing

mercenary troops in Britain.

Alfred also commissioned new, larger ships.

But being bigger also meant having a deeper

draught, making them less effective when

manoeuvring in shallow waters. Offsetting

this, the higher freeboard of Alfred’s ships

enabled the crews to fight more effectively

from elevated decking. Nine saw action in

896, the year they were launched.

Having first blockaded a prowling Viking

squadron of six longships from East Anglia

inside an unidentified harbour mouth along

the South Coast, the English succeeded in

destroying three of the opposing Viking vessels,

and killing sufficient numbers of Viking crew-

men to ensure that two others never regained

their base. The complete enemy squadron

might have been destroyed outright had

not the Viking ships proved handier in the

shallow waters of the harbour, giving them an

edge when escaping on the incoming tide.

Sixty-two English and Frisian allies were

killed during the fighting. One hundred

and twenty Danes were killed, not including

captives picked up later in Sussex, who were

marched to Winchester and hanged as pirates

on Alfred’s orders.

The series of defeats suffered by the Vikings

in the 890s ended Scandinavian expansionist

aspirations in southern England, allowing

Alfred’s successors to consolidate and hit back.
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Although this first Viking onslaught had 

resulted in much of England falling under 

their sway, the decades after Alfred’s death 

in 899 would see administrative and political 

control of large parts of the Danelaw reclaimed 

‘at the sword’s edge’ by the king’s children 

– King Edward the Elder and Aethelflaed, 

‘Lady of the Mercians’ – a precursor to the 

dynamic era of nation-building to come. But 

it was Alfred who laid the foundations for 

much of this: little wonder that he earned  

the honorific title ‘the Great’. .

Jeffrey James is a regular contributor to MHM 

and is the author of An Onslaught of Spears, a 

history of Viking aggression against England, and 

Swordsmen of the Crown, about Charles I’s  

German nephews Rupert and Maurice. His latest 

book, Edward IV: Glorious Son of York,  

is a biography of the victor of Towton, Barnet,  

and Tewkesbury.
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ALFRED THE GREAT

Thus was a pagan 
prince subdued –  
by sword, food, and  
holy water.

ABOVE Alfred supervises the building of ships for  

what was, in effect, the first English navy.
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The Vikings have a formidable military reputation. But much of this, argues Martyn Whittock,  

is hype. We need some serious analysis.

LEFT The mobility, ability to surprise, and 

striking-power of the Vikings depended on a 

new generation of ocean-going longships. The 

winged helmets pictured do not appear in the 

documentary or archaeological evidence!
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I
n AD 866 there were four independent 

Anglo-Saxon kingdoms in England. By 

874, there was just one. A ‘blitzkrieg’ of 

Viking attacks had obliterated three king-

doms. In eight short years, the Vikings 

had eclipsed 300 years of Anglo-Saxon history.

The political landscape of England had 

been changed forever. And the remaining 

kingdom – Wessex – was itself facing destruc-

tion. In 878, King Alfred was driven into the 

Somerset marshes, and his kingdom was over-

run by a Scandinavian army. How was such 

devastation possible?

The speed of this destruction leaves us 

with the image of invincible Vikings who out-

classed their Anglo-Saxon opponents. Even 

the eventual Anglo-Saxon resurgence under 

Alfred and his son Edward the Elder cannot 

eradicate the impression of Viking enemies 

who, for a significant period of time, seem to 

have possessed overwhelming advantages.

So why were the Vikings so successful?

STORM FROM THE NORTH

The Vikings first exploded onto the record 

in 789. In that year a shipload landed on 

Portland (Dorset) and killed the king’s reeve 

(the local royal agent). He made the mistake  

of ordering them to his base (in Dorchester)  

to sort out their credentials for entering 

Wessex. Vikings did not take well to being 

ordered anywhere!

It was a taste of things to come. In 793 

another group of Viking raiders shocked 

western Christendom by sacking the famous 

Northumbrian monastery of Lindisfarne.  

The home of the Lindisfarne Gospels had 

been trashed.

Far away in Aachen (in what is now 

Germany), at the court of the Frankish ruler 

Charlemagne, the Northumbrian monk 

Alcuin provides us with the only significant 

contemporary account of this attack:

The myth of the

invincible Vikings
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Never before has such a terror appeared in

Britain as we have now suffered from a pagan

race, nor was it thought that such an inroad

from the sea could be made.

Who were these dealers in death and destruc-

tion? Who were the Vikings?

The homelands of the raiders were in

Scandinavia. Most of those involved in attacking

England – and Britain generally – came

from what we now know as Denmark and

Norway. The Danes raided the coasts of

eastern and southern England and the coasts

of the Low Countries and France.

Norwegians targeted Shetland, Orkney,

northern Scotland, the Western Isles, and

Ireland. They would eventually establish a

Viking kingdom based on Dublin.

Swedish adventurers, in contrast, sailed

eastwards into the Baltic and down the

river-systems of Russia.

Curiously, none of those on the receiving

end called them ‘Vikings’. They were more

usually described as ‘northmen’, ‘heathens’

or ‘pagans’ (since they were not Christians),

‘foreigners’, and (in England) ‘Danes’. The

more famous term ‘Viking’ is the one they

used to describe themselves.

It may have been derived from an

Old Norse word for ‘bay’ or ‘creek’

(areas in which a raiding party might lurk).

Alternatively, it may have been derived

from an area of southern Norway called

Vik. Much later Old Norse written sources

describe a pirate-raider as a víkingr and a

raiding expedition as a víking.

So the word ‘Viking’ describes something

they did rather than who they were. What

they did was raiding. And they did it very

successfully indeed.

ESCALATION

In the years after 789, Viking raids on England

escalated. The number of attacks accelerated

particularly after 830. They targeted coastal

monasteries and trading settlements. In either

case they were attracted by portable loot and

civilian populations who could be enslaved.

In 842, three major trading centres were

raided. According to The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle,

these were London, Rochester in Kent,

and Quentovic on the Continent. London

was attacked again in 851. That same year

Canterbury was also sacked.

In the past, raids had been seasonal, but

this changed in 851, when, for the first time,

a Viking force overwintered on English soil,

on Thanet in Kent. Now there was no respite.

Areas close to this base were stripped of provi-

sions during the winter. And the following

year’s campaigning season started earlier than

ever. Worse was to come.

In 866, The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle records

the arrival in East Anglia of the micel hæðen

here (‘the great heathen army’). Having

occupied East Anglia, they took horses

and became a mobile force on land. In

867 they moved north and defeated the

Northumbrians. In 868 they moved south

to Nottingham, their target this time the

Midlands kingdom of Mercia.

For a while the Mercians held them at bay,

VIKINGS

with help from neighbouring Wessex, and in 

870 the Vikings returned to East Anglia. Here 

they killed its king. Then, in 871, they attacked 

Wessex and occupied Reading.

Despite the occasional setback, their

successes mounted. In 874 they drove the 

king of Mercia from his throne. In 876 and 

877 the hammer fell again on Wessex. In

January 878, Viking raiders narrowly missed 

capturing Alfred of Wessex at Chippenham 

in Wiltshire. He was forced to flee into the 

Somerset marshes, and the Vikings overran 

the Kingdom of Wessex.

Viking armies were clearly phenomenally 

successful. But why? Their Anglo-Saxon oppo-

nents were skilful and experienced in warfare. 

Both sides were fairly evenly matched in terms 

of weaponry and battlefield tactics. How did 

the Vikings achieve such impressive victories? 

ABOVE The remains of a number of Viking

longships have been recovered archaeologically 

and these have been the basis for

reconstructions and experimental use.

A ‘blitzkrieg’ of 
Viking attacks 
had obliterated 
three kingdoms.
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A number of war-winning Viking advantages 

have been identified.

WAR-WINNING ADVANTAGE 1: 

ATTACK FROM THE SEA

The most significant strategic weapon in 

the Viking arsenal was the warship. We know 

little about the warships of the 8th and 9th 

centuries, since it is only from the 10th 

century onwards that we get an insight into 

the varied ships available.

By this time distinctions were being drawn 

between merchant ships (described as knörr 

and kaupskip) and warships (described 

variously as snekkja, drekar, and langskip). 

While the latter terms describe the specialist 

‘longships’ employed in the second great 

phase of Viking attacks, c.980-1016, the earlier 

seaborne movements may have made use 

of a far wider range of vessels. What is clear, 

though, is that attacking from the sea gave 

Viking raiding armies a significant advantage 

over Anglo-Saxon defenders. 

The raiders could appear off the coast 

without warning and could penetrate rivers 

with a depth of as little as three feet. Given the 

length of the English coastline (about 5,580 

miles or 8,980 kilometres) the potential number 

of landing sites was enormous. Nowhere in 

Britain, moreover, is more than 70 miles (110

es) from the sea.

of the river systems – such 

umber, Trent, Severn, and 

– provided major entry points 

and. However, even much 

ers gave ready access from 

d placed inland communities 

e hear of Viking ships based far

 coast – for example, in 895 

igher reaches of the River Lea, 

0 miles (30 kilometres) north 

don.

h England divided into rival 

-Saxon kingdoms, there was 

ordinated coastal defence. 

kings were repulsed on one 

tch of coast, they simply 
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‘Never before 
has such a terror 
appeared in Britain 
as we have now 
suffered from a 
pagan race.’

Alcuin of Northumbria

LEFT This Scandinavian picture-stone, as well as 

showing a Viking longship, depicts the god Odin 

riding the mythic horse Sleipnir. Longships gave 

the Vikings mobility on water. Horses gave them 

mobility on land. These, however, are likely to have 

been ponies rather than ‘hunters’, their riders 

therefore mounted infantry, not shock cavalry.

BELOW Alfred the Great was perhaps a more 

trustworthy partner to negotiations than his 

Danish enemies. Or perhaps it was simply that 

his was a more centralised state, less susceptible 

to the freebooting militarism of the Viking world.



turned up unexpectedly elsewhere.

When Alfred deployed his own design of

larger warships in 896, they all ran aground.

The Viking ships they were trying to apprehend

escaped. Clearly, the latter were better suited

to operating in shallow water. This suggests

advantages in design as well as deployment.

WAR-WINNING ADVANTAGE 2:

MOBILITY ON LAND

The Vikings were quick to convert their seaborne

mobility into mobility on land. Demanding

horses as tribute, or simply stealing them, pro-

vided this, with speed of movement increasing

the Viking potential for surprise attack.

The occupation of East Anglia in 866 was

accompanied by a demand for horses. Asser,

King Alfred’s biographer, described an event

in 885 when a Viking army shipped horses

across the English Channel from Francia

(modern France). When surprised in Kent

by a West Saxon army, they abandoned the

prisoners they had taken and their horses.

Similarly, The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle’s account

of a major Viking incursion in 892 records

how they crossed from Boulogne ‘in one

journey, horses and all’.

We are not used to thinking of mounted

Vikings, but the evidence is persuasive.

It should, though, be noted that horses

were used for movement not fighting.

Vikings were not cavalry. Nevertheless,

going to war as mounted infantry meant

that the Vikings usually had the advantage

of strategic and tactical mobility over their

Anglo-Saxon opponents.

WAR-WINNING ADVANTAGE 3:

POLITICAL OPPORTUNISM

The Vikings were quick to identify divisions

among their enemies. They ruthlessly

exploited these.

When they attacked Northumbria in 867,

the kingdom was in the middle of a civil war.

The arrival of the Viking army at such a time

of weakness was clearly no coincidence. And

it was part of a pattern.

When they attacked Mercia in 874, the

Vikings drove the king, Burgred, from his

throne but installed a puppet-ruler named

Ceolwulf II. There is evidence that Ceolwulf

came from a rival branch of the Mercian royal

family to Burgred. Ceolwulf was overshadowed

by his Viking allies, and on his death in 879

his kingdom was carved up among them.

When the Vikings attacked Wessex in 878,
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they again exploited local rivalries. When Alfred 

eventually led a fightback, the men of Dorset 

were conspicuously absent from his assembled 

army. This was an area closely associated with a 

rival branch of the royal family of Wessex.

Alfred’s brother Æthelred I was buried at 

MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLY

VIKINGS

The crew of a Viking 
longship were, in 
effect, professional 
warriors.

ABOVE An Anglo-Saxon battle scene from an 

illuminated manuscript. Equipment and tactics  

were probably similar in the Anglo-Saxon and 

Danish armies of the late 9th century. The  

key Danish advantage on the battlefield was 

perhaps a higher degree of professionalism –  

a higher proportion of men equipped, trained, 

and committed to war, in contrast to the 

Anglo-Saxon dependence on militia service. 

Im
a

g
e

: W
IP
L



Wimborne. It seems that Æthelred’s successors

had gone over to the Vikings. Later West Saxon

propaganda whitewashed this embarrassing

event, and it was never explicitly referred to.

But it resurfaced again, in 899, when the

same area was the launch pad for a challenge

to the succession of Alfred’s son, Edward the

Elder. When the challenge failed, the West

Saxon nobleman in question – Æthelred I’s son,

Æthelwold – fled to the Vikings of Northumbria.

It was clearly the culmination of a family tradition

of collaboration with the enemy.

Similarly, Wulfhere the ealdorman (local

royal representative) of Wiltshire was later

accused of betraying Alfred to the Vikings

in the dark days of 878.

WAR-WINNING ADVANTAGE 4:

NOT PLAYING BY THE RULES

It was very hard to do a deal with the Vikings.

They just did not play by the rules. In 877,

Alfred tried to negotiate their removal from

Wessex. The two armies exchanged hostages.

In addition the Vikings swore on their

‘sacred ring’ (a pagan practice) that they

would leave Wessex. But that did not stop

them from reneging on the deal. They

murdered their West Saxon hostages and

continued the campaign!

Time and again the written sources talk of

peace made and swiftly broken, treaties agreed

and discarded, hostages given and then aban-

doned to their fate. And every time it was the

Vikings who broke the rules.

How was a Christian king to do deals with

such people? No wonder that Alfred and his

successors used every opportunity to force

conversion on conquered Viking leaders.

They were desperate to create some kind of

common ground with them. They were trying

to forge a shared ideology that might force

the invaders to stick to agreements.

WAR-WINNING ADVANTAGE 5:

PROFESSIONALISM AND

FLEXIBILITY

Unlike the members of the Anglo-Saxon fyrd

(the call-up of freemen), the crew of a Viking

longship were, in effect, professional warriors.

In this they had a great deal in common with

the household troops of the Anglo-Saxon

kings. But the great advantage that the Vikings

enjoyed was their relatively large numbers of

such professional warriors.

While it is likely that some of the Viking

armies described by chroniclers have experi-

enced number-inflation, there is every likeli-

hood that some were very large indeed. This was

because they were made up of separate groups

of adventurers which coalesced in loose alliances

and could, in the right combination, overwhelm

defensive forces mobilised against them.

Being opportunistic raiders – at least in the

period up to 866 – the Viking war-bands would

dissolve and scatter when opposition was too

great. This made it hard to gain reliable intel-

ligence about Viking forces, since their size

and form fluctuated.

INVINCIBLE VIKINGS?

The combination of seaborne attacks, trans-

portation of horses (or seizure of horses),

and loosely allied raiding bands produced

an offensive force that was fast, flexible,

unpredictable, and versatile.

The use of horses gave the Vikings speed and

reach difficult to match in the absence of an

Anglo-Saxon rapid-reaction force or protected

bases from which defenders could operate and

in which the civilian population could shelter.

This would seem to have been the key to early

Viking successes. As a result, they devastated

England in the 860s and 870s.

What is interesting is that, when the

Anglo-Saxons rethought their defensive

strategies from the 880s onwards, the
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Viking ‘blitzkrieg’ faltered in England. As 

Alfred and his successors began building or 

extending the system of burhs (defended 

settlements) across their territory, Viking 

victories rapidly tailed off. This was accom-

panied, in 893, by a reorganisation of West 

Saxon armies in order to ensure that some 

troops were always in the field.

As a consequence, many Vikings shifted 

their operations to the Continent, and there 

deployed the tactics that had earlier been so 

effective in England. Far from being invincible, 

the Vikings enjoyed a 20-year period of 

advantage, in the 860s and 870s, because the 

Anglo-Saxon kingdoms were geared up to 

fight a different kind of war. It was a period 

of advantage that soon faded, a window of 

opportunity that closed.

The other key advantage was not a matter 

of superior weaponry, tactics, or strategy. 

It was that the Vikings operated on a 

playing-field tilted to their advantage. 

They enjoyed the natural advantage 

of an aggressive attacker whose own 

communities and non-combatants 

were safely out of harm’s way and 

secure from retaliation.

This becomes clear when 

we see how Viking com-

munities themselves 

became vulnerable 

once the initial phase 

of raiding turned 

to settlement in 

England. The shift 

occurred in the 890s. 

It is then that we first hear both 

of Viking armies having to defend 

their own families from Anglo-Saxon 

aggression, and of the capture of 

Viking non-combatants by Anglo-

Saxon forces.

During the 10th century, the 

West Saxons steadily reconquered 

all the Viking settlements of the east 

and north of England. Where then 

was the Viking invincibility? The 

playing-field had been levelled, and 

the Scandinavian communities in 

England were unable to resist the mili-

tary offensives launched against them.

The same was true in the Viking home-

lands where, in the late 11th century, Danes 

found themselves suffering significant losses 

as a result of raids by the Wends. These were 

a Slav tribe of the southern Baltic coast. The 

Danes were no more able to defeat them than 

the Anglo-Saxons had been when facing simi-

lar Viking attacks two centuries earlier. .

Martyn Whittock is co-author (with his eldest 

daughter Hannah) of The Viking Blitzkrieg, AD 

789-1098. He is also the author of a number of other 

books on Anglo-Saxon and early medieval history.
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The Vikings 
murdered their 
West Saxon 
hostages and 
continued the 
campaign. 

RIGHT The famous head 

of a Viking warrior from 

Sigtuna in Sweden.
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MILITARY CARTOGRAPHY

Peter Chasseaud, a leading authority on military cartography and the author of a major new book

on the subject, tells the story of WWII through maps.

Mapping
1939-1945
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T
he Second World War was a 

composite of two major wars 

– one instigated by Hitler’s 

Germany, the other by Hirohito’s 

Japan, with yet another opportu-

nistically conjoined by Mussolini’s Italy – and 

it sprawled across the globe to an even greater 

extent than the First World War.

The mind-numbing statistics of modern 

war are familiar territory, but it is worth 

remembering that the map’s ‘paper 

landscape’ does not always ‘speak with 

a grimly voice’ about the horrifying 

experiences of war. 

The Second World War was a ‘total war’, 

foreshadowed as such by the First World 

War, with its mobilisation of whole popula-

tions, and its use of submarine and naval 

blockade to starve civilian populations.

Technologies were used that had 

been born before or during the First 

World War: aircraft, aerial photography 

and photogrammetry (precise plotting 

from aerial photographs), wireless (radio), 

poison gas (used in the Second World War 

not against soldiers, but by the Nazis in their 

genocide programmes against civilians), 

submarines, sonar (ASDIC), sound-ranging 

(artillery), signals intelligence (SIGINT), 

carrier-based aircraft, and strategic bombing 

– to name but a few.

New technologies continued to be devel-

oped before and during the Second World 

War, including radar, rocketry, jet planes, 

the A-bomb, and wireless- and radar-based 

navigation systems.

New forms of war emerged: blitzkrieg, 

with its fast panzer columns and annihilating 

dive-bomber attacks; area (‘carpet’) bombing 

(notably of Germany and Japan); and ‘deep 

battle’, again foreshadowed in the First World 

War, became the norm.

The fundamental ‘principles of war’ did 

not change – speed, surprise, concentration 

at the decisive point, seizing the initiative, 

unity of command, mutual support of all 

arms, simplicity, economy of force, security 

(and an exit strategy!), and others.

Being stronger was useful: it was always 

a good idea, as the Confederate General 

Nathan Bedford Forrest pointed out, to 

‘git thar fustest with the mostest men’. It 

was also a good idea to have a capable com-

mander with an efficient staff and sound 

plan, to be agile and have rapid reactions, 

to be well-armed, to have good command, 

intelligence and communications, to be well-

supplied with food, water, munitions, and 

maps, to know what you were fighting for, 

and to have high morale.

MAPPING THE LITTLE-KNOWN

Most of the operations of the Second World 

War were conventional in nature, and often 

resembled those of the previous war. In all 

types of warfare, whether on land, at sea, or 

in the air, including unconventional opera-

tions and combined operations, maps and 

charts were absolutely vital, especially when 

the action moved beyond immediate and 

well-known ground. 

Among the enduring images of WWII 

are photographs and paintings of the war’s 

nerve-centres, emphasising the centrality 

of the map, chart, or ‘plot’ – in London, 

the Central or Cabinet War Rooms, the 

Admiralty’s Operational Intelligence Centre 

and Submarine Tracking Room under the 

Citadel next to the Mall, the map rooms at 

the War Office and Air Ministry, those at 

Bomber, Coastal, and Fighter Command, at 

Civil Defence Headquarters, at the Western 

Approaches headquarters at Liverpool, at 

the D-Day headquarters at Southwick House 

near Portsmouth, and so on.

These scenes were replicated in Germany, 

Japan, the Soviet Union, the United States, 
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ABOVE A large wall-map is used to plan air raids

against Germany, 1944.
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and indeed in all belligerent (and many warily 

neutral) countries. What they all had in  

common was the representation of the spatial 

dimension of the war – its strategic geography, 

extending beneath the sea and far into the air.

READING MAPS 

The map, which is a two-dimensional  

representation, model, or picture of part  

of the three-dimensional Earth’s surface,  

provided commanders and their staffs 

at home and at the front with an easy-to-

reproduce information system that modelled, 

in two dimensions (and, in the case of terrain 

models, in three), the complexities of natural 

ground-forms and human-created environ-

ments of the theatres and battlefields where 

their forces were operating.

The best commanders could read the map 

as easily as a book, and carried it inside their 

heads. The wiser commanders were aware 

of the map’s fallibilities, and made sure that 

they supported it when possible with other 

information, such as intelligence reports and 

reconnaissance and aerial photographs. They 

also knew how to move across the terrain in 

the absence of a map – navigating by the sun, 

the stars, and other natural indicators.

The worst commanders could not read a 

map or give (or find) a grid reference, and 

they were a menace not only to themselves, 

but, tragically, to their men. The Red Army 

suffered much from such cases, as a Soviet 

wartime report made clear, but they occurred  

in other armies as well.

Using maps, commanders determined 

their strategy, planned and executed their 

operations, and instructed their subordinates. 

At the front, the leaders of the smallest tactical 

units, down to platoons, sections, or squads, 

orientated their maps, pored over grid  

references, interpreted the signs or  

symbols for terrain and tactical features,  

and gave their orders.

To simplify, they might draw the key  

features of the map, and dispositions of their 

own and enemy forces, in the sand, mud, or 

snow. On the map, the gunners marked their 

battery or troop positions, and those of their 

targets. On the large-scale artillery maps,  

the firing data were read-off. On ‘going’ 

maps and smaller-scale topographical maps, 

tank commanders plotted their routes. On  

nautical and aeronautical charts, navigators  

did the same, while bomber pilots and their 

navigators studied flak and target maps.

THE WORLD MAPPED

By the Second World War, the mapping of 

most of Europe and many parts of the rest of 

the world – particularly those which were, or 

had been, parts of the empires of European 

powers – had benefited from decades, and even 

centuries, of increasingly refined mapping.

In the run-up to the First World War, the 

general staffs of the European powers had 

prepared for war by obtaining and reproduc-

ing sheets of the national maps of enemy 

countries, and also those of neutral powers 

and potential allies into whose territories 

hostilities might extend.

Good-quality maps were essential for precise 

targeting in what became an artillery war. The 

existing cartographic picture of the ‘conflict 

landscape’ was further refined by careful plot-

ting from aerial photographs, and augmented 

by data pinpointing enemy battery positions 

obtained by scientific sound-ranging and 

cross-observation (flash-spotting).

The gridded large-scale map (1:10,000 to 

1:25,000 scales) became a crucial part of an  

integrated weapons system, particularly in the 

‘siege’ or ‘position’ warfare periods – represent-

ing a quantum-leap in military affairs. Medium- 

and small-scale maps, on the other hand, 

remained essential for more mobile operations. 

The need for hybrid ‘chart-maps’ for com-

bined operations was underlined by events in 

the Gallipoli campaign of 1915, when the British 

(and French) army and navy found it remark-

ably difficult to compile military topographical 

mapping and naval hydrography on the com-

mon projection and firing grid essential for 

accurate naval bombardment of shore targets.

However, the resultant 1:40,000 scale 

sheets, while suffering from a lack of sound 

basic data, represented a significant advance 

in combined-operations cartography. 

Similar problems were encountered, and 

successfully overcome, in the Sicily (‘Husky’) 

landings of 1943 and the Normandy 

(‘Neptune’/‘Overlord’) operations in 1944.

The best 
commanders  
could read a map 
as easily as a  
book, and carried it 
inside their heads.

MORE AND BETTER

In general, the military mapping of the 

Second World War followed the same pat-

tern as the First, but benefited from more 

extensive and refined air survey, while the 

massive increase in wheeled motor transport 

and tracked vehicles led to a focus on road  

classification and ‘going’ information.

Air-navigation charts and ‘flak maps’ 

(showing enemy anti-aircraft defences) 

became vitally important, while a great  

technological advance in air navigation was  

provided from 1943 by radar-imaging (H2S) 

from aircraft, enabling the navigator to view 

on a screen, even through cloud, the ground 



below him. A new type of map – electronic –

had been created.

Other spatial plots also represented forms

of mapping. The Admiralty and the RAF had

long used wall- or table-plots, an extension of

the chart. In signals intelligence work, traffic-

analysis and direction-finding, combined

with decrypts and other intelligence sources,

revealed the geographical disposition of

enemy forces and enabled identification of

formations and units.

At Bletchley Park, and particularly in Hut 6

Traffic Analysis (‘SIXTA’), large wall-plots of

German ‘Tunny’ (teleprinter) and ‘Enigma’

traffic were maintained. This order-of-battle

intelligence provided crucial indications

of the enemy’s intentions, with call-signs
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and nets tracked and located as they moved 

within or between theatres. In the convoy 

war, similar techniques enabled U-boats to  

be tracked and pinpointed, convoys to be 

routed around known U-boat packs, and 

these eventually to be destroyed.

MASS PRODUCTION OF MAPS

The map-production statistics of the Second 

World War reveal a stupendous output. Well 

over 3,000 million map sheets were produced 

by the Germans, Russians, British, and 

Americans. Germany printed around 1,300 

million sheets – in the German Reich, in print-

ing plants in German-occupied areas, and in 

numerous field-survey units with formation 

headquarters in all theatres.
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The worst 
commanders could 
not read a map... 
and they were a 
menace not only  
to themselves,  
but to their men.

DUNKIRK

British wartime reproduction of German situation map Stellungskarte West. Lage West 24.5.40. German thrusts are in blue, and the Allied positions have been added by the British. 

The Germans were at this point pushing the British back on Dunkirk, capturing Boulogne on 25 May and Calais on 26 May 1940. The crisis in France and the Low Countries developed 

ater the Germans crossed the Meuse on 13 May, and smashed through the main French defence on 15 May.

Following the German breakthrough at Sedan and their continued advance, the Germans drove west to the Channel, aiming to divide the British in the north from the French. They 

reached the old Somme battleield, south of Arras, on 18 May.

By 20-21 May, German forces were hammering through to Abbeville and the English Channel. They then began to strengthen and widen their ‘Panzer corridor’, ighting of an Allied 

counter-attack at Arras on 21 May. ‘Operation Dynamo’, the evacuation of British and Allied troops from Dunkirk, lasted for ten days at the end of May and beginning of June 1940.
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It is estimated that the Soviet Union printed 

between 600 million and 1,000 million sheets 

between 1941 and 1945. In the six months 

from the launch of Operation Barbarossa (the 

German invasion of the country in June 1941) 

to December 1941, the Red Army issued 107 

million sheets, while in the first six months of 

1942, the figure was 55 million, making a total 

of 162 million for a single year.

The United States saw more than 500  

million sheets printed by the Army Map 

Service during the war, with more printed in 

theatres of war by engineer units. Ten million 

sheets were produced for the North African 

campaign – the Torch landings and Tunisia. 

Some 70-80 million sheets were printed for 

D-Day and the Normandy operations, and  

an equally large number for operations  

in the Pacific and the Far East.

Of the 210 million sheets supplied to US 

forces during Overlord in 1944-1945, the 

base facilities under the control of the chief 

engineers supplied 164 million, of which  

80 million came from the Army Map Service, 

28 million (after the liberation of Paris) from 

the French IGN, 18 million from the 660 

Engineers Base Topographical Battalion,  

and 38 million from the British.

Britain produced over 400 million sheets 

at home, including 60 million by the War 

Office’s Geographical Section of the General 

Staff (GSGS or MI4), and 343 million by the 

Ordnance Survey at Southampton. Despite 

being heavily bombed, the Ordnance Survey 

produced 194 million sheets, and civilian 

printing firms under its control another  

149 million. In 1943-1945, some 315 million 

military maps were printed in Britain.

Many millions of maps were also printed  

by Empire and Commonwealth facilities  

(for example, by the Surveys of Egypt, India, 

Ceylon, Australia, and South Africa) and 

by field-survey units in overseas theatres. 

In addition, a large number of charts and 

chart-maps were produced by the Admiralty’s 

Hydrographic Department.

The Second World War was a map war like 

none other in history. It was, of course, a war  

of mass production and mass consumption  

of all kinds of supplies and materiel – but  

not least of two-dimensional representations  

of the global battle-space into which so much 

of the world had been transformed.

Peter Chasseaud is a historian of military cartog-

raphy, a Fellow of the Royal Geographical Society, 

and the founder of the Historical Military Mapping 

Group of the British Cartographical Society. He 

is the author of Mapping the First World War, 

and his new book, Mapping the Second World 

War: the history of the war through maps from 

1939 to 1945, was published by Harper Collins in 

collaboration with the Imperial War Museum in 

October last year, price £30.

OPERATION SEALION

German 16th Army map of Operation Sealion, showing MS AOK 6, 9, 16, OKH dispositions for invasion.

Following the evacuation of the BEF from Dunkirk, the Germans intended to defeat the RAF and then invade the United 

Kingdom. Planning maps were prepared by the German 16th Army (AOK 16) showing concentration areas in France and the 

Low Countries for the forces detailed for ‘Operation Sealion’, their routes to and across the English Channel, and their lines  

of advance in southern England.

The Germans planned for landings on a broad front from Dover to Dorset, and, once these bridgeheads had joined up,  

for an advance to capture London and the area south of a line from the Bristol Channel to the Wash.

The Germans planned to launch ‘Sealion’ once they had achieved the air superiority required to neutralise the Royal Navy. 

In the event, of course, the Lutwafe was defeated in the Battle of Britain, and the operation never took place.

THE BLITZ

German Lutwafe bombing target map Hafenzielkarte 5.6.41. ‘Seeschlange’ (Sea Serpent), showing the London docks,  

with areas of destruction in green.

The London Blitz, which began during the Battle of Britain, was intense from 24 August to 27 September 1940, and continued 

into 1941. London’s docks and the East End sufered very badly. 

The code-name ‘Sea Serpent’ was probably derived from the sinuous shape of the River Thames as seen from the air,  

and as shown in plan on maps. With the German attack on Russia imminent, air attacks on Britain were diminishing  

at the time this map was produced, with Lutwafe formations being transferred eastwards. 
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ALAMEIN

British ‘Most Secret’ planning map of the El Alamein area in the Western Desert, October 1942, showing the Axis (Italian and German) defensive positions, British defences and logisti-

cal organisation, British forces poised to attack at Alamein, their objectives, and the development of the attack. 

The British stopped Rommel’s drive for Egypt in the summer of 1942 at Ruweisat, near Alamein, and Montgomery launched his great counter-ofensive at Alamein on 23/24 October.

This planning map provides a wealth of information. Crucial features of the operation, which involved several distinct phases, were the provision of clearly marked tracks (Sun, Moon, 

Star, etc) to bring the assault troops up to their start lines, and the clearing of lanes through mineields for troops to advance along to engage the main Axis forces.

STALINGRAD

German situation map LAGE OST 21-11-42, showing the Stalingrad area. Axis forces (Army Group B: 6th Army and 4th Panzer Army) are shown in blue, Soviet forces in red.

Following the rapid advance to the Caucasus and Volga by German forces in the summer and autumn of 1942, the Red Army launched Operation Uranus in mid-November 1942,  

a pincer attack to cut of Paulus’s 6th Army, which was heavily engaged at Stalingrad on the Volga.

The operation was intended to ‘crumble’ the weaker Romanian and Bulgarian divisions holding the shoulders of the Stalingrad salient, and this situation map shows the success  

of this Soviet operation in the sectors to the north-west and south of the city.

The German defeat at Stalingrad forced a withdrawal to west of Kharkov, and an evacuation of the Caucasus. On 24 December, the Soviets attacked the German 4th Panzer Army, 

and in January-February 1943 the Russian ofensive continued. Kharkov was captured in mid-February. The Germans recaptured Kharkov and Belgorod in March, leaving the 

Russians holding the huge Kursk salient.



KURSK

Map of the Russian Battlefront, August 1943, 

published in the United Kingdom by the Serial 

Map Service, showing the German July 1943 

Kursk Ofensive, and the Soviet counter-

ofensives and subsequent advance.

The main map shows the German ofensive, 

which began on 5 July, in blue, and the 

Russian counter-ofensives shown in the 

insets (Soviet forces in red).

The German failure at Kursk was, ater 

Stalingrad, the turning point of their campaign 

on the Eastern Front. It was followed by 

smashing Soviet counter-strokes at Orel to 

the north and Kharkov to the south. The 

Germans were now poised to begin their long 

retreat to Berlin.



CARTOGRAPHY

46 March 2016MILITARYHISTORYMONTHLY

BATTLE OF THE ATLANTIC

U-boat plot, Finisterre, on the north-west corner of the 

Iberian peninsula.

Since the beginning of the war, the Submarine Tracking 

Room in the British Admiralty’s Operational Intelligence 

Centre in London had been plotting the positions of 

U-boats from a multiplicity of intelligence sources, includ-

ing agent reports, aerial reconnaissance and photography, 

and radio-traic analysis, including DF (direction-inding) 

intersections and decrypted messages.

This U-boat plot of the Atlantic-Biscay area, covering 

the period from 1 to 20 July 1943, includes sinkings by  

US Liberator aircrat.

The year 1942 was the worst of the U-boat war for the 

Allies, but by its end they were gaining the upper hand. By 

May 1943, better escorts and tactics, the closing of the 

‘air gap’, and Enigma decrypts had defeated the U-boats. 

U-boats crossing the Bay of Biscay on the surface, to and 

from their bases on the French coast, were increasingly 

vulnerable to air attack, as this plot demonstrates. (The 

sea-area Finisterre is now called Fitzroy.)

THE BOMBER OFFENSIVE

Dresden, 16-3-45, a damage diagram from the British RAF 

Bomber Command Blue Book. A vertical air-photo-mosaic, 

with coloured destruction overlay: red outline = fully built-

up; green outline = residential 70%-40% built-up; black 

outline = industrial area; dark blue areas = destroyed or 

badly damaged.

Dresden was heavily raided by the RAF and USAAF  

on 13/14 February 1945, partly to help the Russians 

advancing from the east.
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D-DAY PLANNING

Operation ‘Overlord’ Maps, 30 July 1943. Map MA, Beach 

& Port Capacities.

This map was prepared to assist planners in choosing 

the best locations for amphibious landings between 

Den Helder (Holland) and the River Loire; the Normandy 

(Caen) sector was selected.

It was one of several maps printed in London by  

13 Map Reproduction Section RE that were included in 

a map-dossier appended to Morgan’s ‘COSSAC D-Day 

Planning Document, July 1943: maps to accompany  

planning document for the 1944 invasion of France’. 

Morgan and his COSSAC staf prepared their irst  

planning documents and maps to be discussed at  

the Quebec (Quadrant) Conference in August 1943.

OPERATION OVERLORD

German situation map LAGE WEST, 25-7-44 to 1-8-44.

The deception formation FUSAG (First United States  

Army Group) is still shown in south-east England.  

Apart from the main military deployment and operations, 

this map shows later manuscript additions for French 

resistance activity (red hatching) – for example, in 

the Normandy-Brittany area, including ‘Sabotage’ and 

‘Terroristen’ (that is, SOE and resistance-group activity) – 

and the German ‘Operation Vercors’ against the Maquis 

on the Vercors Plateau, and before the Anvil/Dragoon 

landings in the south of France.
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RUHR

German map: NW Europe, Ruhr-Berlin operations,  

3-9 April 1945.

This map shows the Ruhr Pocket (1-18 April 1945), which 

was let isolated behind the Allied front-line following the 

Rhine crossings of March 1945. The Western Allies were 

then moving eastwards to the Elbe to meet the Russians, 

who were moving around and into Berlin. US forces came 

face-to-face with the Russians at Torgau.

THE ATOMIC BOMB

Hiroshima 1:12,500. Assistant Chief of Air Staf 

Intelligence, Washington. Compiled for the Commanding 

General of the US Army Air Forces, August 1945. 

Emergency Provisional Edition. For Use With AAF Air 

Objective Folder, KURE 90.30.

This target map is shown with concentric circles at 1,000-

feet intervals from the A-Bomb aiming point. This bomb 

was dropped on Hiroshima on 6 August 1945, a second 

on Nagasaki on 9 August. 
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THE WAR IN THE PACIFIC

West Paciic, May 1944. Allied thrusts are shown in red.

Ater the Battle of Midway in 1942, the Americans launched their ‘ofensive-defensive’ Paciic strategy, with axes of advance westwards across the south and central Paciic.  

In February 1944 they landed in the Marshalls, and in June defeated the Japanese at the Battles of the Philippines Sea and Marianas.

This map shows Allied thrusts in the centre and south through the Marshalls, Gilberts, Carolines, Solomons, and New Guinea. .

Tank commanders plotted their 
routes on ‘going’ maps and smaller-
scale topographical maps. 

“



In the second of our new series, MHM Editor Neil Faulkner analyses the fate of the 

Lancashire Fusiliers during a Boer War battle that saw them pinned down under murderous 

crossfire on a mountaintop. 

The Lancashire 
Fusiliers at 
Spion Kop
24 January 1900
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A
four-hour night march in light 

drizzle had brought Major-

General Edward Woodgate’s 

assault force of 1,900 men to 

the summit of Spion Kop. They 

were the spearhead of an attempt by a British 

army of about 20,000 men to break the Boer 

line along the Tugela River, and march to the 

relief of Ladysmith.

Having crashed his army unsuccessfully 

against Boer positions at Colenso some 

20 miles to the west on 15 December 1899, 

General Sir Redvers Buller had decided 

to try a wide outflanking move on the left. 

Unfortunately, operations had been painfully 

slow, and Louis Botha, his skilled and ever-

watchful Boer opponent, had shifted the bulk 

of his force in parallel. By the time the British, 

having finally got themselves across Trichardt’s 

Drift, were able to launch an assault on 

Tabanyama Hill, Botha had about 8,000 

burghers entrenched in new positions.

TABANYAMA

Buller, instead of commanding in person, had 

entrusted the mission to General Sir Charles 

Warren. No one is sure why. Warren was bad-

tempered, difficult to get on with, and lacking 

in confidence and grip. He lost much valuable 

time, and then became irritable when Buller 

badgered him to get a move on.

When, finally, the assault on Tabanyama 

went in on 20 January, it was too late: the 

British infantry ascended the southern slopes 

with little opposition, but they then found 

themselves on the edge of an upward-sloping 

plateau, at the top of which, about half a 

mile away, Botha had his riflemen posted in 

trenches and behind stone walls, with bastions 

thrown forward to enfilade the approaches.

The glacis separating the British from the 

Boers was a killing field. For several hours, the 

British infantry tried to get forwards, but their 

attempts were shot away, and after losing about 

300 men, Warren gave up the frontal assault.

An attempt to work around the Boer right 

flank the following day (21 January) showed 

promise, but was inexplicably called off, with 

the loss of another 170 men.

Time was then spent bringing up more 

guns – Warren requested these, his intention 

being to pulverise the Boer trenches before 

the next attack, and Buller had duly obliged. 

But when bombardment seemed to have 

become an alternative to a fresh attempt 

to storm the position, Buller resumed his 

pestering: an all-out infantry assault must 

be mounted as soon as possible.

SPION KOP

A frontal assault up the glacis was out of the 

question. Warren seemed reluctant to try 

again against the Boer right, probably because 

he feared extending his own line across the 

enemy front and risking a counterpunch that 

might imperil his communications. Against 

the enemy left, then.

Almost as an afterthought, attention 

focused on the hump-shaped mass of Spion 

Kop, an eminence that rose 1,500 feet 

above the Tugela, was four miles long, and 

appeared to dominate the left of the Boer 

position on Tabanyama Hill.

The mountain fell away precipitously 

on all sides except for the south-western, 

permitting the British ready access from 

the lower slopes of Tabanyama.

The assault force comprised eight com-

panies of the 2nd Lancashire Fusiliers, six 

of the 2nd Royal Lancasters, two of the 1st 

South Lancashires, 200 of Lieutenant-Colonel 

Thorneycroft’s Mounted Infantry, mainly 

Johannesburg uitlanders (English-speaking 

‘foreigners’), and half a company of sappers.

The geography of Spion Kop appeared 

simple enough from below, and Woodgate 

assumed that once his men had scaled the 

south-western approach, they would hold a 

commanding position. After reaching the 

crest, however, he was for a while unable to 

confirm this assumption, as a thick mist cov-

ered the mountain top at dawn on 24 January, 

and this began to clear only around 8.30am.

Meantime, Boer sentries having given 

the alarm in the early hours, Botha had 

been working hard to deal with what he 

immediately perceived to be a mortal 

threat to his entire position.

‘SPION KOP MUST BE TAKEN 

THIS DAY’

The artillery bombardment had done serious 

damage to Boer morale. ‘The casualties were 

considerable, and I saw some men fearfully 

mutilated,’ wrote Deneys Reitz, who was 

REGIMENT. REGIMENT. REGIMENT. REGIMENT.
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BELOW Soldier of the Lancashire 

Fusiliers during the Boer War.

Standard British infantry equipment

during the Boer War was originally

white – white backpack, haversack,

cartridge boxes, and leather strapping

(the latter coloured through liberal

application of ‘blanco’). This kit –

first introduced in 1888 – had to be

darkened in the face of long-range

Boer marksmanship: one of many

useful lessons learnt during the war.

Troops in India had been issued

with khaki-coloured uniforms in

1880, and these quickly became

general service wear throughout

the British Army. The adoption of

camouflage colour reflected the

increasing range, accuracy, and

rate of fire of small-arms.

Originally worn in India and white in colour, the

tropical or ‘pith’ helmet was widely worn by British

soldiers on colonial service in the late 19th century.

Many Boer War soldiers had to colour their helmets

khaki themselves. The red square on the side of the

helmet showed the soldier’s regimental badge and

initials, in this case a flaming grenade and ‘LF’ for

Lancashire Fusiliers.

The Lee-Metford was a

bolt-action magazine rifle

that replaced the single-shot

Martini-Henry in British service

in 1888. With an effective

range of 750 yards, and able to

fire up to 20 rounds a minute,

it ensured that the British

infantryman had a weapon to

match the excellent German-

supplied Mausers used by the

Boers. The Lee-Metford was

soon replaced by the similar

Lee-Enfield, which was used

in both world wars.
Most late 19th-century armies

supplied their infantry with ‘fatigue’-

type trousers. The British Army was

an exception, supplying Indian-style

breeches and puttees. These were in

general use by the time of the Boer

War, and continued to be so until 1938,

when a new battledress that included

ankle gaiters was introduced. The

advantage of both puttees and gaiters

was that they prevented the bottoms of

trousers becoming clogged with mud.

Leather equipment

Uniform

Tropical helmet

Breeches and puttees

among reinforcements rushed from the lines 

around Ladysmith. ‘It was a day of strain. Not 

only was there the horror of seeing men killed 

and maimed, but there was the long-drawn 

tension and fear of the approaching shells.’

Frayed nerves were now compounded by 

news that the British were on Spion Kop. The 

rumour was that an all-out assault was immi-

nent. Many burghers were soon retreating 

down the mountainsides to their laagers and 

preparing to stream away to the north. Botha 

and his officers were among them, ordering, 

pleading, shaming, even lashing out with 

their sjamboks (animal-hide whips), trying 

to staunch the panic and restore the line.

Among the first to respond to Botha’s 

desperate insistence that ‘Spion Kop 

must be taken this day’ was Commandant 

Hendrik Prinsloo’s Carolina Commando 

of 88 men. Leaving their horses at the foot 

around 7am, they moved stealthily up the 

northern slope of the hill, scampering from 

the boulder to boulder, much as their forebears 

had done on Majuba Hill in 1881. When, an 

hour and a half later, the cloak of mist began 

to lift, Woodgate’s men were no longer alone 

on the summit.

Some did not live long enough to grasp 

this: no sooner could they see around them, 

than they were shot.

THE KILLING FIELD

Woodgate had conducted no reconnaissance. 

Instead, he had ordered his men to entrench 

in what turned out to be a saddle of ground 

between dominating peaks – Conical Hill (or 

N W Knoll) to the north, Aloe Knoll to the 

east, and Twin Peaks further east again. The 

British position was, in fact, a plateau about 

700 yards by 350 yards, overlooked by nearby 

higher ground that afforded the enemy a 120° 

arc of crossfire.

Prinsloo’s men were on Aloe Knoll. From 

there, they were firing directly into the flank 

of the Lancashire Fusiliers manning the 

eastern end of Woodgate’s line. Many of the 
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victims never worked out where the fire was 

coming from. Some 70 of the dead were later 

found to have been shot through the right 

side of the head.

The situation deteriorated rapidly. Prinsloo 

was using a heliograph to relay fire-control data 

to the Boer gunners. Though there were only 

four Boer field-guns on the battlefield, they 

were soon being used to greater effect than 

ten times that number of British guns, since 

Woodgate’s single heliograph was knocked out 

early on, and his flag signallers struggled to 

make themselves understood at such a distance.

Meantime, the line of Boer riflemen was 

thickening. Second to arrive on Aloe Knoll 

seems to have been ‘Red Daniel’ Opperman’s 

Pretoria Commando. As the fire increased, 

Woodgate, in consultation with Lieutenant-

Colonel Charles Bloomfield of the Lancashire 

Fusiliers and another officer, suddenly 

crumpled, mortally wounded, a Mauser 

bullet lodged in his head.
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By late morning, some 2,500 men, all of 

them armed with modern magazine-rifles, 

were compressed into a space of not much 

more than a square mile on the top of Spion 

Kop. Hundreds of British soldiers were now 

dead or wounded, and the living huddled 

among them along Woodgate’s near-useless 

trench, increasingly traumatised and inert, 

no longer playing any part in the fighting, 

instead pressing themselves into the ground 

in a vain search for safety. Heat, thirst, and 

smoke added to the misery.

INCOMPETENCE

The pitiable situation of the Lancashire 

men on Spion Kop was a consequence of 

gross military incompetence. It started at 

the top, and ran through the entire chain of 

command. Buller had placed the wrong man 

in overall command, but had himself failed 

to order any supporting action. Warren sent 

some reinforcements up the hill, but most of 

the rest of Buller’s army of about 20,000 men 

did nothing all day.

Perhaps the most bizarre event was the 

outcome of General Lyttelton’s initiative in 

dispatching a battalion of 60th Rifles to assault 

Twin Peaks, at the eastern end of Spion Kop.

ABOVE This contemporary artist’s depiction of 

the advance on Spion Kop captures the looming 

menace of the mountain.

BELOW Unfit for command?

[LEFT] General Sir Redvers Buller (1839-1908). A 

hopeless procrastinator, Buller had to be replaced in 

supreme command by Field-Marshal ‘Bobs’ Roberts.

[MIDDLE] General Sir Charles Warren (1840-1927). 

As a former head of the Met, he had failed to catch 

Jack the Ripper and ordered a police attack on a 

London demonstration so violent it was dubbed 

‘Bloody Sunday’. Placed in command of the attack on 

Spion Kop, his performance was equally lamentable.

[RIGHT] General Sir Edward Woodgate (1845-1900). 

In poor health, Woodgate, in command of the 

assault force, had to be helped to the summit 

of Spion Kop. He was mortally wounded in the 

head soon after the commencement of fighting.

OPPOSITE PAGE [TOP] Plan of the eastern front 

along the Tugela River in northern Natal during the 

first phase of the Boer War (October 1899-February 

1900). Buller’s relief army was trying to break 

through the Boer line north of the Tugela, and 

march to the relief of Ladysmith. Three successive 

attempts – Colenso (15 December), Spion Kop 

(23 January), and Vaal Krantz (5 February) – failed. 

[BOTTOM] Plan of the Battle of Spion Kop (20-23 

January). Note the tactical significance of Spion Kop: 

a dominating peak in the centre of the Boer position, 

had the British been able to hold it, the Boers would 

have been driven off the Tugela line and the road to 

Ladysmith would have been open.

[INSET] Sketch plan of Spion Kop itself. The British 

trench is marked, and the commanding Boer 

positions on Conical Hill, Little Knoll (aka Aloe Knoll), 

and Twin Peaks. 
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manner. I passed about 200 while I was climbing 

up. There was, moreover, a small but steady leakage 

of unwounded men of all corps. Some of these 

cursed and swore. Others were utterly exhausted 

and fell on the hillside in stupor. Scores were 

sleeping heavily.

The end was no less curious. As darkness 

descended, both sides, convinced they had 

had the worst of the firefight, retreated. 

Thorneycroft, assuming himself to be in 

command on the mountain, gave the order 

to pull out, fearing that the following day 

would bring a repeat of the slaughter and 

perhaps trigger a rout – a repeat of Majuba 

Hill in all details. 

But the Boers – farmers, after all, not 

professional soldiers – were also demoralised 

by heavy losses and the grisly effects of high 

explosive. ‘We were hungry, thirsty, and tired,’ 

recalled Reitz, 

around us were the dead men, covered with swarms 

of flies attracted by the blood… Batches of men 

left the line, openly defying Red Daniel, who 

was impotent in the face of this wholesale defection, 

and when at last the sun set, I do not think there 

were 60 men left on the ledge near Aloe Knoll.

VICTORY AND DEFEAT

The rest departed in the night. In the early 

hours of the following morning, Spion Kop 

was deserted, except for the dead. Alerted to 

the news, Botha appealed for men to reoccupy 

the hill, and by the time the sun came up he 

was standing on the summit with a scratch-

force of burghers, looking down in wonder-

ment at the bustle of thousands of men and 

beasts preparing to abandon the north bank 

of the Tugela. Buller had conceded defeat and 

ordered wholesale retreat. 

The Boers lost about 300 men in the Battle 

of Spion Kop, of whom 55 had belonged to 

Prinsloo’s Carolina Commando, a more than 

60% casualty rate for the day’s fighting. 

But the British had suffered four times as 

many casualties. The Lancashire Fusiliers lost 

250 out of 800 (though many of these were 

prisoners), while Thorneycroft’s Mounted 

Infantry had gone up 194 strong and returned 

with only 72 unwounded. 

Spion Kop was one of a string of British 

defeats at the hands of Boer riflemen, who 

fought in open order, made ample use of 

cover and field fortifications, and were both 

expert horsemen and crack shots.

The experience was salutary. Fighting 

Zulus and Dervishes armed with spears 

was one thing; fighting modern riflemen 

quite another. Without the experience of 

the Boer War, the British Army is likely 

to have entered the Great War much less 

proficient in fieldcraft than in the event 

it turned out to be..
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Buller ordered the assault called off just as it 

was about to succeed. The major in command 

ignored the order. His men then stormed 

the crest with fixed bayonets and turned the 

whole Boer position. Buller, in a blind fury at 

being disobeyed, repeated the order, and the 

60th was brought back down the mountain. 

Officers and men were furious. One wrote 

home: ‘We were wild at getting the order to 

retire after getting right up to the top.’

Buller thus sealed the fate of the Lancashires 

on Spion Kop. His inactivity – and his refusal 

to permit any activity on the part of his 

subordinates – allowed Botha to steady 

the nerves of his burghers, and concentrate 

them against Spion Kop. 

Warren, meanwhile, ensconced on 

Three Tree Hill with no clear view of what 

was happening a mile to the east, was 

paralysed by lack of information and his 

own witlessness. A measure of his lack of 

grip was that, after Woodgate was shot, such 

was the confusion allowed to prevail on the 

hill that at one point three or four officers 

were all under the impression they were 

now in overall command. 

Long before this, Warren and his staff had 

set the scene for disaster by basic negligence. 

No proper reconnaissance of the top of Spion 

Kop had been carried out – even though the 

British had a balloon able to reach 2,000 feet. 

e supply of entrenching tools carried up 

as inadequate (and the ground was found to 

e unduly hard). A pile of sandbags – placed at 

the base of the ascent by a thoughtful officer 

– had been left where they were as the men 

went by: no one had had the gumption to order 

the soldiers to take them up.

A BLIZZARD OF SHELL AND SHOT

It was an extraordinary battle. Some 3,000 

men were involved by the end of the day. 

These were engulfed in a ferocious firestorm, 

a blizzard of shell and shot of rare intensity, 

which could be heard but not seen by the rest 

of both armies. But almost ten times as many 

men, in lines stretching for miles either side 

of Spion Kop, were resting in their positions, 

awaiting the outcome.

By 4 o’clock, it was clear down below that 

a major disaster was unfolding on the heights 

above. Winston Churchill – acting as a war 

correspondent, but also with a commission 

as a second lieutenant in the South African 

Light Horse – started to climb the hill with 

a fellow officer to take a look.

Streams of wounded men met us and obstructed 

the path. Men were staggering along, or sup-

ported by comrades, or crawling on hands and 

knees, or carried by stretchers. Corpses lay here 

and there. Many of the wounds were of a hor-

rible nature. The splinters and fragments of the 

shell had torn and mutilated in the most ghastly 

THE LANCASHIRE 

FUSILIERS

Origins
The regiment was formed as 
Peyton’s Regiment of Foot in Torbay 
in 1688. It saw service during the 
Glorious Revolution (1688-1691), 
the War of the Spanish Succession 
(1701-1714), and at the Battles of 
Dettingen (1743), Fontenoy (1745), 
and Culloden (1746).

History
The regiment became the 20th 
Regiment of Foot in 1751, often 
written XX Foot, giving rise to 
the nickname ‘The Two Tens’. 
Its battle honours included Minden 
(1759) during the Seven Years War, 
Saratoga (1777) during the American 
Revolutionary War, Vitoria (1813) 
during the Peninsular War, and 
Alma (1854) and Inkerman (1854) 
during the Crimean War.

The regiment became the 
Lancashire Fusiliers only in 1881, 
at which point, in addition to 
having two regular battalions, 
it became associated with two 
militia battalions also recruited 
from local Lancashire men.

As well as playing a key role in 
the Battle of Spion Kop and the 
Relief of Ladysmith (1900), the 
regiment was central to the landings 
at Cape Helles on Gallipoli on 25 April 
1915, when men of the 1st Battalion 
earned ‘six VCs before breakfast’ 
at the spot subsequently dubbed 
‘Lancashire Landing’. 

Key  facts
The regiment’s most famous 
soldier was James Wolfe, the 
conqueror of Quebec. 
The scholar and writer 
J R R Tolkien served in the 
Lancashire Fusiliers during 
the First World War. 
Regimental anniversaries 
are celebrated for Gallipoli 
(25 April), Minden (1 August), 
and Inkerman (5 November). 
The regiment was merged 
into the Royal Regiment of 
Fusiliers in 1968.
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W
hen Michael Powell and

Emeric Pressburger’s

Technicolor spectacular

The Life and Death of Colonel

Blimp went on general release

in summer 1943, it was universally

billed as ‘the ilm they tried to

ban’. Indeed, the shenanigans

that went on during production

threatened to overshadow the

ilm itself.

Powell and Pressburger wrote,

produced, and directed the ilm

together. They had chosen the David

Low cartoon-character Colonel Blimp

as the title igure of their ilm about

wartime complacency. Blimp was a

retired army colonel with a bald head

and a walrus-style long moustache,

who oten made dat pronouncements

in a Turkish bath, red-faced and

wearing only a towel. Low, a New

Zealander, wanted his Blimp igure to

relect all that he felt was pompous,

reactionary, and jingoistic about the

British Establishment.

When the War Oice heard that a

ilm was to be made using the Colonel

Blimp stereotype, it immediately

lodged a powerful objection. It was

imagined that it would suggest the

British Army was full of reactionary

types who were not ighting the war

eiciently. ‘I ind myself in complete

disagreement with the basic idea

underlying the ilm,’ said Sir James

Grigg, Secretary of State for War.

Powell and Pressburger tried to

get support from the Ministry of

Information. They wanted inance

from the MoI, and they also hoped that

Laurence Olivier would be released

from duties in the Fleet Air Arm to play

the central role. But the MoI did not

approve of the script either, and made

it clear that the ilm was not in the

interests of ‘national propaganda’.

‘THIS FOOLISH PRODUCTION’
The whole controversy went up a

gear when the Prime Minister heard

about the project. Winston Churchill

assumed the ilm would portray

the Army as full of ‘Blimps’, and in

September 1942 wrote, ‘Pray propose

to me the measures necessary to

stop this foolish production before

it gets any further.’ He wrote that he

was ‘not prepared to allow propaganda

that was detrimental to the morale of

the Army’, and suggested the Cabinet

should bring in emergency powers to

suppress the ilm.

Brendan Bracken, the Minister of

Information, did not take the same view.

He thought the ilm would not do any

harm, and pointed out that to suppress

a privately made ilm would reduce

the British government to the level of

the Nazi state, where Joseph Goebbels

could prohibit the production of any

ilm he disapproved of. How could a

democracy at war censor the creativity

of some of its inest ilmmakers and

writers? Churchill was persuaded to

hold back. The ilm was made. But

Olivier was not released from the

services to appear in it.

The central character in Colonel

Blimp, who is introduced (as previously
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described) in a Turkish bath, covered in 

steam and sweat, wearing only a towel, 

and red-faced with a walrus moustache 

and bald head, would have been 

instantly recognisable to audiences 

in 1943. But he turns out to be very 

far from the idiotic and unsympathetic 

character of the Low cartoon.

A SYMPATHETIC BLIMP
Eventually, Roger Livesey was cast 

to play this role, and he does so 

with dignity and understanding. The 

premise of the i lm is set up in a 

fast-moving opening sequence. The 

central character (not named Blimp) 

is Major-General Clive Wynne-Candy. 

He has announced a major exercise in 

which Regular Army units will attack 

London, to be defended by the Home 

Guard. In this exercise, it is made clear 

that ‘war will start at midnight’. 

A company of regular soldiers led by 

Lieutenant ‘Spud’ Wilson (coolly played 

by James McKechnie) decide not to play 

by the rules. They drive to Candy in 

his London club and arrest him several 

hours before the exercise is due to begin, 

incapacitating the defence of London. 

When he apprehends Candy in 

the Turkish bath, Spud sees only a 

buf oonish Blimp in front of him. Candy 

shouts that he cannot start the war 

before midnight because ‘that is what 

has been agreed’.

Spud bursts out: ‘Agreed – my 

foot! How many agreements have 

been kept by the enemy since this 

war started? … When I joined the Army, 

the only agreement I entered into was 

to defend my country by any means 

at my disposal, not by the National 

Sporting Club Rules’. 

This core statement sets up Spud 

Wilson as the new type of soldier who 

recognises that, in total war, the ends 

justify the means. He accuses Candy 

of being an old fuddy-duddy who was 

probably just the same when he was his 

age, 40 years ago. ‘How do you know 

what I was like 40 years ago?’, shouts 

Candy as he grapples with Spud. As 

they fall into the pool, a long l ashback 

begins that occupies most of the i lm.



returns to London. Miss Hunter marries

the German oi  cer.

BRIGADIER CANDY
Time l ashes forward to the First 

World War. Candy is now a brigadier

in Flanders. He still plays the game 

of war according to fair and honour-

able rules, even though the Germans 

‘shell cathedrals, bayonet prisoners, 

rape women, and use poison gas’. 

At the Armistice, Candy tells his 

driver Murdoch (brilliantly played 

by a young John Laurie), ‘Right is 

Might. Clean i ghting and honest 

soldiering have won the war.’ 

Candy sees a nurse who reminds 

him of Edith Hunter, who, it turns out, 

he had been in love with all along. 

At er the war, he tracks her down 

and they marry (her part is also played 

by Deborah Kerr).

Eventually, Candy meets Kretschmar-

Schuldorf , who has been captured on 

his way back to Germany, and is being 

held in a British PoW camp. Candy is 

warm and friendly, telling him, ‘We don’t 

want to make beggars of you… We’ll 

soon have Germany on her feet again.’

At erwards, to his fellow oi  cers, 

Kretschmar-Schuldorf  is full of 

contempt for the weak and foolish 

British ruling-class.

Time again l ashes forward. Candy 

and his wife Barbara set up married 

life in a house in Cadogan Square. 

Murdoch comes to work for him. Candy 

is not only presented as loyal to his 

friends, but having denied his i rst love 

to the English governess in Berlin,

HE BOER WAR VC
 turns out that, 40 years before, 

n 1902, Candy had won a VC in the 

oer War. He is clearly a wild and 

eadstrong young man, who goes 

gainst oi  cial War Oi  ce instructions 

nd visits Berlin to try to stop the 

roduction of anti-British propaganda. 

here he insults the Imperial German 

rmy and is challenged to a duel. 

Unsurprisingly, the German military 

re all presented as stereotypical 

gures strutting and striding about 

although some of the British military 

gures of 1902 are presented similarly). 

he oi  cer who duels with Candy is 

heo Kretschmar-Schuldorf  of the 2nd 

hlans (played by Anton Walbrook). 

With obsessive concentration on the 

tuals of duelling, the sabre i ght begins, 

nd the camera tracks out through the 

oof, leaving the duellists to it.

The next scenes are set in a Berlin 

ursing hospital. The duel was stopped 

when both men were wounded. Candy 

as been cut above his upper lip, and 

ecides to grow a moustache to 

over his scar. In an adjoining room, 

Kretschmar-Schuldorf  is recovering 

rom a head wound. The two men meet 

roperly for the i rst time, and become 

he closest of friends. 

In Berlin, Candy has already met 

lively and forthright young woman 

who had been governess to a German 

mily, Miss Edith Hunter (Deborah 

Kerr). He introduces her to Kretschmar-

chuldorf , and they fall in love. At er 

ome months, recovered and now 

porting his bushy moustache, Candy 
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Emeric Pressburger, a Hungarian Jew, began his career as a script-

writer at the giant German UFA film studios in the late 1920s. Like 

Theo Kretschmar-Schuldorff in Colonel Blimp, he left Berlin after the 

Nazis came to power and went first to Paris, then, in 1935, to London. 

Pressburger flourished among the Hungarian exiles working in the 

British film industry around Alexander Korda at Denham Studios. In 

1939, he was introduced to Michael Powell as scriptwriter on The Spy in 

Black. They worked well together and, in 1942, formed Archers Films. 

They would collaborate on 13 major films, from One of Our Aircraft is 

Missing (1942) to The Red Shoes (1948) and The Tales of Hoffman (1951). 

Although, unusually, they took a joint writer-producer-director 

credit, the reality was that Pressburger came up with the original 

idea and did most of the scriptwriting, while Powell directed, and 

they both acted as producers. 

When making Colonel Blimp, Pressburger was, like the German 

in the film, a registered Alien who felt Britain was too complacent 

in fighting the war. 

Pressburger was nominated for five Oscars during his life. His 

grandson, Kevin Macdonald, is the award-winning director of Touching 

the Void (1993), The Last King of Scotland (2006), and Marley (2012).

EMERIC PRESSBURGER
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now becomes a loving husband to 

her lookalike. He is distraught when 

Barbara dies in the late 1920s.

MAJOR-GENERAL CANDY
As we approach 1939, Candy – now 

a major-general – is allocated a driver. 

From over 700 volunteers, he chooses 

a woman who looks just like his wife. 

Angela ‘Johnny’ Cannon (also played 

by Deborah Kerr, her third role) is 

outspoken, proud, and a perfect 

example of the new woman who 

has joined the ATS to do her bit in 

the war. But as war clouds gather, 

the mood of the i lm darkens and 

its focus changes.

Theo Kretschmar-Schuldorf  comes 

to London as a refugee. His wife has 

died, and he is critical of the Nazis. He 

is summoned to a Home Oi  ce tribunal 

to be registered as an Enemy Alien.

The once proud German oi  cer is 

now a broken man. Walbrook conveys 

his sense of loss very powerfully: 

in a moving speech, Theo explains 

how dreadful the situation was in 

Germany at er its defeat in the last 

war. He speaks of how money was de-

valued and jobs were scarce until the

country was taken over by ‘gangsters’.

Emotionally, he describes how his two

sons have both become dedicated 

Nazis, and that he has split with them.

Candy is called, and is delighted to

see his old friend and duelling partner

again. He agrees to stand surety for 

the German, who is allowed to stay 

in Britain. Many aspects of Theo 

Kretschmar-Schuldorf ’s life at this 

point of the i lm mirror that of Emeric

Pressburger, the scriptwriter.

Theo becomes an exile, and lives 

with his old pal Candy, served by the

faithful family servant, Murdoch. But 

Candy is increasingly out of step with 

his time. Even as the desperate war 

against the Nazis threatens the very 

survival of Britain, he still wants to 

go on playing by the rules. 

Even Theo argues that ‘women now 

i ght behind the men’ and ‘civilians 

An Archers Film production. Writers/producers/directors:

Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger. Photography: Jack Cardiff. 

Starring: Roger Livesey, Anton Walbrook, and Deborah Kerr. 

An ITV Home Entertainment DVD.

THE LIFE AND DEATH OF COLONEL BLIMP (1943)

Technicolor cameras of the type used in shooting Colonel Blimp exposed

every frame on three separate strips of black-and-white negative, sensi-

tive to the blue, red, and green colours. When combined, they made 

the Technicolor print. In restoring the film, each of the half-a-million 

frames was digitised at 4K, cleaned, repaired, and all damage removed. 

The Academy Film Archive in LA, supported by the BFI and the Film 

Foundation, set up by Hollywood director Martin Scorsese in 1990 to 

preserve cinema classics, carried out the restoration of Colonel Blimp. 

Thelma Schoonmaker, the widow of Michael Powell, edited many 

of Martin Scorsese’s greatest movies, including Raging Bull (1980) and 

The Aviator (2004), and, with Scorsese, supervised the magnificent res-

toration of what they described as ‘the finest film ever made in Britain’.

TECHNICOLOR RESTORATION

are in the front-line’. He tells Candy 

that the Nazis will think the British 

are weak and decadent if they do 

not i ght to win.

PLAYING BY THE RULES
Candy still epitomises British values of 

‘fair play’. But when he goes to the BBC 

to deliver a radio broadcast, he is told 

that his speech has not been approved. 

The idea that Britain would prefer to 

i ght honourably and face defeat, rather 

than i ght determinedly to achieve 

victory, is no longer the oi  cial line.

Candy is removed from the active 

Army List, and he is crestfallen. But 

he bounces back once again, and 

takes over the Home Guard, becoming 

a nationally famous i gure for raising, 

training, and instilling his qualities in 

this new i ghting force. Powell and 

Pressburger suggest that the old 

values of ‘fair play’ live on in the 

Home Guard.

The i lm reaches its denouement 

by coming full circle, and back to the 

sequence that opened the movie 

– a device favoured by Powell and 

Pressburger in several of their i lms, 

including One of Our Aircrat  is Missing 

(1942) (see MHM 38). 

As the Home Guard exercise on the 

defence of London approaches, it turns 

out that Spud is the boyfriend of Angela, 

Candy’s driver. She eludes him in the 

fracas that opened the i lm, but leads 

them to Candy’s club and the scene in 

the Turkish bath. Candy is humiliated 

by being captured before the wargame 

had started. Devious methods have 

proved successful. 

Spud says ‘it is not enough to win 

the last battle of the war; we want 

to win the i rst’. Candy, Theo, and 

Angela gather in the garden outside his 

Cadogan Square home, which has been 

destroyed in the Blitz. Spud and his 

‘victorious’ troops march past behind a 

military band. The forces of today and 

tomorrow, of professionalism, have 

defeated the values of yesterday, of 

amateurism. The war will be fought 

with a determination to win.

Despite the lack of support from 

the MoI, Colonel Blimp – i nanced by 

J Arthur Rank – was produced on a 

lavish scale. It was shot on the highly 

expensive Technicolor format by a top 

British i lm cameraman, Jack Cardif . And 

it was long, at two hours 25 minutes.

Colonel Blimp has recently been 

restored, and its beautiful colour 

images not only convey a very 

dif erent view of London than the 

black-and-white scenes we are used 

to, but it has a freshness that makes 

it look very modern.

A MULTI-LAYERED FILM
The i lm works on many dif erent 

levels. Although Candy is set up to be 

a ‘Blimp’, it becomes evident he is not 

one. He is a kind, considerate old man, 

who hangs on to a belief in ‘fair play’ 

when others in the world have moved 

on. He certainly represents the British 

upper classes, but not in a reactionary 

way like the David Low cartoon. 

There are many Blimps who appear 

in the i lm, usually oi  cials from the 

War, Foreign, or Home Oi  ce. Powell 

and Pressburger are hostile to the 

cautious, ot en unthinking world of 

oi  cialdom. Ironically, in Colonel Blimp, 

the BBC succeed in censoring Candy, 

whereas Powell and Pressburger 

managed to get their i lm made, 

despite attempts by the Prime 

Minister and others to ban it. 

In 1940, Pressburger had written 

prophetically to Powell that ‘we shall 

show to all who begin to doubt our 

scheme that they are the idiots and not 

we’. And the ultimate irony of Colonel 

Blimp is that it is Pressburger – an 

outsider, a foreigner – using the voice 

of the German who points out that the 

British sense of sportsmanship is out 

of place in a total war, that Candy is an 

innocent in a harsh and brutal world. 

Theo says, ‘you’ve been educated 

to be a sportsman and a gentleman in 

peace and war, but this is not a gentle-

man’s war’. He tells him that if Britain 

does not win the war then ‘you might 

not i ght again for a hundred years’.

It takes a registered Alien to tell the 

British upper class that it must i ght 

to win at all costs. To survive the war, 

change is not only good, but essential. .

ABOVE Filmmaking duo Michael Powell (left) and Emeric Pressburger (right) were 

together known as ‘The Archers’, after the name of their production company.
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S
ettling down to watch this

Cold War espionage thriller,

I felt pretty safe in the hands

of director Steven Spielberg,

co-writers Joel and Ethan Coen, and

stars Mark Rylance and Tom Hanks.

This was a real powerhouse cast

and crew, tackling an intriguing real-life

event. The trailer promised Soviet

spies, double-crossings, and generous

helpings of dry, cliché-launting Coen

comedy – I was in for a treat.

The ilm opens with a striking

cinematic technique. We see Mark

Rylance, as Rudolf Abel, studying

himself in a mirror. The camera then

pans right to reveal a perfect self-

portrait Abel is painting.

Three faces glare intently at each

other – the many faces of espionage,

the many identities of a long-serving

Soviet spy, and the complex multi-

layered mistrust between America

and the ‘Red Menace’ over a decade

ater the end of WWII.

All this is summed up in a matter

of seconds before Abel sets of on his

daily trip to the river to paint: his hobby,

his passion, his cover. The irst few

minutes as the camera follows Abel –

who could not look less like a spy – are

almost silent, as he doddles along the

riverside to ind his preferred bench.

He sits, he paints, he retrieves the

secret message hidden beneath the

bench, paints some more, and returns

to his humble apartment.

On his homeward trip, men with

trench coats and wide-brimmed hats

emerge from street corners, from

behind lampposts and newspapers.

If Abel could not look less like a spy,

these thick-necked, bumbling oafs

could not look more like spiteful

caricatures of the 1950s FBI.

They burst into Abel’s apartment,

pistols pointed at the threat to their

national security – in this case a small,

rather frail middle-aged man sitting on

his bed in his pants and vest,

asking politely if he can dry his

paints before he is carted of. Abel

is unlappable, and plays up to his

eccentric feeble appearance.

Evidence found in Abel’s room

leads to his arrest and prosecution

as a Soviet spy. To showcase the

integrity of the US justice system, Abel

is ofered a defence attorney in the

form of respectable family man James

B Donovan, a believer in fair play who is

played by the perfectly cast Tom Hanks.

An insurance lawyer who played

some part in the Nuremberg Trials,

Donovan is put there as a puppet, a

display of benevolence on the part of

the US government to minimise the

Soviet Union’s opportunity to use any

wrongdoing for propaganda purposes.

The two men meet in Abel’s cell.

Afable and amused, Donovan sits

opposite glassy, unreadable Abel.

Ater a touching, quip-heavy scene

in which they appear to decide to

trust one another, Abel agrees to

accept the American’s help. Not the

other way round.

No one expects Donovan to mount

such a serious and compelling defence

of Abel. He and his family sufer

dreadfully at the hands of a furious

US public, who shout at him in the

street, and even go as far as to open

ire on his house, accusing him of being

a traitor and Soviet sympathiser.

In the face of such intimidation,

Donovan sticks to his guns, managing

to convince the judge to sentence Abel

to 30 years’ imprisonment, rather than

to death. Abel, Donovan argues, may

one day be a useful bargaining chip.

And just like that, the vague subplot

we have been watching develop as

the court-case plays out yields just

such an occasion: U-2 spy-plane pilot

Francis Gary Powers is shot down

and captured during a sortie over

the Soviet Union.

At the same time, an American

economics student in Berlin, Frederic

Pryor, is imprisoned on suspicion of

espionage, having tried to escort

his girlfriend into West Berlin as the

wall is being erected.

The pieces are set, and it’s time for

Donovan to risk all and go to Berlin

in order to strike a deal: Powers for

Abel. Don’t worry about Pryor – we’ll

get him another time.

The second half of the ilm takes

place in bleak, freezing Berlin. The

shots here are stunning, with the

drab concrete walls and driving

snow contrasting with the rich

colours of the costumes and the

red of the Soviet lags. These scenes

really are a delight.

Another highlight is the language

of negotiation used, and the ine

E E S

law-school rhetoric employed by 

Donovan when dealing with the 

high-ranking KGB oi  cer in Berlin. 

Hanks plays his part with the wry, 

understated charm of a 1940s star of 

the Silver Screen. A really unlikely hero. 

The middle section drags in parts, 

and the absence of Rylance for the 

bulk of the action is all too noticeable. 

I also doubt that the soundtrack will 

sell many copies. The i lm deserved a 

stirring Soviet-esque score with some 

unforgettable themes. Sadly, Thomas 

Newman’s musical accompaniment 

fails to deliver. 

That aside, this remains a highly 

recommended i lm. The sort that will 

have you reading up on everything to 

do with this whole intriguing af air as 

soon as the end credits start to roll. .
GEORGE CLODE

FILM | NEW RELEASE

BRIDGE OF SPIES
26 November 2015
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T
his is an impressive, well-

researched account of a conlict

that helped deine the modern

Middle East, and it explains, as

Razoux shows, much subsequent

Iraqi and Iranian history.

In the atermath of the fall of

the Shah in Iran during the Islamic

Revolution of 1979, Iraq attacked Iran

because Saddam Hussein sought a

favourable settlement of longstanding

border disputes and hoped to seize

the regional hegemony previously

enjoyed by the Shah.

This launched a struggle that

lasted from 1980 to 1988. It was

by far the longest and most costly

conventional war of the period.

IRAQI COMBAT

INADEQUACIES

The Iraqis planned to use the same

methods as those employed by Israel

against Egypt in the Six Day War in

1967: a surprise air attack to destroy

the opponent’s air force, followed by

a tank ofensive.

Although the operational plan was

well conceived, in the end the Iraqis

proved incapable of executing it. The

surprise Iraqi attack on ten Iranian

air bases on 22 September 1980

failed because of a lack of expertise

and of adequate targeting equipment.

Most Iranian airields were at the

edge of Iraqi range, and Iraqi pilots

had scant combat experience. Iraq

also lacked precision guidance

systems. Furthermore, the Iraqi

dictator Saddam Hussein was

misguided in attempting to exercise

rigid operational control.

That day, 192 Iraqi aircrat took

of at noon, but a mistaken focus

on targeting Iranian runways, rather

than straing unsheltered aircrat, re-

duced the damage done, as did the

failure of many bombs to explode.

Efective Iranian air defence

was also a factor. The Iranians had

learned a lesson from the Israeli

attack on Egypt in 1967, and, for now,

many of the Iranian aircrat were

held in hardened shelters.

On the ground, the Iraqis lacked

the mobility and tactical lexibility

shown by the Israelis in 1967

and 1973. Their advance was

too slow and their tanks were

frequently employed as artillery,

thus reducing their capacity for

manoeuvre warfare.

Nor did the Iraqi forces possess

efective logistics or suiciently

lexible command systems. In fact,

neither side was capable of ighting

more than a single battle before having

to stop, reit, and plan the next advance.

More seriously, Iraqi war aims

were misconceived. There was

no rebellion by the Arab-majority

population of south-west Iran as

Saddam had anticipated. In addition,

there was no Plan B.

Nor was there any clear exit

strategy, in part because the nature

of Iranian politics had been misread:
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far from collapsing, the Iranian forces 

fought back, helped by an upsurge 

in patriotism. To take Khorramshahr 

between 24 October and 10 November 

1980, the Iraqis had to resort to 

hand-to-hand combat.

At sea, both sides used Silkworm 

missiles, the Chinese-manufactured 

copy of the Styx, more properly 

known as the HY-2 Hai Ying (Sea 

Eagle). Nevertheless, although the 

attacks on commercial shipping and 

oil platforms were important as 

economic warfare, and as ef orts 

to af ect other powers, they were 

very much a sideshow to the bitter 

conl ict on land.

THE IRAN-IRAQ WAR
Pierre Razoux, trans Nicholas Elliott

Harvard University Press, £29.95 (hbk)

ISBN 978-0674088634
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Iraqi war aims were 
misconceived. There was no 
rebellion by the Arab-majority 
population of south-west Iran 
as Saddam had anticipated.

EDITED BY KEITH ROBINSON



POWER POLITICS

Razoux brilliantly links the conl ict to 

the regional and Great Power politics 

of the period. The Iranians outnum-

bered the Iraqis, but international 

isolation made it dii  cult to maintain 

their equipment (always a major prob-

lem with foreign sources of supply). 

There was a shortage of missiles and 

to the international weapons market.

Both France and the Soviet Union were

notable suppliers to the Iraqi regime.

Iraqi expansionism and Iran’s Islamic

Revolution did not cause the wider

tensions that had been feared. Instead,

Europe, rather than the Islamic world,

came to the forefront in the Cold War

rivalry of the early 1980s.

In part, this was because the oppor-

tunistic and unsuccessful Iraqi attack

produced a conlict that continued

ater the Iraqi forces were driven out

of Iran in 1982. This was due to the

decision taken by the Iranians to in-

vade Iraq in an attempt to overthrow

Saddam Hussein. This commitment

ensured that Iran appeared a far less

serious threat to America’s allies in

the Gulf, particularly Saudi Arabia.

Now the Iranians beneited from the

use of missiles against Iraqi tanks, using

helicopters as launch pads for them.

Chemical weapons were also used, and,

from 1984, both sides ired missiles

targeting the opposing capitals. Indeed,

Iraqi attacks led much of the population

of Tehran to lee the city in 1988.

During the war, the West provided

indirect support to Iraq, not least by

sending warships to protect tanker

traic in the Gulf from Iranian attack.
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of fully functional avionics, including 

adequate radars. 

The Iraqis benei ted from assistance 

from most other Arab states, as well 

as from powers fearful of Iran and its 

espousal of Islamic fundamentalism, 

including the USA. This help was both 

i nancial, especially from Kuwait and 

Saudi Arabia, and in the form of access

This deployment led to clashes

between American and Iranian

forces: clashes in which the latter

were defeated.

In contrast to the situation from

1990, however, south-west Asia in

the 1980s required only a relatively

modest outlay of American resources,

which ensured that attention could

be focused elsewhere. The Iranians

inally accepted international pressure

for peace in 1988 because they could

not sustain the costs of the ofensive.

As the Korean War (1950-1953)

helped to radicalise Communist

China, so war with Iraq helped

further to radicalise the Islamic

Revolution in Iran. Moreover, the

inancial strains of the conlict led

Saddam Hussein to seek a quick

proit by invading vulnerable and

oil-rich Kuwait in 1990, only to ind

this led to war with an American-led

international coalition.

Thus the Iran-Iraq war led directly

into post-Cold War geopolitics

and conlict. Razoux has produced

the best book available on this

important war. It is clearly written

and well supported by maps.

JEREMY BLACK

Jeremy Black has recently published

Geopolitics and the Quest for

Dominance (Indiana University Press).

LEFT Aerial forces present at the 

beginning of hostilities.
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BELOW Marsh Arab soldiers 

in the Mesopotamian (or Iraqi) 

Marshes near Basra, 1980.
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‘Y
ou are Hitler’s unhappy love,’

Albert Speer was told by

Karl Maria Hettlage, his

inancial director at Organisation

Todt. Speer admitted that, if Hitler

had been capable of friendship,

he would have been as close to a

friend as the dictator ever had.

Kitchen’s view is that Speer ‘was

troubled by, but never came to terms

with, the homoerotic aspects’ of his

friendship with Hitler. There were

times when Hitler saw his favourite

architect as a surrogate son, and others

when he viewed him as a possible

successor as leader of the Third Reich.

Speer was also someone Hitler

wished he could have been –

upper-middle-class, well educated,

cultured, polite, professionally quali-

ied, and, at least in Hitler’s eyes, an

architect of genius.

Had Speer been nothing more than

Hitler’s architect, he would be of no

more interest today than, say, Hitler’s

favourite sculptor Arno Breker. But, in

a move of daring and intuition, Hitler

appointed Speer to be Minister of

Armaments ater the death of Fritz

Todt in February 1942.

In this role, Speer showed brilliance

and great organisational lare. He be-

came one of the most powerful men

in Nazi Germany, and some Allied

O S
SPEER: HITLER’S ARCHITECT
Martin Kitchen

Yale University Press, £25 (hbk)

ISBN 978-0300190441

THE BEST NEW MILITARY HISTORY TITLES THIS MONTH

With the other leaders dead 
or in hiding, Speer’s version of 
the workings of the Nazi state 
came to have great authority.

experts have claimed he prolonged 

the war by at least six months with 

his improvisational genius. 

Kitchen is highly sceptical about 

such a claim, providing detailed 

evidence of gross inei  ciencies and 

waste in armament production. He 

suggests that the steel used to pro-

duce U-boats that never saw service 

would have built 5,000 desperately 

needed tanks for the Eastern Front.

Speer was the only senior Nazi to 

have a post-1945 career, if only as an 

imprisoned penitent, self-apologist, 

and bestselling author. With the 

other leaders dead or in hiding, 

Speer’s version of the internal 

workings of the Nazi state came 

to have great authority.

Convicted at Nuremberg, Speer 

would have been hanged if the Soviets 

had their way, and the British and 

French sought to imprison him. Initially, 

the Americans wanted to hang him too, 

but were eventually persuaded to fall in 

line with the other two Western allies.

Speer served 20 years in Spandau 

and emerged ‘a good Nazi’: a patriot 

who, as an apolitical technocrat, had 

served his country loyally in time 

of war, oblivious to the horrors of 

the regime. That, at least, was the 

narrative Speer assiduously promoted 

in his own books, and through such 

journalists as Joachim Fest and Gitta 

Sereny. He had also managed to hang

on to the great bulk of his enormous 

fortune, and lived as a rich man in 

post-war Germany.

Professor Kitchen’s in-depth, deeply

researched biography challenges 

Speer’s self-serving version, and pres-

ents a great deal of new material that

was not available either at Nuremberg

or during most of Speer’s life. 

Speer always claimed he knew 

nothing about the extermination of 

the Jews: Kitchen presents detailed 

evidence that Speer himself was 

directly responsible for expelling 

thousands of Jews from Berlin, and 

for the coni scation of their l ats and 

possessions, and that he knew full 

well of their deportation ‘to the East’ 

for ‘resettlement’. 

Far from being an apolitical tech-

nocrat, Speer was always, Kitchen 

claims, a dyed-in-the-wool Nazi, a 

loyal admirer of Hitler, and a close 

colleague of Himmler and Goebbels.

Previous books by and on Speer 

have avoided showing photos of 

him in Nazi uniform, or giving the 

Hitler salute. In this biography, they 

are there aplenty. Speer is shown in 

full Nazi rig, enthusiastically giving 

the Nazi salute. He is revealed as 

a keen observer of U-boats being 

launched, and of V-1 rockets being 

tested before being sent to destroy 

London. Without reading a word of 

the damning text, it is self-evident 

from the photographs that Speer was 

a loyal, fervid National Socialist.

Kitchen concludes that Speer 

of ered ‘a thick coat of whitewash’ to 

lower-level Nazis about the Holocaust. 

‘If Speer didn’t know, and he was so 

close to Hitler, how could I have done?’ 

went the apologia. 

For Kitchen, Speer was just as 

much a war criminal as Himmler or 

Ribbentrop. This is a dark, Faustian 

tale of a knowing pact with the devil, 

followed by bad faith, hypocrisy, 

evasion, and denial. Yet, without 

Speer’s writings, our understanding 

of the inner workings of the top levels 

of the Third Reich would be much the 

poorer: a l awed, complicit witness is 

surely better than no witness at all.

ROBERT CARVER
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T
he truth is that war has not changed. David Betz states this as his premise in a book that

sets out to chart the evolution of military power in the digital age. In this context, how we ight

wars has changed enormously. The author, however, makes it clear that technology may alter

the way war is fought, but the nature of conlict remains as it has been for centuries.

The military powers of the West have tried to disconnect themselves from warfare’s enduring nature,

seeking instead a type of war that is fast, easy, and decisive; ‘yet each time, all they have managed to

grasp is a slow, bitter, and indecisive war’.

The book starts of with an analysis of the 1991 Gulf War, which tempted military leaders to

believe that sensors and high-tech communications could foil the enemy’s every move. The failure of

this technique led policymakers and strategists to replace forces on the ground with long-range weapons.

This was, in no small measure, a response to intense public hostility in the West to involvement in

foreign wars and to the casualties sustained in these conlicts.

Betz puts forth a persuasive argument that in a ‘War on Terror’, such as the one now being waged

in Syria, ighting from a distance simply does not work. It is something akin to a lyweight defeating a

heavyweight boxer who wades in with one hand tied behind his back and bootlaces tied together.

The author chooses ‘connectivity’ for his title to avoid the term ‘cyberspace’, the latter (in his view)

being an impediment to thinking about war and its broader challenges in the Information Age.

Connectivity does not eliminate the risk factor, a reality that people in front of screens pushing

buttons tend to overlook. The enemy, as we have witnessed with the rise of ISIS, is operating from

systems as sophisticated as those of the West. The terrorists’ multimedia communications network

becomes a potent force in what is, now more than ever, a contest for hearts and minds.

Information systems have brought clarity and sped decision cycles in some aspects of warfare. ‘The problem’, Betz argues, ‘is that obtaining perfect knowledge

of one’s enemy depends on having a stupid enemy unable to keep pace with relevant counter-measures. Such enemies are in short supply.’

JULES STEWART

CARNAGE AND CONNECTIVITY
David Betz

Hurst & Co, £30 (hbk)

ISBN 978-1849043229

THE MAN ON THE MANTELPIECE
Janet Denny

Silverwood Books, £9.99 (pbk)

ISBN 978-1781323571

I
n August 1939, Jim Gaywood was a staunch pacii st and member of the Peace Pledge Union, 

arguing against war and even giving up his job when his i rm started to make armaments. By 

July 1941, he had walked into a recruiting centre and volunteered for the RAF, where he became 

a member of Bomber Command. 

Intrigued by this complete turnaround, Janet Denny – his daughter – who has only known him 

from a photograph, sets out on a quest to i nd out more about the father she never met.

She has two fragments of his diaries, and armed with these and with the help of people who 

knew him, she retraces his steps from Brighton to Dumfries, and from Aberystwyth to Lincolnshire, 

piecing together the last years of his life. 

It seems that Jim’s pacii sm was eroded by his experiences of the Blitz, seeing the devastation 

wrought by Hitler’s bombs. There was also Hitler’s decision to invade the Soviet Union, a place 

seen by socialists of the 1930s as a utopia. He felt he could no longer live with his conscience 

if he did nothing.

Initially, Jim had signed up to be a pilot, but failed his l ying test, and so became an air bomber. 

Throughout his training, Jim wrestled with his pacii st conscience, remaining politically engaged, 

and passing comment on the government of the day and its conduct of the war. 

At various points, he had the chance to evade l ying – he could have let  aircrew once he failed 

his pilot’s licence, or he could have become an instructor when he passed his air bomber’s course. 

However, he chose to go on, and his i rst ‘op’ was on 23 May 1944, when he was sent, with his 

crew, to bomb Dortmund. The raid was successful, but on their return, they were intercepted and their plane came down in the North Sea.

With this memoir, Janet Denny has written a paean to the father she never knew, who was killed the day before she was born. Immensely readable, 

it takes us into the minds of those who were involved in the war against Hitler, of those who were directly af ected by its conduct and consequences.

FRANCESCA TROWSE
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William the Conqueror: 

paths of history

Michel Hourquet, 

Gilles Pivard, and 

Jean-François Sehier

Orep Editions, £20.70 (pbk)

ISBN 978-2815102452

This book details walking routes 

that enable the reader to trace 

the footsteps not just of William 

the Conqueror, but of earlier 

Dukes of Normandy too. Giving 

details of the history and 

geography of Normandy, and 

information about buildings 

linked with William and his 

forebears, history is brought to 

life for the walker. Illustrated 

with maps and directions.

Rain

Barney Campbell

Michael Joseph, £7.99 (pbk)

ISBN 978-1405921213

This is a historical novel 

that follows the story of 

a young oi  cer called Tom 

Chamberlain. Fresh out of 

Sandhurst, he is sent to i ght 

in Helmand Province. The 

lives of his men are his 

responsibility, although he 

is wracked by doubts about 

his competence. This is a 

moving book that also 

provides an on-the-ground 

description of the challenges 

of modern combat warfare 

in Afghanistan.

Northern Ireland: An Agony 

Continued – the British Army 

and the Troubles, 1980-83

Ken Wharton

Helion, £25 (hbk)

ISBN 978-1910294390

One of a series of books on ‘the 

Troubles’ in Northern Ireland, 

this volume covers the period 

during which ten Republican 

paramilitaries starved 

themselves to death in protest 

at their loss of status as political 

prisoners. It also refers to the 

episode in which a bomb in 

Hyde Park killed soldiers and 

horses from the Blues and 

Royals, and the murder of 18 

people by the INLA at a disco.

The First Blitz: bombing 

London in the First 

World War

Ian Castle

Osprey Publishing, 

£14.99 (pbk)

ISBN 978-1472815293

A new theatre of warfare 

opened in 1915: the ‘Home 

Front’. On 26 occasions, airships 

crossed the North Sea and 

attempted to bomb the capital. 

British biplanes tried to defend 

it, but in 1917 faster Gotha 

planes replaced the Zeppelins, 

forcing an overhaul of 

London’s defences – changes 

that would shape air-defence 

strategy in WWII.

Boeing B-29 Superfortress, 

1942-60 (all marks), 

Owners’ Workshop 

Manual

Chris Howlett

Haynes Publishing, 

£25 (hbk)

ISBN 978-0857337900

Part of the Haynes Manual 

series, this volume details 

the design, construction, and 

anatomy of the B-29. It looks 

at its combat career, which 

included dropping the i rst 

atomic bombs on Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki. The author 

describes what it was like to 

l y and maintain a B-29 – but 

gives no details for home repairs.

ILLUSTRATED BOOK
Finland at War: 
the Winter War, 
1939-40
Vesa Nenye with Peter 
Munter and Toni Wirtanen
Osprey, £25 (hbk)
ISBN 978-1472806314
A well-illustrated and nicely 

produced book on a theatre of 

the Second World War that does 

not ot en receive attention. There 

are a couple of useful chapters 

that give background information 

on Finland’s rise to independence, 

and on the strategic background 

to the country’s status as a 

battleground between Soviet 

and German forces. A good 

introduction to the early years, 

with a second volume to come.
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I
have long felt Operation Market

Garden to be Montgomery’s

greatest blunder, although this

takes nothing away from my

admiration for the men on the ground

and in the air, nor from what was a

staggering feat of organisation.

The theory was for an airborne

‘carpet’ to be laid across a series of

water obstacles in northern Holland,

across which an armoured column,

XXX Corps, would travel, outlanking

the Siegfried Line and moving into

Germany itself. The hope was that

this audacious plan would end the

war by Christmas 1944. Yet its

failure, due in a signiicant part to

lawed planning and a refusal to pay

heed to unwelcome intelligence, may

well have lengthened the war.

A number of years ago, I cycled

the route taken by XXX Corps,

crossing the bridges that were

the objectives of the American

101st and 82nd, and the British 1st

Airborne Divisions, and the Polish

1st Independent Parachute Brigade.

But more than two decades on, I was

persuaded by Alex, my ten-year-old

son, to return to Arnhem and revisit

the area that witnessed so much bitter

ighting over 70 years ago.

Exploring the battleields around

Eindhoven, Nijmegen, and Arnhem,

and especially travelling between

them along the line of ‘Hell’s Highway’,

one cannot fail to notice that water is

the dominant geographical feature.

Whether this be drainage ditches,

small canals, other minor water-

courses, or major canals and rivers, 

it is virtually impossible to travel for 

more than a couple of kilometres 

without encountering a water-

crossing. This simple fact shaped 

the entire operation.

THE WINGS OF 
LIBERATION MUSEUM
The 101st (US) Airborne Division 

was instructed to capture the 

bridges over the Rivers Aa and 

Dommel, and the Zuid Willemsvaart 

and Wilhelmina Canals, and also 

to capture Eindhoven itself. The 

toughest i ghting experienced by 

the 101st was against General 

Student’s own airborne troops, 

in the Sonse Forest, and it is here, 

4km east of Best, that the Wings of 

Liberation Museum is situated. 

The museum was the brainchild of 

Fritz Driessen, who, during the Second 

World War, had worked with the 

resistance in Holland, Belgium, and 

France, before joining the advancing 

American army as an intelligence 

oi  cer in 1944. The museum is based 

on Driessen’s own collection of 

militaria, but once this had outgrown 

its original location, it moved to its 

current home, situated on one of the 

Division’s landing zones.

The museum traces the course of 

WWII in Holland, and a ‘traditional’ 

chronological exhibition is at the 

heart of the museum in its main 

building. There are a number of 

tableaux, although it is the collection 

of vehicles, tanks, and aircrat  that 

is the highlight. 

The majority of the objects are 

associated with Market Garden, 

although several items (including a 

Russian T34 tank and a Katyusha 

rocket-launcher) are not. The star of 

the collection, however, is a Douglas 

Dakota, which was bought by Driessen 

as a 75th birthday present to himself, 

and named in honour of his daughter. 

The museum has a vast 

collection of model aircrat  and, of 

THE MUSEUMS OF OPERATION MARKET GARDEN

WITH DAVID FLINTHAM

VISIT

EXPLORING OPERATION

MARKET GARDEN
Gelderland and North Brabant, Netherlands

+31 (0) 70 370 5705 www.holland.com

For details of opening, see box opposite
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particular appeal to a ten-year-old, 

l ight simulators – Alex l ew and 

successfully landed a Dakota.

This impressive display of aircrat , 

AFVs, and other vehicles is well 

worth a visit – even though this 

is not the easiest museum to reach 

by public transport, and using the bus 

service from Best Station requires 

some planning.

THE NATIONAL 
LIBERATION MUSEUM
Moving further north, the 82nd 

(US) Airborne Division was tasked 

with capturing the bridges over the 

Maas at Grave, over the Maas-Waal 

Canal, and those over the Waal at 

Nijmegen, as well as securing the 

Groesbeek Heights, south-east 

of Nijmegen. According to several 

accounts, it was the latter which 

was the cornerstone of the entire 

operation, and it is here, 8.5km south-

east of Nijmegen, that the National 

Liberation Museum is located. 

The heights were a drop and 

landing zone for the 82nd, and the 

area’s importance to the operation 

can be gauged by the fact that not 

only is it the highest ground in the 

area, but it is also just 2km from 

the German border, and closer to 

the Reichswald Forest than it is 

to the centre of Nijmegen. 

Funded by American veterans 

and Dutch volunteers, this excellent 

museum was inaugurated in May 

1987 by Prince Bernhard. The 

museum tells the story of the 

experience of the Netherlands during 

WWII in three galleries. ‘Democracy 

Destroyed’ charts the rise of fascism, 

while ‘The Occupation’ covers the 

German invasion in May 1940 and 

the subsequent occupation until 

September 1944. Here, the story of 

Anne Frank is particularly moving. 

The i nal gallery, ‘Liberation’, looks 

at Operation Market Garden, the 

famine during the winter of 1944/45, 

the relief ef orts of Operation Manna,

and the i nal liberation in 1945 with 

Operation Veritable: it is a sobering 

fact that Arnhem did not actually fall 

until 14 April 1945. 

Central to the Liberation gallery is 

a tableau depicting the crossing of the 

Waal by the 504th PIR – the uniforms

were made for Saving Private Ryan. 

There is also a fascinating relief map 

of the Nijmegen battlei eld.

A separate building houses the 

Roll of Honour naming every American

killed in Market Garden, along with 

books of remembrance naming 

all British and Canadians killed 

in north-west Europe from 6 June 

1944 onwards, together with Polish, 

Belgian, and Dutch casualties.

It is a well-thought-out mixture 

of artefacts, tableaux, and visual 

aids, which are used to excellent 

ef ect to tell the story of the war-

torn Netherlands. There is also a 

good shop and a decent cafeteria 

(although the nearby De Oude Molem 

restaurant is recommended). 

G E L D E R L A N D 
&  B R A B A N T,

N E T H E R L A N D S

PICTURED ON BOTH PAGES:
1. ‘Airborne pillar’, St Elisabeth

Gasthuis, Arnhem.

2. Sherman Tank in front of Roll

of Honour hall.

3. A Douglas Dakota.

4. A diorama showing the crossing

of the Waal.

5. Freedom Trail marker in Arnhem.

6. Signpost at the Wings of

Liberation Museum.

Outside the museum, there is a 

Sherman tank from the Sherwood 

Rangers, and a German 75mm PAK, 

both of which saw action in the 

area. The museum also provides 

an excellent viewpoint across Drop 

Zone ‘T’, towards the German border. 

About a kilometre from the museum 

is the Groesbeck Canadian CWGC 

cemetery and memorial.

THE AIRBORNE MUSEUM 
The 1st (British) Airborne Division 

was tasked with capturing the road, 

rail, and pontoon bridges over the 

Rhine at Arnhem, and establishing 

a bridgehead north of Arnhem to 

enable the further deployment of 

XXX Corps. There were two battles, 

MUSEUMS

THE WINGS OF LIBERATION 
MUSEUM
Historia Park, Sonseweg 39, 
5681 BH BEST

www.wingsol iberation.nl

Open Wed-Sun

€7.50

THE NATIONAL LIBERATION 
MUSEUM 1944-1945
Wylerbaan 4, 
6561 KR Groesbeek 

www.bevrijdingsmuseum.nl

Open daily, except 
Christmas

€10

THE AIRBORNE MUSEUM 
HARTENSTEIN
Utrechtseweg 232, 
6862 AZ Oosterbeek

www.airbornemuseum.nl

Open daily, except 
Christmas

€9

BATTLE OF ARNHEM 
INFORMATION CENTRE
Rijnkade 155, 
6811 CA Arnhem

en.infocentrum-
slagomarnhem.nl

Open daily, except 
Christmas
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one for the bridges at Arnhem itself, 

the other involving i ghting in and 

around the town of Oosterbeek, 4km 

west of the centre of Arnhem and 

8km east of the furthest drop-zone.

At the beginning of September 

1944, the Hotel Hartenstein – which 

means ‘Deer Place’ in Dutch (there 

are still fallow deer in the grounds) – 

in Oosterbeek was the headquarters 

of Field-Marshall Model, but following 

the landings it was taken over by 

Major-General Roy Urquhart.

Today, it is home to the Airborne 

Museum. Established in 1949, the 

museum was reopened in its current 

location by General Urquhart in 

1978. Spread across several l oors, 

the museum contains a vast array 

of fascinating exhibits, including 

weapons and uniforms, and a good 

introductory i lm in Dutch, English 

(with Polish subtitles), and German. 

Arguably, the highlight of the 

museum is in the basement, where 

reconstructions of a landing zone and 

of street i ghting are located. There 

is a shop with a substantial range of 

books. Outside the museum, visitors 

will i nd a Sherman tank, several 

anti-tank guns, and two memorials.

A short walk from the Airborne 

Museum is the Arnhem Oosterbeek 

CWGC cemetery. Among the more 

than 1,700 burials are 51 Polish 

graves, and the graves of three of 

Market Garden’s VCs: Captain John 

Grayburn, Flight-Lieutenant David 

Lord, and Captain Lionel Queripel.

EXPLORING ARNHEM
Finally, to Arnhem itself. Very little 

of pre-September 1944 Arnhem 

survives in the vicinity of the bridge: 

the bridge itself was destroyed by 

Allied bombing in October 1944 

(it had originally been blown up 

by the Dutch in May 1940, and 

rebuilt by the Germans). 

The current bridge was opened 

on 9 May 1950, and christened the 

‘John Frost Bridge’ in September 

1977, in honour of the commander 

of the 2nd Parachute Battalion.

There is an excellent walking 

route around Arnhem: ‘Freedom 

Trail Arnhem’ makes an interesting 

evening stroll, and takes in all 

of the main features, including 

the John Frost Bridge, the Nelson 

Mandela Bridge (in 1944 the 

site of a pontoon bridge), and 

St Elisabeth Gasthuis.

Key points are marked by obelisks, 

known as ‘Airborne pillars’, while the 

route itself is waymarked by maroon 

paving stones, some bearing the 

Pegasus symbol of the Parachute 

Regiment. Details of the trail can be 

obtained from the Arnhem tourist 

oi  ce and the Battle of Arnhem 

Information Centre.

We spent a total of three days 

exploring Operation Market Garden, 

a day each at Eindhoven, Nijmegen, 

and Arnhem (where we were based). 

While a day may be enough for Arnhem 

and Oosterbeek, both Eindhoven and 

Nijmegen need more time. 

We travelled to the Netherlands 

via the Dutch Flyer rail/ferry 

service: an evening departure 

from London brought us to Arnhem 

in time to visit museums the 

following morning. On arrival, we 

used public transport, and while 

this was generally i rst-rate, it did 

present a series of challenges, 

not least the fact that the most 

comprehensive guide to the 

battlei elds, Major and Mrs Holt’s, 

requires some interpretation as 

it is written for the motorist.

A visit to the battlei elds of 

Operation Market Garden is a must 

for any WWII military historian. 

Exploring the area, one is let  asking 

not ‘why did Market Garden fail?’, 

but ‘how did anyone think it would 

succeed in the i rst place?’. 

PICTURED ON THIS PAGE:

7. Entrance to Arnhem Oosterbeek

War Cemetery.

8. Entrance to the Airborne Museum.

9. John Frost Bridge, Arnhem.
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ARRAS BATTLEFIELD TOURS
Jonathan Nicholls led his first battlefield
tour to the Somme in 1978 with a group
of Metropolitan Police officers. Taking
many veteran soldiers with him over
the following years, he learned from
them – the boys who actually fought
the war. Consequently, when on the
battlefields, his narrative is coloured by a
wealth of soldiers’ stories from the bloody
battlefields of the Somme, Arras, and
Ypres. He simply ‘brings it to life’ with
unique passion and humour. When he is
not employed as the principal guide for
The Daily Telegraph tours or The Guardian
tours, he operates by 4x4 and minibus,
independently taking small groups to
visit the graves of their loved ones, which
are researched in detail. Recommended
by the Commonwealth War Graves
Commission.

TEL: 07710420933

EMAIL: nicholls.jonathan@gmail.com

WEB: www.arrasbattlefieldtours.com

SELECTED TOURS: The Somme 2016, Arras 2017,

Messines & Passchendaele 2017 – Continuous

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

We also arrange tours for individuals as well as
groups wishing to attend major anniversary events, drawing on our long experience as Official
Tour Operators to organisations such as the Normandy Veterans Association.

This year we have expanded our portfolio with a new range of UK-based tours for groups from
as few as 15 people staying in 3*/4* accommodation (with free places for group organisers);
ideal for weekend breaks.

Our guides are selected and trained by us, and have an academic or military background,
great experience, and enthusiasm for sharing their knowledge.

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

TEL: 01244 340 777

EMAIL: info@wartours.com

WEB: www.wartours.com

WAR HISTORY 1944
We cover the whole of Europe up to Berlin, all of Italy, 
Crete, Sicily, and Tunisia. Our tours are set by the clients 
and not by us – just ask and we will take you. You choose 
the dates and where YOU want to go, we will set up the 
tour in consultation with you, and off we’ll go, on the 
date you select (perhaps with some small alterations!). 
Our normal tour size is one to four people, but we can 
take up to six, and at any time of the year. 

TEL: +44 1608 737 571

EMAIL: objwarman@aol.com

TO U R S

T

GUIDES 1815
Make your visit of the Battlefield of Waterloo one to remember with a Guide 1815!

Whether you are alone, or part of a group, if you have booked in advance for a tour, we will show you
around the battlefield and provide you with all the necessary information to make your visit a success.

TEL: 32 (0) 473.18.07.91

EMAIL: via our website www.guides1815.org

WEB: www.guides1815.org (for information and reservations)

SELECTED TOURS: Somme 100th Anniversary – 29 June-3 July 2016; Arnhem 

Anniversary - 15-20 September 2016; Hadrian’s Wall – 1 or 2 days; Battle of 

Hastings – 1 or 2 days; Portsmouth Historic Dockyard – 1 or 2 days

SELECTED TOURS: 

Historical account, Lion Mound, Panorama, the Hougoumont farm, the Wellington Museum, the Last Headquarters of Napoleon. The Guide 1815 will accompany you to the most 

important places on the battlefield.

The guided tours must be booked in advance via our website, www.guides1815.org

WEB: www.warhistory1944.co.uk

SELECTED TOURS: We try to go where you want and negotiate a package.



THERE ARE A SELECT NUMBER OF BATTLEFIELD 

TOURS THAT EVERY MILITARY HISTORY 

ENTHUSIAST SHOULD EXPERIENCE. HERE IS A 

PROMOTION OF THE FINEST, MOST REASONABLY 

PRICED, WORLDWIDE TOURS AVAILABLE. 

GUIDED BATTLEFIELD TOURS
We pride ourselves on providing our guests 

with a quality, personal experience. Our 

greatest recommendation is the number of 

returning guests present on our tours. In 

addition to your expert guide, each tour is 

accompanied by a tour manager to ensure your 

comfort and the smooth running of the tour. 

Our battlefield tours are inspired by both 

a passion for history and the belief that we 

must not forget the sacrifice of past genera-

tions. Our specialist guides bring the sites to 

life with the past events that took place there, 

putting them in their historical context.

We offer a comprehensive range of First and 

Second World War tours in France, Belgium, 

and Holland.  The cost of the tours includes all 

travel from the pickup point, bed and breakfast 

accommodation in a 3* or 4* hotel, refresh-

ments each day, and entry to all museums. Our 

tours are protected for you through ABTOT.  

TEL: 01633 258207
EMAIL: info@guidedbattlefieldtours.co.uk
WEB: www.guidedbattlefieldtours.co.uk

SELECTED TOURS: Treading in Tommy’s Footsteps, 29 

April - 2nd May 2016; Walking the Somme Battlefields,

20 May - 23 May 2016; Dunkirk, 28 May - 31 May 2016;

The Battles of 1917- 1918, 17-20 June 2016; First Day of

the Somme Centenary, 30 June - 4 July 2016; Normandy

and the D-Day Landings, 4 August - 7 August 2016

WATERLOO BATTLEFIELD TOURS
Alan Lindsey, who has lived close to the battlefield 

and studied it for 20 years, takes small groups or 

individuals over the three battlefields of Waterloo, 

Quatre Bras, and Ligny.  The march of events, 

the dominant personalities, the manoeuvres of 

each army, and the actions of individual soldiers, 

coloured by the weather conditions and the influ-

ence of the terrain, are all revealed with humour 

and insight.

Visits include the Wellington Museum, Le Caillou, Hougoumont, the Lion Mound, 

Plançenoit, and others. Each tour is organised according to your requirements and special 

interests. Transport for up to four passengers is included.  

We recommend our clients to stay in Waterloo, which is a sophisticated place these days 

with many first-class hotels and restaurants.

TEL: Alan Lindsey on +32 10 41 08 40 

or +32 (0)475 616 646

EMAIL: alanlindsey7@gmail.com

WEB: www.waterloobattlefieldtours.com

SELECTED TOURS: See website.

BIRD BATTLEFIELD TOURS
Bird Battlefield Tours is run by military historians and authors Tony 

and Nicky Bird. Nicky, a member of the Guild of Battlefield Guides, 

worked for many years at the V&A, and also guides art historical 

tours. They have both written and lectured extensively on WWI and 

WWII but try not to bang on during their convivial, personal tours. 

They specialise in guiding small groups to the Somme, Ypres, 

Verdun, and elsewhere, including Normandy, Gallipoli, Waterloo, 

and WWII bomber bases of East Anglia. Invaluable, illustrated 

itineraries with comprehensive background are provided at no 

extra cost (prices include all meals and wine). 

They welcome requests for bespoke tours – from families wishing to see where their grandfathers 

fought, or from groups of friends who simply want to travel together without the risk of joining a tour 

that may contain a bore.

KIRKER HOLIDAYS
Specialists in high quality escorted tours and tailor-made short breaks, Kirker Holidays provides a range of expert-

led itineraries for those with an interest in history, archaeology, art, architecture, and music.

As we mark the centenary of the First World War and the bicentenary of the Battle of Waterloo, Kirker has cre-

ated a selection of carefully crafted itineraries which explore the sites of these influential conflicts in the company

of expert historians. During 2016, military historians Neil Faulkner and Hugh MacDonald-Buchanan will lead

Kirker tours to the battlefields of the Western Front and Waterloo in Flanders, and the Gallipoli peninsula in

Turkey. In addition, we are looking forward to embarking on a new tour which will trace the Duke of Wellington’s

progress in Spain and Portugal during the Peninsular Wars – the campaign which eventually led to Napoleon’s humiliation and exile in Elba.

TEL: 020 7593 2283
WEB: www.kirkerholidays.com

SELECTED TOURS: The Battle of Waterloo, 3 nights, departing 8 July and 30 September 2016; The Duke of Wellington & The 

Peninsular War, 7 nights, departing 17 April 2016; Istanbul & Gallipoli, 8 nights, departing 28 May 2016

TEL: 020 8752 0956

EMAIL: nick@nickybirddesign.com

WEB: www.birdbattlefieldtours.com

SELECTED TOURS: Ypres/Somme: April 19-22 2016; 

D-Day: May 27-30 2016; Ypres/Somme: June 17-20 2016; 

Bruges/Waterloo: July 4-7 2016; Verdun/Bastogne: 

September 19-23 2016.
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Worcestershire County Museum, Hartlebury 

Castle, Hartlebury, nr Kidderminster, DY11 7XZ

www.ww1worcestershire.co.uk

01299 250 416

Hartlebury Castle is a 13th-century mansion in 

Worcestershire. It underwent fortii cation in the 

15th century, but much of the castle

was destroyed during the English Civil

War. The castle was rebuilt in the 17th and

18th centuries, and during the First World War it 

was used as a Red Cross Voluntary Aid Detachment 

hospital for wounded soldiers. 

Through artefacts and the patients’ drawings, 

poems, and comments, this exhibition rediscovers 

part of the castle’s history, and the happy moments 

spent there during a time of national tragedy.

EXHIBITION

A HAPPY CONVALESCENCE 
12 March 2016-1 December 2018

WAS YOUR ANCES-
TOR A SOLDIER?
29 March 2016

Hampshire Record Oi  ce, Sussex 
Street, Winchester, SO23 8TH

www.hants.gov.uk/archives

01962 846 154

Do you have a soldier in your 

family tree? Do you want to i nd 

out more about him? 

This workshop will of er an 

introduction to archival records 

that could shed light on the 

military careers of your ances-

tors. It will outline the dif erent 

types of records available to aid 

your research, most of which are 

accessible through the National 

Archives at Kew, county record 

oi  ces, and regimental archives. 

Participants will be given the 

opportunity to handle original 

documents and copies of archival 

holdings, and may ask questions 

relating to their research. 

This is a regular event, but places 

must be booked in advance. 

WORKSHOP

£13 
ENTRY

TIGERS, ROSES, AND POLAR BEARS: 
THE HISTORY OF THE REGIMENTAL CHAPEL OF ST GEORGE
7 March 2016

Shei  eld Cathedral, Church Street, 

Sheield, S1 1HA

TALK

S
t George’s Chapel is a memorial chapel dedicated to the York and Lancaster Regiment, which was

formed in 1758 and disbanded in 1968. The 12th (Sheield City) Battalion of the York and Lancaster

Regiment (also known as the ‘Shei  eld Pals’) lost several of its members during the First World War,

and many were killed on the i rst day of the Battle of the Somme.

   The chapel houses the Regiment’s Roll of Honour books, which are on display, and important episodes

in the history of the Regiment are commemorated in its stained-glass windows.

   Margaret Garner will be the speaker at this event exploring the fascinating history of the chapel.

£5
ENTRY

www.shei  eldcathedral.org
0114 275 3434

£3.50 
ENTRY
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 VISITS

10 MARCH 2016
The Somme: a centen-
nial reassessment
The Black Watch Castle & 
Museum, Balhousie Castle, 
Hay Street, Perth, PH1 5HR
www.theblackwatch.co.uk

01738 638 152

£9

There were 60,000 British 
casualties on the first day of 
the Battle of the Somme. In 
this lecture, Professor Gary 
Sheffield reassesses the battle 
as we approach its centenary. 
The event is preceded by a 
drinks reception. Advance 
booking is required.

12-13 MARCH 2016
World War II 
Weekend
Action Stations, Portsmouth 
Historic Dockyard, HM Naval 
Base, Portsmouth, PO1 3LJ
www.actionstations.org

02392 893 338

This themed event will include 
WWII military and model boat 
displays, a vintage market and 
fashion show, a ‘cooking with 
rations’ display, costumed 
characters, and 1940s music. 
The event is free for all Action 
Stations or Historic Dockyard 
ticket-holders, but event-only 
tickets are available on request.

21 MARCH 2016
Counter-insurgency 
in Ireland in the 1860s
Army & Navy Club, 36-39 Pall 
Mall, London, SW1Y 5JN
www.nam.ac.uk

020 7730 0717
FREE

Jerome Devitt examines the 
reaction of the British Army 
in Ireland to the Fenian 
Conspiracy of the late 1860s. 
His talk considers counter-
insurgency tactics as varied 
as constabulary support, gar-
risoning, and the use of Army 

‘Flying Columns’ to track and 
suppress Irish rebels during 
the abortive Fenian Rising of 
1867. Reservation required.

DATES TO 
REMEMBER

REMEMBERING 1916: LIFE ON THE WESTERN FRONT
12 March-31 August 2016

EXHIBITION

LECTURE

THE FALKLANDS WAR, 1982
8 March 2016

Museum of London, 150 London Wall, London, EC2Y 5HN
www.gresham.ac.uk

This free public lecture by Professor Vernon Bogdanor, Visiting Gresham Professor 

of Political History, will explore the history and legacy of the 1982 war between Argentina and the United Kingdom.

Argentina invaded and occupied the Falklands in an attempt to claim sovereignty. In response, the Conservative 

government, led by Margaret Thatcher, fought to recover the islands. Despite some public scepticism and logistical 

dii  culties, the United Kingdom was successful. 

This talk will consider the history of the conl ict, and the extent to which its outcome led to a landslide Conservative 

victory in the 1983 election and contributed to the success of Thatcherism.

TRUTH
AND 
MEMORY: 
BRITISH ART 
OF THE FIRST 
WORLD WAR
25 March-4 

September 2016

York Art Gallery, Exhibition 

Square, York, YO1 7EW
www.yorkartgallery.org.uk

01904 687 687

‘Truth and Memory’ is the largest exhibition of British

First World War art for over 100 years. Originally on

display at the IWM London, it comprises over

60 works of art, including paintings by Paul Nash,

Percy Wyndham Lewis, CRW Nevinson, Stanley

Spencer, and William Orpen.

The exhibition assesses the impact and legacy of

British art of the First World War, considering artistic

responses to the conlict across several epochs, and

the inluence of these on Britain’s perception of WWI

and of warfare in general.

EXHIBITIONDISPLAY

PAVILION BLUES: 
DISABILITY AND IDENTITY
15 March-20 November 2016

Whitgit Exhibition Centre, Whitgit School,

Haling Park, South Croydon, CR2 6YT
www.remembering1916.co.uk

020 8688 9222

Brighton Museum & Art Gallery, Royal Pavilion 

Gardens, Brighton, East Sussex, BN1 1EE
www.brightonmuseums.org.uk

0300 029 0900

Over 6,000 amputee soldiers received treatment,

rehabilitation, and training at the Royal Pavilion

during the First World War. ‘Pavilion Blues’ explores

this previously untold story of challenge, adversity,

and opportunity.

This display, held in the prints and drawings gallery,

will be the irst instalment of a broader programme of

events concerning disability history and experience.

Marking the centenary of WWI

and the momentous events of 1916,

‘Remembering 1916: life on the Western

Front’ will present a collection of 500 original

objects, many of which are from private collections

and have never before been

displayed in public.

Packed with fascinating

individual stories, the exhibi-

tion will examine the Battles

of Verdun, Jutland, and the

Somme, and such characters

as Lord Kitchener and the Red

Baron. It will also reveal untold stories and little-known

individuals, from both the Western and Home Fronts.

£7.50
ENTRY

£7
ENTRY

£4
ENTRY

FREE
ENTRY
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Set on the historic Horse Guards Parade, 

against the magnificent backdrop of St 

James’s Park, The Massed Bands of The 

Household Division, supported by The 

Mounted Band of the Household Cavalry, 

The Pipes and Drums of the Scots Guards, 

The Drums and Pipes of the Irish Guards, 

The Band of the Honourable Artillery 

Company, and The Band of The Royal 

Yeomanry, will perform a programme of 

rousing military and contemporary music. 

This year, we commemorate the 

bonds of friendship that thrive 

between the 53 Commonwealth 

Countries.

Stirring music, precision drill, horses, 

cannons, lights, and fireworks all com-

bine to showcase the best of British mili-

tary music and ceremonial pageantry in 

an unforgettable evening.

THE HOUSEHOLD DIVISION BEATING RETREAT 
2016, COMMONWEALTH – THE BONDS OF 
FRIENDSHIP COMMEMORATED

WEB: www.householddivision.org.uk
DATES: 8 and 9 June 2016

WHERE: Horse Guards Parade, 
Whitehall, London

HOW MUCH: Tickets from £15.00 to £40.00 

The Frontline Walk is a 

100km walk completed in 

three days. Not a challenge 

for the faint-hearted, it 

will push you physically 

and mentally as you march 

along the Western Front. 

Starting at Lochnagar 

Crater and ending at the 

Menin Gate with the Ceremony of the Last Post, the Frontline Walk is a 

tough but poignant event, with memories that will last you a lifetime. 

The top three fundraisers will have the opportunity to lay a wreath at 

the Menin Gate, a once-in-a-lifetime chance to take part in the moving 

final salute to the fallen. 

The Walk takes place 100 years on from the Battle of the Somme, one 

of the largest battles of the First World War, which resulted in the death 

of more than a million Commonwealth, French, and German soldiers. 

FRONTLINE WALK

WEB: www.soldierscharity.org/
frontlinewalk

DATES: 5-9 October 2016
EMAIL: events@soldierscharity.org
WHERE: Meeting at Wellington Barracks, 
Birdcage Walk, London, SW1E 6HQ. 
Travelling across France and Belgium to 
finish at the Menin Gate. 

Returning to Wellington Barracks.
London, EC3N 4AB
PHONE: 0207 811 3960
HOW MUCH: £150 registration fee + £1,200 
minimum fundraising target (with £550 due 
by 1st August 2016 to confirm a place on 
the walk). Final deadline for fundraising is 
the end of December 2016.

Fellows Auctioneers regularly hold sales of 

antiques, as well as auctions of coins and 

medals at their saleroom in Birmingham’s 

historic Jewellery Quarter. The March auction 

of antiques features some interesting items 

of shipbreaker’s timber, whereas in quarterly 

auctions of coins and medals you can find 

military and commemorative medals, along 

with masonic regalia and coins. 

Free valuations of your unwanted antiques,

coins, medals, jewellery, and watches take 

place every Wednesday; call in to the 

saleroom between 10am and 4pm with your

items for a no-obligation auction estimate, 

or email images to info@fellows.co.uk for an

initial valuation.

AN AUCTION OF ANTIQUES & 
FINE ART – MONDAY 29TH 
FEBRUARY 2016

WEB: www.fellows.co.uk
DATES: The full auction calendar of events 
can found online, where you can also 
register to bid and receive auction alerts
EMAIL: info@fellows.co.uk

WHERE: 3 Queen Street, Mayfair, London, 
W1J 5PA (by appointment only)
PHONE: 0121 212 2131
HOW MUCH: Visit www.fellows.co.uk to 
view online catalogues, condition reports, 
and item estimates.

The Dig for Victory Show is a 1940s-themed family festival 

being held near Bristol in North Somerset. Organisers 

want to ‘bring history alive and the generations together 

with a sense of nostalgia and pride – to learn, to remember, 

and have fun’.

The event is run entirely by volunteers through a not-

for-profit organisation, and supports two charities this year 

– Walking With The Wounded and Weston Hospicecare.

Come and celebrate the ‘best of British’ and life 

in the ‘40s, with re-enactors demonstrating what life 

was like in wartime Britain, an exhibition of over 200 

original, restored wartime vehicles (including the 

iconic Sherman tank), live music, swing dance lessons, 

vintage stalls, children’s trail, local food and bar, history 

talks, make-do-and-mend, classic cars, a campsite, 

Saturday night Victory dance, and much more.

THE DIG FOR VICTORY SHOW – A 1940s FAMILY FESTIVAL 

WEB: www.digforvictoryshow.com
DATES: 11-12 June 2016
EMAIL: info@digforvictoryshow.com

WHERE: The North Somerset Showground, 
Wraxall, Nr Bristol, 
BS8 1NE

HOW MUCH: Adult tickets £10 
Family Tickets (2 Adults + 2 Children) only £22
Tickets and further information available from the website

ABOVE Previously 

featured in this auction



A PROMOTION OF SOME OF THE BEST EVENTS 

COMING UP OVER THE NEXT FEW MONTHS

In 2001, Nick Danziger photographed eleven 
women, all living in the world’s major conflict 
zones of the time, for an International 
Committee of the Red Cross study to docu-
ment the specific needs of women facing 
war. Ten years later, he set out to find each
one and learn what had become of their
lives. Danziger’s photographs and short films

will form the basis of the exhibition, which 
explores themes of personal struggle and the 
lasting impact of war on women’s lives. 

ELEVEN WOMEN FACING WAR

WEB: www.iwm.org.uk

DATES: 4 February-24 April 2016
EMAIL: contact@iwm.org.uk
WHERE: Imperial War Museum,
Lambeth road, London, SE1 6HZ

PHONE: 01789 403493
HOW MUCH: Free

The ‘P’tit Train de la Haute Somme’ (‘Little Train of the Upper Somme’) volunteers will cel-
ebrate the centenary of their narrow-gauge railway line during a big event in May. This line is the
last remaining railway line of several hundreds of kilometres built in 1916 by French and English
armies to supply the frontline during the Battle of the Somme.

Visiting WWI locomotives will come from England, Wales, and Germany to join historic loco-
motives and wagons of the railway. A model railways exhibition, historic displays, re-enactment
WWI groups, and societies will take part in this four-day event. The narrow-gauge railway
museum, the biggest in Europe, will also be open to help you to learn more about the history of
those railways. 

Open each day from 10am to 7pm. Take-away food available. See our website for train timetables.

WWI FRENCH NARROW-GAUGE RAILWAY CENTENARY

WEB: www.appeva.org

DATES: 5-8 May 2016
EMAIL: appeva@club-internet.fr

WHERE: Hameau de Froissy, La Neuville-lès-Bray, France,
Somme department, 40km east of Amiens.
PHONE: +33 322 83 11 89

HOW MUCH: Adults, €10.50; Children (aged 5-12), €7.00; free 
for children under five years old.

With a collection of over 500 objects, many from private collections and 
never before displayed in public, ‘Remembering 1916’ marks the cente-
nary of WWI and the momentous events of 1916.

Not only does the exhibition examine the battles of Verdun, Jutland,
and the Somme, and such characters as Lord Kitchener and the Red
Baron, it also reveals the untold stories, and uncelebrated individuals on 
both the Western and Home Fronts. Packed with fascinating individual
stories, the exhibition will draw on the voices, recollections, writings,
and opinions of British, French, and German soldiers and their families. 
It will feature a large array of personal items belonging to soldiers, pro-
viding an insight into their day-to-day lives.

The exhibition themes and exhibits will ref lect the approaches, atti-
tudes, and actions of each country.

REMEMBERING 1916: LIFE ON THE WESTERN FRONT

WEB: www.remembering1916.co.uk

DATES: 12 March-31 August 2016
EMAIL: remembering1916@whitgift.co.uk

WHERE: The Whitgift Exhibition Centre at 
Whitgift School, Croydon
PHONE: 020 8688 9222

HOW MUCH: £7 entry

Image: ©Nick Danziger/nbpictures.com. Mah-Bibi, Afghanistan, 2001.

Image: Private Collection.
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THE IRISH WAR OF INDEPENDENCE

Marking the centenary of the Easter Rising, we analyse the fighting in Dublin in

1916, and the guerrilla war that followed, in which 3,000 IRA men defeated 50,000

British soldiers and paramilitaries, bringing 700 years of colonial rule to an end.
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Military History Monthly is now available 
as a digital edition that can be downloaded 

to your PC, Mac, 
or iPad.

VISIT www.military-history.org/digital
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The Siege of Kut, 1916
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PUT YOUR MILITARY HISTORY KNOWLEDGE TO THE TEST WITH
THEMHM QUIZ, CROSSWORD, AND CAPTION COMPETITION

ACROSS

8 Guards regiment raised in 1656 (9)

9 British light cruiser present at the

Battle of the River Plate (4)

10 British general killed at Waterloo (6)

11 British tank of World War II and later (8)

12 Joseph ___, Confederate Army

general wounded at the Battle of

Seven Pines (8)

13 ___ King, US admiral, Chief of Naval

Operations from 1942 to 1945 (6)

14 Light cavalry, in some armies also

known as uhlans (7)

16Metal-tipped spear of southern

Africa (7)

20 San ___, battle fought in 1813 during

the Chilean War of Independence (6)

23 Area of Wales conquered by the

Romans in 78 AD (8)

MHM

CROSSWORD
NO 66

HMS Belfast is the most signiicant

surviving SecondWorldWar Royal

Navy warship, with a history that

extends to the Cold War, Korea,

and beyond. Opened to the public

in 1971, she became part of the

Imperial War Museum in 1978.

On board, you can journey

through the ship’s nine decks,

and see what life was like for

the 950-strong crew, listening to

the real-life stories of those who

served in her.

Visitors can take command in

the Operations Room, and help

recover a drowned plane; get

right to the heart of the action

in the Gun Turret Experience;

see what it was like to sleep on

the ship, where tightly packed

hammocks hang over break-out

areas and hallways in the Arctic

Messdeck; and take in 360°

views of London landmarks

including the Tower of London,

Tower Bridge, the Gherkin, and

the Shard from the river.

The winner must use their

tickets within six months of the

date they are received.

This month, one lucky reader has the chance
to win a pair of adult tickets to HMS Belfast.MHMQUIZ
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25 Victor in 216 BC at the Battle of

Cannae (8)

26 Old ___, nickname for veteran

soldiers (6)

27 WWII partisan leader and later

president of Yugoslavia (4)

28 Naval battle fought in the Mediterra-

nean during the Seven Years War (9)

DOWN
1 Roman commander, victor at the

Battle of Mons Graupius (8)

2 ___ Knights, order founded in Acre

in the late 12th century (8)

3 Battle of the Wars of the Roses (6)

4 Cape St ___, battle fought in February

1797 (7)

5 Private soldiers of a cavalry regiment (8)

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
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ACROSS: 7 Peralta, 8 America, 10 Seminole, 11 Apollo,
12 Tirana, 13 Scarlett, 14 Tempest, 16/25 Spanish Legion,
20 Henschel, 23 Kitbag, 26 Mustangs, 27 Genoese, 28 Wareham.

DOWN: 1 Tenerife, 2 Manila, 3 Ottomans, 4 Impala, 5 Brooklyn,
6 Ocelot, 9 Welsh, 15 Poseidon, 17 Pakistan, 18 Shanghai,
19 Alamo, 21 Exeter, 22 Honest, 24 Thames.

‘In the early days of the Woolwich Ferry it was “standing

room only”.’
Joan Workman

6 Australian city attacked by Japan

in February 1942 (6)

7 Kingdom defeated in 1815 at the

Battle of Tolentino (6)

15 Battle of the Seven Years War (8)

17 ___ Learned, a general in the Conti-

nental Army during the Revolutionary

War (8)

18 Islands, part of Alaska, invaded

by Japan in June 1942 (8)

19 French marshal captured at the

Battle of Blenheim (7)

21 Visigoth king who sacked Rome

in 410 (6)

22 Royal Navy County-class cruiser 

launched in 1927 (6)

24 Swedish king, victorious at the Battle 

of Västerås in 1521 (6)

RUNNERS-UP

WINNER:
‘When war was declared, Where’s Wally put on a
pith helmet, joined the Australian army, and did
his duty. No one has been able to ind him since.’
Robert Smythe

To be in with a chance of 

winning, simply answer 

the following question:

In which year did 

HMS Belfast strike 

a German mine?

?
We continue our caption competition with an image from this
month’s ‘War on Film’. Pit your wits against other readers at
www.military-history.org/competitions

Answer 
online at 

www.
military-history.

org

‘There wasn’t much room below deck on HMS Satisfactory.’
Jonah Russell

LAST MONTH’S WINNER
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ALL YOU NEED TO

KNOW ABOUT…

Themistocles

briefing room + Briefing room + Briefing room + Briefing ro

Ah - a Greek. But who was he?
Themistocles was an ancient Athenian politician and general. He was one 

of a new breed of elected oi  cials, and went on to become one of the city’s 

most successful military leaders.

Although his family had aristocratic roots, his ancestors are not known 

to have been politically inclined, and he gained oi  ce as a result of the 

democratic structure of Athenian politics.

According to his biographer Plutarch, Themistocles was proud of the fact 

that, while he could play neither lyre nor harp, he had the talent required 

to build a great city.

And was his pomposity 

justified?
I suppose it was – he was a very insightful man, who worked hard to defend 

the city of Athens.

Themistocles fought in the Battle of Marathon in 490 BC against the 

Persians. Although the Greeks were outnumbered, they won an unexpected 

victory, but Themistocles, unlike his fellow Athenians, was not inclined to 

celebrate. Instead, he set about preparing for a second Persian attack, convinced 

that even with the battle won, the war with King Darius I was not over.

Party pooper… Was he right?
Pretty much. In fact, Darius died in 486 BC, so it was his son Xerxes I who 

rejuvenated Persian plans to subjugate Greece in 480 BC.

In the meantime, a wily Themistocles had convinced the sceptical Athenians 

to fund the construction of a naval l eet of 200 triremes, using the revenue 

from the recently discovered silver mines at Laurium. 

Knowing that talk of another Persian invasion would not be taken seriously 

by his fellow Athenians so soon at er their victory, Themistocles justii ed and 

found support for the construction of the l eet by arguing that it would bring 

them success in a war against Aegina, a rival city-state. 

So were these triremes 

any good?
Yes. They were light, powerful, fast, and manoeuvrable. 

Herodotus reports that when the Persians returned in 480 BC, the terror-

stricken Greeks turned to the Delphic oracle, which pronounced that they 

would be defeated. 

Themistocles, however, sent for a second prophecy, which stated: 

‘Though all else shall be taken, Zeus, the all seeing, grants that the wooden 

wall only shall not fail.’ 

Interpreting this ‘wooden wall’ as the ships he had constructed in anticipation 

of another Persian invasion, Themistocles announced that the Athenians should 

i ght the Persians at sea, and that the triremes would be crucial to their victory.

What a chancer!
Indeed he was. At er a setback at the Battle of Artemesium, Themistocles 

concocted a cunning plan to corner the Persians by the island of Salamis. 

Leading the Athenians and their allies, Themistocles positioned his ships 

in the narrow strait of water that separated Salamis from the mainland. He 

lured the Persian l eet there by sending a messenger to Xerxes. Feigning support 

for the Persian cause, Themistocles informed the King that the Athenians 

and their allies were bewildered and set to l ee.

Believing this, Xerxes sent his ships to catch the Greeks, falling into 

Themistocles’ trap. The Greeks were ready for battle, and the Persians, having 

passed through the straits, found themselves under attack on three sides. The 

result was chaos. So Themistocles secured a decisive Greek victory.

How cunning. He must have 

Been popular.
He was. For a while. But Themistocles’ self-coni dence quickly turned to 

arrogance. He was ostracised, around ten years at er his victory at Salamis, 

by his rivals and those who thought his scheming and self-aggrandisement 

were at odds with the spirit of democracy.

Exiled from his homeland, he eventually submitted to the Persian King 

Artaxerxes I, who was delighted to rule over such a worthy former opponent. 

He was made governor of Magnesia, where he died, aged 65.

THEMISTOCLES:  
fact file

Born: c.524 BC

Nationality: Greek

Occupation: politician 
and general 

Key qualities: 
strategy, diplomacy, 
arbitration

Greatest achievement: 
creation of the 
Athenian navy 

Died: 459 BC






