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FROM THE EDITOR

THE MORGENTHAU PLAN is one of those episodes of history that feels as much 
myth as it does historical fact. Named after the US Secretary of the Treasury, Henry 
Morgenthau, Jr, though apparently the work of a Soviet agent high up in the US 
government, it was a proposal, written some time in 1944, to reduce a defeated 
Germany to a de-industrialised state, ‘primarily agricultural and pastoral in its 
character’, unable ever to wage war again. It was adopted by the US and Britain at the 
Second Quebec Conference of September 1944, though Churchill was unconvinced, 
arguing that it would leave ‘England chained to a dead body’. After the war, elements 
of de-industrialisation did occur and Germany was divided, but the Morgenthau Plan 
proper was never implemented. 

A vision of Germany post-Morgenthau is on display at the Royal Academy’s 
retrospective of the work of Anselm Kiefer. Born in the Rhineland at the very end 
of the Second World War, Kiefer has faced head on that mingling of German myth 
and history that is both unsettling and fascinating. The Morgenthau paintings, vast 
canvases of wild flowers enveloping an empty landscape, are just the most recent of 
his works to address his nation’s troubled past as a means to navigate a more stable 
future. In earlier works, Kiefer found inspiration in the Battle of the Teutoburg 
Forest, the victory of Arminius, or Hermann, over three Roman legions in ad 9, one 
of the events that helped forge a German national identity, another fact turned into 
a myth. The greatest of all German myth-makers, Richard Wagner, is also a favoured 
subject of Kiefer, notably the Ring cycle but also the legend of Parsifal, subject of 
Wagner’s final, most beautiful and challenging work, whose theme of redemption 
runs through Kiefer’s entire oeuvre, as it does through Germany’s past.

Kiefer’s work is di�cult. ‘A part of it should always include having to scratch your 
head’, he has claimed. There is simply no artist alive today who is so engaged with 
the complexity of the past. Then again, no other country, for better or worse, o�ers 
a history quite so complex, quite so rich. The Anselm Kiefer retrospective is at the 
Royal Academy in London until December 14th. It is unmissable. 
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Winston Churchill proposed 
parliaments for Ireland, Scot-
land, Wales and seven English 
regions, with equal legislative 
powers. But the outbreak of 
war in 1914 left such proposals 
dead in the icy waters that 
surrounded an ever more 
united mainland. Horror at 
the violent campaigns for Irish 
Home Rule also marginalised 
those seeking a peaceful re- 
constitution of the Union. 

When Labour replaced 
the Liberals as the dominant 
force in progressive politics, 
one of the Liberal policies that 
socialists adopted was the idea 
of ‘Home Rule All Round’. The 
1929 General Election was the 
first Labour fought with that 
commitment in its manifesto. 
But by 1945 Labour leaders, 
sensing the immense victory 
to come, went o� the idea in 
favour of a more centralised 
polity that would deliver the 
Welfare State. This was ironic, 
given that during the unifying 
patriotism of the Second World 
War, Churchill had appointed 
the Labour Home Ruler, Tom 
Johnston, as Secretary of 
State for Scotland, giving him 
unprecedented powers to mo-
bilise the Scottish people; so 

much so that he sardonically referred 
to Johnston as ‘the King of Scotland’. 

The modern nationalist movement 
began in the early postwar period, 
just a year after the National Health 
Service was added to the pantheon of 
British institutions to which the Scots 
gave their allegiance. On October 29th, 
1949 John MacCormick, a former 
Scottish National Party (SNP) leader, 
launched a new Home Rule campaign. 
Within days, queues had formed in the 
streets of Scotland’s cities to sign the 
‘Scottish Covenant’, calling for a parlia-
ment with tax-raising powers and 

HistoryMatters
United Kingdom? • Su�ragettes on Screen • Anglo-Americans • Berlin Wall

ALMOST HALF the Scottish electorate 
voted to leave the Union on September 
18th. As Britons debate their constitut- 
ion in the wake of that referendum, 
the visions and failures of the late Vic-
torian era o�er clues to what the UK 
might become in the 21st century. 

The muscular tartanry of the 2014 
Commonwealth Games in Glasgow 
was an ironic prelude to the referen-
dum: Glasgow was one of two Scottish 
cities that voted ‘Yes’ to independ-
ence. Yet this British take on the 
Olympics was founded as the Empire 
Games in 1924, when imperialism 
gave the Scots and English a common 
purpose. The end of Empire, together 
with the decline of Protestantism 
and, to a lesser extent, monarchism, 
weakened the economic and cultural 
bonds forged since the 18th century to 
hold together a Union based more on 
self-interest than mutual a�ection.  

Yet the movement for Scottish 
autonomy goes back to the age of 
Empire. Radical Liberals first placed 
Scottish autonomy on the political 
agenda during the Irish Home Rule 
debates of the late 19th century, as 
part of a federal reconstitution of the 
UK. This led indirectly to the setting 
up of the Scottish O¡ce in 1885 and to 
a raft of cultural devolution: the Scot-
tish Football Association, for example, 
banned its teams from playing in the 
English FA Cup from 1887 onwards.  

An all-Party Scottish Home Rule 
Association was formed in 1886 but it 
lacked both a leader of Charles Stewart 

Home Rule  
All Round

Richard Weight

Parnell’s quality and the popular swell 
of discontent with the Union that kept 
the Irish Question alive. While other 
small European nations, from Norway 
to Czechoslovakia, were mobilised 
by liberal nationalism in the 19th and 
early 20th centuries, winning inde-
pendence from their dominant neigh-
bours, the Scots remained content 
with the Union because it o�ered part-
nership rather than subjugation and an 
international standing much harder for 
Scotland to attain alone. 

During his time as Home Secretary 
in Asquith’s government, from 1910-11, 

Scots remained content with the  
Union because it o�ered partnership 
rather than subjugation

Gladstone and his Victorian 
Liberals still o�er a great 
insight into the United  
Kingdom’s divisions. 

The Perfect Family: statue 
by Barney Seale displayed 
at the Empire Exhibition, 
Glasgow, 1938.
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Alternative Histories by Rob Murray

control over domestic a�airs. By 1950 
around two million Scots, two thirds of 
the electorate, had signed. 

Like today’s SNP, the Covenanters 
wanted to keep the Crown, but in 
1952, as the country was preparing for 
the Coronation, postboxes bearing the 
insignia ‘EIIR’ were set alight across 
the country, because the new queen 
was only Elizabeth I of Scotland. Post-
boxes were a major symbol of British-
ness; the creation of the postal service 
in 1840 was a Victorian improvement 
in communications that had brought 
the people of Britain closer together. 

Winston Churchill, now Conserva-
tive prime minister, could not under- 
stand why Anglo-Scottish wartime 
unity had not quelled discontent with 
the Union, telling the press:

If I think of the greatness and splendour 
of Scotland and her wonderful part in 
the history not only of this island but 
of the whole world, I really think they 
ought to keep their silliest people in order.

But Churchill was concerned enough 
to set up a Royal Commission on 
the Union, which reported in 1954. 
Known as the ‘Balfour Report’ after 
its chairman, it achieved little except 
a modest increase in the powers of the 
Scottish O¡ce. But Robert Balfour 
gave this warning: ‘A harmonious re-
lationship does not depend only upon 
e¡cient administration’; there is in 
Scotland an ‘emotional dissatisfaction’ 
due to the ‘thoughtlessness, lack of 
tact and disregard of sentiment’ of the 
English, with the result that:

The Treaty of 1707 is no longer remem-
bered as the voluntary union of two 
proud people each with their own 
distinctive cultural characteristics and 
traditions but rather as the absorption  
of Scotland by England. 

Such was the indi�erence at Westmin-
ster that few MPs – and not a single 
Cabinet minister or shadow minister – 
attended the Commons debate on the 
report. Observing English indi�erence, 
shortly before his death in 1950, 
George Orwell wrote:

Many Scottish people, often quite mod-
erate in outlook, are beginning to think 
about autonomy and to feel that they 
are pushed into an inferior position. I 

think we should pay more attention to 
the small separatist movements that now 
exist within our own island. They may 
look very unimportant now but, after 
all, the Communist Manifesto was once a 
very obscure document.

While Home Rule campaigns between 
the 1880s and 1950s revealed underly-
ing discontent with the Union, it was 

Richard Weight is the author of Patriots: National 
Identity in Britain 1940-2000, which was short- 
listed for the Orwell Prize and re-issued as an 
ebook by Macmillan in 2013. 

in the period 1960-90 that Scotland’s 
economic problems turned cultural 
pride into political nationalism and the 
English began to pay more attention. 

The loss of Empire was compound-
ed by the decline of Scotland’s indust- 
rial base in the 1960s and 70s and by 
the Thatcher governments’ painful 
restructuring of the British economy 
in the 1980s. Despite Thatcher’s regard 
for Adam Smith, monetarism hastened 
the reformation of Scottish identity, 
from the 18th-century idea of being 
entrepreneurial ‘North Britons’ into 
that of being a fairer, more equitable, 
people than the English. 

The SNP, founded by intellectuals 
in 1934, became a mass political move-
ment (its breakthrough came in the 
October 1974 election, when it gained 
30 per cent of the Scottish vote). A 
post-imperial espousal of ‘civic nation- 
alism’ also gained the SNP support 
from Asian Scots, the main ethnic 
minority north of the border. When 
two thirds of Scottish voters said ‘Yes’ 
to a new parliament in 1997, devolu-
tion became a concerted cross-party 
strategy to hold the Union together.  

Yet the Edinburgh parliament, 
opened in 1999, also prompted an 
English reaction that formed part of a 
long-term decline of British national 
identity. By 1997 one study found 
that the people whose Britishness was 
described by themselves as weak or 
non-existent had risen from a minority 
in each country: to 66 per cent of 
Scots, 43 per cent of the Welsh and 26 
per cent of the English. 

There is no simple solution to the 
erosion of Britishness. National identi-
ties are forms of culture that, like rock 
formations, take centuries to evolve. 
Empire, the Nazis and God are not 
coming back to reunite the British. Yet 
the Westminster politicians scrambl- 
ing to come up with a constitutional 
solution to the divisions in Britain 
could learn much from those Victorian 
Liberals. The ghost of Thatcher may 
hover over the rise of Scottish nation-
alism but it is that of Gladstone which 
hovers over the future of the Union.

Under the banner: 
Winifred Ewing, 
who became an 
SNP MP in 1967, 
leads a nationalist 
demonstration in 
Edinburgh.
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IT IS 40 YEARS since Shoulder to 
Shoulder, a six-part BBC TV drama series 
about the su�ragettes of the Women’s 
Social and Political Union (WSPU), was 
first screened. Devised by the feminist 
film-maker, Midge McKenzie, together 
with Verity Lambert and Georgia Brown, 
the aim was to tell the story from the 
su�ragette point of view, which, it 
was felt, had been almost erased from 
the history books. To do so, McKenzie 
interviewed aged su�ragettes and also 
immersed herself in the archives.

Shoulder to Shoulder o�ers a sympa-
thetic overview of su�ragette deeds 
– from peaceful demonstrations to 
Parliament and assertive questioning 
of politicians, to illegal forms of protest, 
especially from 1912, when assaults on 
property, arson attacks, vandalising of 
postboxes and the smashing of shop 
windows in London’s West End were 
carried out. The enthusiasm of the 
women is captured as they campaigned 
for their cause, as well as the disappoint-
ments when hopes were dashed by the 
Liberal government of the day. The anti- 
su�ragist prejudices of Prime Minister 
Herbert Asquith are exposed, as is the 
cynical dealing of the Chancellor of the 
Exchequer, David Lloyd George. The 
series does not shirk from showing the 
violence inflicted upon the women by 
the police. 

One of the most harrowing scenes 
shows the forcible feeding of hunger- 
striking prisoner Emily Wilding Davison. 
Held down on a bed by wardresses, an 
unsuccessful attempt is made to force 
open her mouth, causing cuts to the 
lips. A rubber tube is then thrust up her 
nose which begins to bleed as the lining 
is lacerated. The overpowering physical 
force with which the operation is  
conducted makes forcible feeding, with 
its instrumental invasion of the body, 
seem more akin to rape than the  
‘ordinary hospital treatment’ that the 

June Purvis

The March of 
the Women
A BBC drama from 1974 
highlights the tensions in 
writing feminist history.

authorities claimed it to be.
Central to the story are the two 

main leaders of the WSPU, Emmeline 
Pankhurst (Siân Phillips), its founder and 
inspirational figurehead, and Christabel 
(Patricia Quinn), her eldest daughter 
and the WSPU’s chief organiser and 
key strategist. But their presence is 
overshadowed by Sylvia (Angela Down), 
the middle Pankhurst daughter, who 
was not a key figure in the WSPU but 
a leader, from 1913, of its East London 
branch.  

A socialist feminist, Sylvia’s views 
were often at odds with those of 
Emmeline and Christabel, who kept the 
WSPU independent of men’s political 
movements, at least at the central level, 
and emphasised the commonalities 

that all women shared, despite their 
class di�erences. Sylvia, on the other 
hand, wanted to ally the WSPU to the 
Labour movement. Further, her sibling 
rivalry with Christabel, their mother’s 
favourite child, is apparent throughout 
the drama. The charismatic Emmeline is 
portrayed as a weak leader who defers 
to Christabel and leads the WSPU away 
from the path of socialism. She is also 
depicted as a bad mother who neglects 
her less favoured children, Harry, Adela 
and Sylvia herself.

The six plays that make up Shoulder  
to Shoulder follow this plot to varying 
degrees. In particular, the first and last 
episodes frame the drama. The opening 
play, ‘The Pankhursts’,  

explores Pankhurst family life before 
the foundation of the WSPU. Although 
Richard and Emmeline Pankhurst are 
presented as being actively involved in 
socialist politics, the focus is on Sylvia’s 
relationship with her idolised father, a 
radical lawyer. She alone is the serious 
child in the family, who stays with him 
when he is campaigning. The import- 
ance of the scene where Emmeline and 
some local socialist women establish 
the women-only WSPU in 1903 is 
almost incidental. Although Emmeline is 
introduced, all too briefly, as an inspiring 
leader, the su�ragette movement is 
seen through the eyes of the unhappy 
Sylvia, angry socialist, rejected daughter.

The aim of the WSPU was never 
just votes for women: it wanted wider 
social reforms that would end women’s 
subordinate role within the family, edu-
cation and employment, as well as their 
exclusion from large areas of public life. 
But none of this features in Shoulder 
to Shoulder. It is only Sylvia among 
the Pankhursts who is presented as 
wanting a social revolution that would 
bring equality for women, a theme par-
ticularly evident in the final episode. 

When in 1918 enfranchisement is 
won for certain categories of women 
over the age of 30, the focus is again on 
Sylvia. It is she and her working-class 
women in the East End of London who 
have won this victory. Yet it was Emm-
eline, not Sylvia, who inspired thousands 
of women to fight for votes for women 
in a women-only movement unparal-
leled in British history. It was she who 
shaped a new idea of womanhood, 
shaking society into a new pattern that 
could not be reversed. So why does 
Shoulder to Shoulder focus on Sylvia?

It is a product of its time.  
McKenzie and her associates took 
Sylvia Pankhurst’s autobiography, The 
Su�ragette Movement, as their key text. 
This was in tune with feminist history 
in the UK at the time. Both Shoulder to 
Shoulder and The Su�ragette Movement 
raise important questions about how 
the history of feminism is written and, in 
particular, how feminist daughters and 
sisters represent their feminist mothers, 
who are public figures, and each other.

June Purvis is Professor of Women’s and Gender 
History at the University of Portsmouth.     

The aim of the WSPU was never 
just votes for women: it wanted 
wider social reforms 

Shoulder to  
Shoulder: Siân 
Phillips plays 
Emmeline 
Pankhurst in the 
BBC drama.
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A study of English settlers 
in America raises profound 
questions of identity. 
Malcolm Gaskill

Where Do We 
Belong?

A FEW YEARS AGO I was researching 
the East Anglian witch-hunt when 
people kept disappearing – people like a 
couple from Maldon in Essex, persistent 
puritan absentees from church. In 1638 
o¬cials of the archdeacon of Colchester 
gave up chasing them, scribbling against 
their names: ‘Gone to New England.’ In 
hundreds of English communities divided 
by politics and religion, individuals either 
drifted into the Civil War or they left. 

It struck me that historians were 
restricting their definition of the English 
to those in England, whereas 350,000 
people migrated to America in the 17th 
century, with no intention of ceasing to 
be English. Were they not also worthy of 
an English historian’s attention? 

Many had written about these 
migrants: historians of colonial America, 
mostly Americans. A few treated 
displaced English folk like national 
ancestors: did not white America, in its 
language and culture, evolve from these 
settlers? Even though this belief is rarely 
expressed so crudely, ‘exceptionalism’ – 
the idea that America is special – lingers. 
Too many accounts o�er only the reverse 
of the incurious English sign-o� ‘gone to 
New England’, namely ‘came from old 
England’. The motherland is backstory, 
not part of the main event.

I was interested in the limbo in which 
these people lived, 3,000 miles from 
where they called home. The complexity 
of their new identities seemed import- 
ant for English as well as US history. I 
was now a historian of English people, 
following them wherever they went. 

I was not the first. In the 1980s, David 
Cressy, a British historian based in Cali-
fornia, decided to explore commun- 
ication between old and New England 
and was met with bemusement by col-
leagues. Why would he leave his camp 
for another – colonial history – where 
he didn’t really belong? Cressy wrote a 
superb book, Coming Over (1987), then 
went home, intellectually (though not 

enduring ties with the British Empire. 
America, it seemed, had not departed 
on a Sonderweg the minute the Pilgrim 
Fathers landed, but maintained a 
relationship with England that soured 
only because England failed to allow 
for the evolution of colonial societies, 
polities and economies. Like Osgood and 
Beer, Charles McLean Andrews believed 
that nations should discard patriotic 
motives, resist anachronism (especially 
about liberty and democracy) and be 
honest about their origins. The cure for 
exceptionalism was context: the Atlantic 
world in which colonies developed. 

In his four-volume The Colonial Period 
of American History (1934-37), Andrews 
observed that ‘the 17th century shows 
us an English world in America with 
but little in it that can strictly be called 
American’. This was grist to my mill; the 
problem was that Andrews focused on 
evolving institutions and so failed to link 
social history to political change in order 
to explain the so-called ‘silent revolution’ 
in the century before 1776. And Andrews 
emphasised continuity, playing down 
the significance of war and rebellion in 
the 1670s. Postwar revisionists did not 
depart entirely from this paradigm. The 
intellectual historian Perry Miller agreed 
that what Andrews called ‘witch-wor-
ryings’ at Salem was a trivial interlude. 
Yet Miller, like Daniel Boorstin, Edmund 
Morgan and Bernard Bailyn, stressed 
colonial uniqueness and the ‘America’ in 
‘English America’. Then the wheel turned 
again, first with a backlash against Mill-
er’s ‘Puritan studies’ and, more recently, 
with ‘Atlantic history’ – an approach that 
owes much to the ‘imperial school’. 

What I admire most about Andrews 
is his insistence that history be studied 
from the archives, a method that fires 
time’s arrow in the right direction: from 
the past, forwards. Puritans claimed to 
know where they were going but were 
invariably wrong; nor were colonies 
propelled to their destiny by providence, 
an appealing idea as a creation myth. 
Teleology dies hard. As the novelist  
J.G. Farrell remarked: ‘We look on past 
ages with condescension, as a mere 
preparation for us … but what if we’re 
only an afterglow of them?’ 

New World  
Symphony:  
Elizabeth Watson, 
daughter of a 
major investor 
in the Virginia 
Company, wears 
pearls and 
ostrich-feather 
designs – both 
symbols of the 
Americas – in a 
portrait by Robert 
Peake, 1615. 

Malcolm Gaskill‘s Between Two Worlds: How 
the English Became Americans is published by 
Oxford University Press.

physically), to England. Since then, many 
others have seen American colonies as 
outliers of England. Yet something seems 
to be lacking: the sense of England at the 
centre of the story. It was, after all, ‘top 
nation’, and back when the US – today’s 
top nation – did not even exist. Colonies 
struggled, most failed.  

My conviction hardened that early 
generations of American colonists were 
entirely English and strove to remain so, 
sounding o� about their Englishness in a 
way that was unnecessary in the moth-
erland. True, they often failed to preserve 
their identity; yet this failure consisted 
not only in surrender to the wilderness, 
but in the futile insistence that they 
remained English. Petitions protesting 
about royal indi�erence to colonists’ 

customary rights as Englishmen illustrate 
this well.  

My latest book is a narrative history 
of 17th-century English America aimed at 
the general reader as well as the special-
ist. As such, it has a few historiographical 
detours. I would like to take this oppor-
tunity to pay homage to the scholars 
who have inspired me, specifically those 
of an earlier generation. Uninviting 
tomes – closely set, pictureless, stilted in 
prose – often still do the job well. History 
is not only revised but reinvented, often 
unwittingly, because older works have 
dropped o� reading lists.

The early 20th-century ‘imperial 
school’ included US historians such as 
Herbert L. Osgood and George Louis 
Beer, who emphasised colonial America’s 
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Richard Millington is a lecturer in German at 
the University of Chester.

GERMANY PAUSES to commemor- 
ate the 25th anniversary of the fall of 
the Berlin Wall on November 9th. For 
the former citizens of East Germany 
the Wall had been a fact of life since 
August 13th, 1961, when police erected 
barbed-wire fences on the border 
with West Berlin. These were the 
beginnings of what the ruling Socialist 
Unity Party (SED) called the ‘Anti-Fas-
cist Protective Wall’. On the same day 
the inner German border, stretching 
from the Baltic to Czechoslovakia, was 
sealed. Some East Germans privately 
questioned its existence, but the ma-
jority accepted that there was nothing 
they could do about it. After all, in 
January 1989 the then head of the SED, 
Erich Honecker, claimed that the Wall 
would stand for another 100 years. 
Citizens joked that all that was needed 
was a glass dome on top of their 
country to complete their isolation.

The extent to which its existence 
a�ected individuals’ lives varied. To find 
out more about how East German 
citizens experienced the existence and 
demise of the Wall, I carried out oral 
history interviews with 40 of them in 
the city of Magdeburg. Some com-

plained that they were no longer able 
to watch the latest Hollywood releases 
in West Berlin cinemas. For others, 
the Wall did not just divide countries, 
it divided families; one woman found 
herself cut o� from her twin sister in the 
West. Other interviewees, though not 
supporters of the SED, recalled the Wall 
with surprising stoicism, recounting that 
its construction was an economic neces-
sity. Between 1949, when East Germany 
was founded, and 1961 around 2.7 million 
people left the country. Many of those 
who fled were vital to the East German 
economy, such as engineers and farmers, 
and could not easily be replaced.

Those interviewees too young to 
remember life before the Wall did not 
easily come to terms with its existence. 
One woman felt that it was a disgrace 
that she learned French at school and 
used maps of Paris to do so, a city that 
she was convinced she would never see 
because of the Wall. Another recalled 
that he encountered the Wall at least 
once a year when visiting friends in East 
Berlin. The tram he took travelled directly 
along its route. He would gaze out of 
the window at the imposing grey barrier, 
slicing streets and lives in two, and 
would think: ‘This is so miserable. What 
have we actually done here?’

In 1989 citizens’ dissatisfaction with 
the SED came to a head. With the state 
nearing bankruptcy and living conditions 
steadily worsening, the SED’s refusal to 

The Fall of the Berlin Wall 
East Germans recall their 
experiences 25 years after 
the DDR’s slow death.
Richard Millington

HISTORYMATTERS

change course angered many. As other 
Eastern Bloc countries cautiously wel-
comed Mikhail Gorbachev’s Perestroika 
and Glasnost initiatives, the SED reject- 
ed them. In 1987 Politburo member 
Kurt Hager had dismissed the changes 
occurring in the Soviet Union with 
jarring flippancy: ‘If your neighbour put 
up new wallpaper in his home, would 
you feel obliged to put up new wallpa-
per in your own?’ Demonstrations for 
‘societal renewal’ began to take place 
across East Germany from September 
1989 onwards. The turning point came 
in Leipzig on October 9th, when up to 
100,000 marched peacefully. The sec- 
urity forces did not intervene, handing 
the momentum to the demonstrators 
and paving the way for the fall of the 
Wall in November. 

Many of those I interviewed, who 
had been in their 50s and 60s in 1989, 
stated that their experience of the pro-
tests of 1953 deterred them from taking 
part in the 1989 protest. On June 17th, 
1953 an uprising of almost one million 
people took place across East Germany 
in an e�ort to overthrow the regime. 
Soviet troops put an end to the upris-
ing, resulting in the deaths of almost 
100 people. One man, who had nearly 
been crushed by a tank in 1953, was in 
Leipzig on October 9th, 1989. He found 
himself cowering in his hotel room for 
the entire evening, frozen with fear.

The majority of interviewees who 
attended demonstrations in 1989 
were in their 20s and 30s at the time. 
Though some admitted to being afraid, 
they recalled that their frustration 
with their lives and opportunities 
drove them to protest. As one woman 
recalled: ‘What tipped the balance 
was the feeling of being caged. I just 
thought: right, now, enough is enough.’

On November 9th, as 8,000 illumi-
nated white balloons are released into 
the Berlin sky in commemoration of 
the fall of the Wall, it may seem incon-
ceivable to many that a physical barrier 
once divided Germany, families and, 
ultimately, the world. Yet for 28 years it 
was almost impossible to imagine that 
the Wall would ever fall.

Divided no more: 
East German 
citizens protest 
against their 
government in 
Leipzig, October 
1989.  
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Philip the Fair, as he was called for his 
good looks, brought royal authority 
in France to the highest level it would 
achieve in the Middle Ages. For such 
a dominant figure, surprisingly little is 
known about his private life and charac-
ter. On the surface he was coldly 
unemotional and one contempo-
rary described him as being more 
like a statue than a man.

His reserved nature may have 
been inspired by his childhood. 
He was born in 1268, the second 
son of Philip III and Isabella of 
Aragon. She died when he was 
two, but years later he would 
name his daughter Isabella after 
her. When he was six his father 
took a second wife, Marie de 
Brabant. She did not look kindly 
on Philip and his three brothers 
and when the oldest brother, 
Louis, died in 1276 rumours 
spread that she had had him poi-
soned. Philip and his stepmother 
would remain on icy terms for 
the rest of his life.

His brother’s death made 
Philip heir to the throne. He was 
16 in 1284 when he was married 
to Joan of Navarre, aged 12. It was a 
loving marriage until Joan’s death in 1305, 
when Philip was in his thirties. There are 
no accounts of him ever having a mist-
ress and he did not marry again. He also 
gained inspiration and strength early on 
from his devotion to his grandfather, the 
revered Saint Louis (Louis IX). He prayed 
to the royal saint every day and he came 
to consider himself the saint’s true heir, 
spiritually and politically. 

Philip’s father died in 1285 and Philip 
IV was crowned in Rheims early in 1286, 
aged 17. During the following years he 
strengthened royal power by building 
up an e�cient civil service, which 
functioned separately from his own 
household of relatives and favourites. It 

had permanent headquarters in Paris, 
while Philip and his household moved 
around the country, keeping an eye on 
local matters and going hunting, which 
he loved. Unruly vassals were kept in 
check by steady pressure and, on occa-
sion, force. 

Philip took every chance to extend 
the royal domains. In 1294 he seized 
Gascony from Edward I of England, 
who was also Duke of Aquitaine. War 

between them lasted until 1303, when a 
treaty provided for Philip’s daughter Isa-
bella (known in England as ‘the She-Wolf 
of France’) to marry Edward’s heir, the 
future Edward II. A later consequence 
was to give her son, Edward III, a claim 
to the throne of France, setting o¥ the 
Hundred Years War.  

Like his saintly grandfather, Philip 
kept a firm grip on the Church in France, 
but he went further. Clashing with Pope 
Boniface VIII, he insisted that the only 
power superior to the king in France 
was not the pope, but God. He accused 
Boniface of being a heretic and a crimi-
nal. Boniface only escaped his wrath by 
dying in 1303 and Clement V, a Gascon 
who became pope in 1305, was Philip’s 

loyal ally, who created numerous French 
cardinals and moved the papal head-
quarters from Rome to Poitiers in 1309.   

Philip was perpetually short of 
money, a problem he partly solved by 
expelling all the Jews from France in 
1306, confiscating their property and 
cancelling his debts to them. Heavily in 
debt to the Knights Templar, he attacked 
them in 1307. Accusing them of devil 
worship and ritual homosexuality, he 

had some of them burned 
alive and seized their French 
properties.

Philip’s reign ended in a 
blaze of scandal. His three sons 
– Louis, Philip and Charles – 
 were married for political 
advantage to daughters of 
Burgundian aristocrats. They 
were called Marguerite, 
Joan and Blanche. In 1314 he 
was informed, possibly by 
his daughter Isabella, that 
Marguerite and Blanche 
were having a¥airs with two 
knights, whom they met regu-
larly for sex at a building by the 
Seine in Paris called the Tour 
de Nesle. The king had the 
women watched and when his 
suspicions were confirmed the 
knights were arrested and in-
terrogated under torture until 
both confessed. They were 

castrated and then executed. According 
to varying accounts, they were drawn 
and quartered or flayed alive and broken 
on the wheel before being hanged. The 
guilty daughters-in-law had all their hair 
shaved o¥ and were put in prison.

Some contemporaries suggested that 
the story was made up by one of Philip’s 
top civil servants for his own ends, but 
this is now generally considered unlikely. 
It seems clear that Philip was utterly 
horrified by the stain on the royal house 
and the strain on him may have contrib-
uted to his death not long afterwards. 
After a stroke when out hunting he died 
at his palace at Fontainebleau, aged 46. 
His three sons followed him in succes-
sion on the French throne.   

Earthly power: 
funeral of Philip 
IV at Saint-Denis, 
1314, 14th-century 
chronicle.

MonthsPast NOVEMBER
By Richard Cavendish

NOVEMBER 29th 1314 

Death of Philip 
IV of France
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The Stradivarius of the saxo-
phone, as he has been called, 
was born in Dinant and 
christened Antoine-Joseph 
Sax, though always known as 
Adolphe. His father, Charles- 
Joseph Sax, who moved his 
family to Brussels in 1815, manu-
factured musical instruments. He 
gave his son a thorough grounding 
in the trade, though the boy was so 
accident prone that it was a wonder he 
survived. He studied flute and clarinet at 
music school, but it was making and im-
proving instruments rather than playing 

The kingdom of Saudi Arabia was 
founded in 1932 by Ibn Saud. After his 
death in 1953 he was succeeded by 
Saud, the eldest of his 45 sons by his 
innumerable wives. The next most 
prominent figure in the new regime 
was Saud’s softly spoken but forceful 
half-brother, Faisal. He had long been 
relied on by his father, who once said 
he wished there were three of him. 
Faisal spoke fluent English and, in 
1945, he was the Saudi representative 
at the founding conference of the 
United Nations. Much experience 
abroad convinced him that Saudi 
Arabia needed to enter the modern 
world and in 1930 Ibn Saud made him 
foreign minister, as he still was in 1953. 

Problems soon developed. Massive 
oil royalties were now pouring in and 
prominent figures began to feel that 
Saud and the incompetent relatives 
and cronies he surrounded himself 
with were using the money totally 
irresponsibly. He seemed incapable 
of handling the regime’s finances and 
he badly lacked Faisal’s experience in 
foreign a�airs. 

In 1958 prominent members of the 

royal family backed by Bedouin sheiks 
and the ulema, the select religious 
council that advised the king on 
Muslim law and traditions, pressured 
Saud into handing over full executive 
powers to Faisal as prime minister. 
Faisal started drastically cutting gov-
ernment spending, but in 1960 he re-
signed because Saud kept interfering. 
In 1962, however, renewed pressure 
on Saud forced Faisal’s return. 

Saud was growing seriously ill and 
in 1963 he spent much time seeking 
treatment abroad. Faisal took the  

rival instrument manufacturers who 
unfairly challenged the legitimacy of his 
patent and brought interminable legal 
actions against him. He twice went 
bankrupt and when he died, in 1894 at 
the age of 79, still entangled in lawsuits, 
he was reduced to desperate poverty.  
He was buried at the Cimietière de 
Montmartre in Paris. He apparently 
never married and had no children.

The main impact of the saxophone 
has been in jazz and big band swing. 
Coleman Hawkins was famous on tenor 
sax between the wars. Johnny Hodges 
played alto sax in Duke Ellington’s 
orchestra and Lester Young played 
tenor sax with Count Basie. Charlie 
Parker, considered one of the greatest 
of all, helped to develop bebop on alto 
sax before his premature death in 1955. 
Other celebrated practitioners include 
John Coltrane and Stan Getz.

Eyes on the prize: 
Faisal al Saud,  
c. 1965.

NOVEMBER 2nd 1964

A new king in 
Saudi Arabia

opportunity to remove Saud’s  
loyalists from key positions and  
substitute competent men he could 
rely on. In March 1964 royal princes 
and members of the ulema demanded 
that Faisal be made regent, which 
Saud reluctantly accepted. Later in 
the year the princes and the ulema 
insisted that Saud abdicate, which 
he angrily did. Faisal was proclaimed 
king and Saud went into exile in 
Greece, where he died after a heart 
attack in 1969.

Among numerous modernising 
reforms, Faisal established a new 
judicial system, abolished slavery, 
backed industrial development and 
introduced free health care. He built 
schools, hospitals, orphanages, air-
ports and roads. He encouraged the 
development of women’s education in 
Saudi Arabia and of television, though 
cinema remained banned. At the 
same time he was a leading opponent 
of Israel and supporter of Palestinian 
nationalism, hugely admired in the 
Arab world, while skilfully keeping on 
good terms with the United States. 

Time magazine chose Faisal as its 
Man of the Year in 1974, describing 
him as ‘dour, ascetic, shrewd’. His 
vigorous programme came abruptly 
to an end in 1975, when he was assas-
sinated by one of his nephews.

The inventor of 
the saxophone 
born in Belgium

NOVEMBER 6th 1814 them that fascinated him and, at 16, he 
displayed two flutes and an ivory clarinet 

to admiring comment at the 1830 
Brussels Industrial Exhibition. 

Later in the 1830s Adolphe 
patented an improved bass 
clarinet and in 1841 he moved 

to Paris and created a new range 
of bugles, which were so much 

superior to everyone else’s 
that they were known as 
saxhorns and extensively 
used by brass bands. In 1846, 
when he was 35, he patented 
the saxophone. The instru-
ment made his name and he 

was employed to teach at the 
Paris Conservatoire.

Sax set up in business for himself 
with his own factory, but unlike his 
father he proved to be an incompetent 
businessman. He was also plagued by 

Instrumental 
figure: French  
caricature of  
Sax, c.1880.

avaxhm.com
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BOOK AUCTIONS

IN 1679, THREE YEARS AFTER the first recorded book 
auction was held in England, an Anglican preacher, 
Edward Stillingfleet, was embroiled in a series of printed 
refutations and counter-refutations with a Catholic 

priest, Thomas Godden. The debate concerned Stillingfleet’s 
‘charges against the Church of Rome’ and the year saw him 
respond with a volume entitled Several Conferences Between 
a Romish Priest, A Fanatick Chaplain, and a Divine of the 
Church of England. This series of four imagined conversat- 
ions is set within an early book auction, a newly available 
social arena that encapsulated intrigue and uncertainty for 
its early attendees. The characters’ discussion begins when 
the Priest addresses the Chaplain:

Rom. P: You are well met at this Auction of Books. I have been 
present at many of them beyond Sea: but I never was at one in 
England before. How go the prices of Books here? 
Fan. Ch: Very dear methinks, by the Books I have bought [...].  
R.P: May I know what they are Sir?  
F.C: Only some few choice pieces which I have picked out of this 
great Catalogue. 
R.P: Whereabouts are they now in the Catalogue? 
F.C: Among the Fathers; But I observe the Church of England 
men buy them up at any rate [...] yonder sits a Divine of the 
Church of England, who I suppose, is the person, who bought 
so many Fathers at the last Auction, as though he had a mind to 
write against the Papists. 

Stillingfleet, a book collector himself, would have been 
aware from first-hand experience of the social concerns 
surrounding early auctions. This introductory exchange, 
employed as a frame for the men’s doctrinal debate, com-
bines the ostensibly religious subject of the treatise with 
questions concerning the emergence of a new method 
of book selling: the auction. Developing in the late 17th 
century, the book auction touches on a number of themes, 
from the developing roles of audiences and auctioneers to 
the auction’s impact on the expanding book trade, its con-
flicts with existing authorities, worries regarding potential-
ly duplicitous auctioneers, price-setting and its e�ects upon 
established scholarship and collectors.

BOOK AUCTIONS were first popularised in the Low Coun-
tries, where it is documented that in 1596 Lodewijk Elze- 
vier was granted permission to hold them in The Hague. 
There is evidence of book auctions taking place as early as 
1536 in the town of Louvain, but the first printed sale cata-
logues are widely regarded to have appeared at the Elzevier 
auctions. These events were conducted in public buildings, 
such as the Great Hall of the Binnenhof, and private homes 
including that of the Elzevier family. The practice soon 
spread to Leiden and Amsterdam. This rise in popularity has 
been attributed to a combination of factors: high literacy 
rates, limited public libraries, a lack of attachment to family 
libraries and increased book production. 

The Dutch enthusiasm for book auctions reached 
England when Dr Joseph Hill, a minister who had previous-
ly lived in Holland, suggested the method to the bookseller 
William Cooper. In England an earlier method of auction, 
called ‘mineing’, had existed in which the price called out 
descended until a buyer cried ‘mine!’. Auctions had been 
used for the sale of other goods and ‘lottery’ events, similar 
to book auctions, had taken place since 1668. At these 

The late 17th century saw the arrival of a new way 
of buying and selling books. Amy Bowles explores 
its impact on those with a commercial or scholarly 
interest in the printed word. 

The Birth 
of the Book 
Auction

‘The Compleat Auctioner’: a bookseller arranges his wares beneath a tree, to 
which a notice announcing a book auction is attached. Print, c.1700. 
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contests customers paid a fixed entrance fee in exchange 
for a random book allegedly ‘worth near double his Money, 
and its not 3 to one but he gets a lot worth 3, 5, or 10 times 
as much’. Nevertheless, Cooper’s preface to the catalogue 
of the first English book auction, a sale of the contents of 
clerygyman Lazarus Seaman’s library, in London in 1676, 
refers to the method as a wholly European practice:

It hath not been usual here in England to make Sale of BOOKS 
by way of Auction or Who will give most for them; but it 
having been practised in other Contreys to the Advantage both 
of Buyers and Sellers; it was therefore conceived ( for the encour-
agement of learning), to publish the Sale of these Books this like 
manner of way. 

AFTER THIS FIRST SALE, similar types of auctions, 
defined as a contest of rising bids or ‘who will 
give most’, rapidly became popular across the 
city. Between 1676 and 1700 over a hundred were 

held, a figure that amounted to the sale of ‘some 350,000 
works, realising a round sum of about £250,000’, according 
to John Lawler, author of Book Auctions in the 17th Century 
(1906). Terms associated with auctions began to enter 
the vernacular. Before 1676 the term ‘auctior’, linked to 
‘authour’, meant only ‘an increaser’. Twenty years later 
‘auction’ was recorded in its modern sense: ‘a Publick, or 
open Sale of Goods, in which the highest Bidder is the 
Buyer’. 

Book auctions typically took place in hired, public spaces 
such as co�ee houses, although in the case of private library 
sales, such as Seaman’s, they were often held at a deceased 
owner’s home itself. Later in the century, dedicated spaces, 
such as Rolls’s Auction House and Millington’s ‘Vendu’, 
were established. Commonly held between 9am and noon, 
with a two hour interval and resuming from 2pm until 6pm, 
the timings of book auctions were significant. It has been 
claimed that unusually timed auctions were reserved for 
private trade sales, but the public auctioneers Cooper and 
Millington, who both began as booksellers in the same area 
of Little Britain in the City of London, also experimented 
with their sale times. Cooper began one sale at 8am, but 
later returned to the customary hour of 9am, while in 1683 
Millington advertised a sale, which began at 10am, with a 
three hour break at 12noon, and a final close at the late hour 
of 7pm. These fluctuating times may have reflected the 
number of lots that the auctioneers were required to sell in 
a day. Lawler estimates Cooper’s average to be 600 lots in 
seven hours, a daily time scale that may have been extended 
for a book collection exceeding that number. Although 
the social atmosphere of book auctions is less frequently 
recorded, Richard Ames described an auction in 1693 as a 
‘distraction’, which resembled ‘a Wake or a Fair’. However, 
this boisterous environment did not seem to foreclose the 
social potential for discussion and dialogue suggested by 
Stillingfleet’s Conferences, in which religious debates are 
described as taking place in the midst of an auction.

THE AUCTIONEER was required to conform to expect- 
ations regarding his sales patter; the historian Giles 
Mandelbrote writes of a 1727 auction in which the seller 
‘became dissatisfied with his first auctioneer, Charles Davis, 
complaining of his slowness and “garbling of the books”; 

he replaced him with Thomas Ballard’. An auctioneer’s nar-
ration could equally be a draw for customers. In 1689 John 
Evelyn’s daughter Susanna wrote to her mother that she 
had repeatedly returned to Millington’s art sales because 
‘there can be no better diversion than to hear the man 
talk over every picture’. Millington’s patter set him apart 
from his competitors; the auctioneer John Dunton wrote 
of ‘the famous Millington’ that ‘there was usually as much 
Comedy in his “Once, twice, thrice” as in a modern Play’. 

In addition to this obligation to maintain an engaging 
commentary during the auction, a Millington sale accounts 
book of 1681 shows that auctioneers were required to 
compile the auction catalogue and organise aspects such 
as the ‘binding & glewing [of ] severall bookes’, a ‘Cart 
and porter to load the bookes’, and ‘a box to the Auction 
house and then back’, receiving an overall commission 
of 3 shillings and 6 pence for every pound sold. Despite 
their responsibility to deliver a clear and entertaining sales 
patter, early auctioneers, like Millington and Cooper, were 
not necessarily required to possess any specialist knowledge 
of their goods. Dunton famously had an aversion to learning 

Dutch bookshop, 
mid-17th century 
illustration by 
Dirck de Bray and 
Salomon de Bray.
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and originally fled from his bookselling apprentice-
ship, while Millington in 1687 promised an auction 
full of early printed books from ‘the Original of 
Printing’, but gives several misdated examples, 
which are among the latest in the catalogue. On 
the other hand, an excessive interest in the books 
being sold could also be undesirable. The auction-
eer Samuel Paterson’s weakness for reading the 
volumes which he was meant to be cataloguing 
allegedly resulted in catalogues being unfinished or 
late to the sales.

Despite this, auctioneers became important 
figures in the book trade, as increasing numbers of 
booksellers began to conduct auctions and collab-
orations became common. Millington and Cooper 
collaborated on the auctions of the libraries of 
Daniel Roberts in 1683 and Richard Davis in 1686. 
However, disputes also arose between auctioneers. 
In 1693 Dunton complained of a misunderstanding 
over an auction room he had hired in Dublin:

I fully designed that this Third Auction should have 
been sold at Dick’s Co�ee-house in Skinner-row; for I 
had agreed with Dick for his back-room as long as my 
Sale lasted; [...] but one Patrick Campbell designing 
himself to keep an Auction of Books there, and thinking 
that the Room where Gentlemen had found such fair 
usage in my Auction would give a reputation to his, 
takes it over my head and easy Dick even lets the room 

to Patrick, at the time when it was actually mine, without 
being so fair as to cry ‘Ten Shillings Once, Ten Shillings Twice’. 

CONFLICTS SUCH AS THESE would have been 
common in the late 17th century, as the printing 
and bookselling industry became less regulated 
and commonly accepted rules for the book trade 

had not yet been extended to the new business of auctions. 
Previously, the King’s Printer had imposed fierce regula-
tions on booksellers and the industry had grown sluggish.
The 16th century saw books classified by binding quality, 
with maximum prices limited accordingly, while in the 
early 17th century it was reported that booksellers from 
the Low Countries, hoping to sell their stock in England, 
instead ‘carried them back into Holland’, where the market 
proved more lucrative. However, the growth of auctions 
contributed to a surge in the book trade, as auctions served 
as e�ective channels for the sale and distribution of previ-
ously static stock. The sudden unregulated spread of book 
auctions also led to conflicts with existing authorities. A 
Star Chamber decree of 1637 had previously accounted it 
unlawful for: 

Any person or persons whatsoever, not having been trade 
of a Book-seller, Printer, or Book-binder, to within the cite 
or suburbs of London, or in any other Corporation, Mar-
ket-towne, or elsewhere, receive, take or buy, to barter, sell 
againe, change or do away any Bibles, Testaments, Psalm-
books, Primers, Abcees, Almanackes, or other booke or books 
whatsoever.

Although William Cooper had completed an eight-year ap-
prenticeship with the stationer William Wells, Millington 
was o°cially a haberdasher and his shift to book- 

‘Easy Dick even lets 
the room to Patrick, 
at the time when it 
was actually mine, 
without being so 
fair as to cry “Ten 
Shillings Once, Ten 
Shillings Twice”’

Edward Stillingfleet, by an 
unknown artist, c.1670. 

The auctioneer John Dunton
in an illustration from A 
History of Booksellers by Henry 
Curwen, c.1880. 
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selling was ‘to the chagrin of the Stationer’s Company’. He 
would have been one of the targets of the Company’s 1684 
petition, signed by 96 of its members, which included the 
complaint:

Wee doe likewise tender to yor consideration the excessive losse 
and prejudice which the whole Company of Booksellers (except 
some few persons) have laine under and doe now su�er by the 
many and frequent Auctions of Bookes which are dayly and 
have beene for some yeares last past exposed to sale that way.

The rise in book auctions was also met with hostility by 
the Common Cryer, or ‘Outroper’, who was responsible for 
public auctions arising from legal actions and bankruptcies. 
Cooper and Millington’s auctions of deceased mens’ librar-
ies entirely infringed upon his o°cial function. In 1689 the 
Outroper Thomas Puckle complained ‘against Mr Mill-
ington for making publick sales of bookes [and] Pictures 
within this City’. However, the complaint does not seem to 
have impeded Millington’s trade. Less than a month later  
he advertised another sale and continued to auction both 
books and pictures until his death in 1703.

Though this lack of regulation benefited sales it also led 
to disputes, such as that between John Dunton and Patrick 
Campbell, and ultimately drove the trade to monitor itself, 

with auctioneers undertaking their own uno°cial record-
ings. Cooper published a running list of libraries whose con-
tents had been sold at auction, noting the date and original 
owner, while the emerging problem of audience members 
who bid for books but did not pay led to the establishment 
of a common ‘account of names’, listing those who ‘have 
hitherto neglected to pay for their own’. Yet it was not only 
buyers that needed monitoring. The honesty of the auction-
eer also required authentication, as this ‘Attestation’ signed 
by four of Dunton’s associates suggests:

That being all of us present at Mr John Dunton’s Three Auctions 
in Dublin, and having seen the management thereof every day, 
we do attest that as all was carried on and managed with the 
greatest candour and sincerity imaginable by Mr Dunton, [...] 
that Mr Dunton’s Demeanour during his whole Auctions, has 
been such as has given content to all the gentlemen there; for 
whereas in other auctions it is common to have Setters to raise 
the value of the books, in Mr Dunton’s Auctions we are sure 
there were none from the beginning to the end.

THE DUPLICITOUS USE OF ‘setters’ was among several 
accusations levelled against auctioneers. The notion of 
an auction embraced the assumption that price of goods 
was determined only by the bidders. It, therefore, side-

Book auctions 
were held in public 
spaces, such as 
this co�ee and tea 
house (German 
engraving, second 
half of 17th 
century). 
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stepped any bookselling regulations concerning 
maximum prices. Despite this, price interference 
by auctioneers through tactics such as setting 
led to literary representations of auctioneers as 
dishonest. Edward Ward’s poem, ‘The humours of 
a co�ee-house’, refers to an auctioneer who, once 
‘The Hammer’s down’, ‘has you in a trice’, while 
Thomas Brown’s 1703 elegy to Millington himself 
remembers the book auctioneer’s ability to ‘sell 
’em by his Art for twice their worth’. Millington 
was widely known to be among the less honest of 
his trade, a perception that Thomas Hearne corrob-
orated when he wrote that Millington, though

 ... certainly the best Auctioneer in the World, was at 
the same time very impudent & saucy, yet he was a 
rascal, & could not at the end of Auctions be brought 
to give an Account to the Persons that employ’d him, 
so that by that means he allow’d wt he pleased, & no 
more, & kept a great Number of Books that were not 
sold to himself. 

NEVERTHELESS, the practice of exaggerating the 
significance of cheaper books and withholding 
those that were more valuable was widespread. A 
1681 advertisement of Cooper’s was attacked by a 

rival bookseller for suggesting that an upcoming sale would 
auction the entire remaining library of William Gataker, 
when in fact ‘the books on o�er were only a fragment’ 
and worth only ‘about fifty pounds’. Deceptive advertising 
surrounded the auctions of libraries. The frontispiece to 
Abel Roper’s 1680 auction catalogue promises that the 
libraries of ‘two Eminent and Learned Men Deceased; are to 

be Exposed to Sale’. However, Cooper’s list of library 
sales states that this auction was no more than 
bookseller Roper’s own stock, suggesting that the 
claim of previous illustrious ownership simply mo-
tivated more buyers to bid, as the stock appeared to 
be newly available and of a unique provenance.

The spread of auctions did much for existing 
communities of book collectors, who had previ-
ously acquired works slowly through contacting 
booksellers or borrowing from the shelves of 
friends. Auctions brought them into contact with 
a wider range of collectors and enthusiasts and 
provided opportunities for the easy acquisition of 
specific books. Consequently, auctions became 
perceived as ‘convenient Marts of learning’, 
where auctioneers such as John Dunton did 
‘more service to Learning by his auctions than 
any one single man these hundred years’, in 
the words of Jacob Hooke, writing in 1703. This 
access to information and scholarship, in con-

junction with the possibility to interact in proximity with 
other collectors, characterised the early modern auction for 
its attendees. New scholarly and social information became 
increasingly available both via the books on o�er and the 
auction rooms in which they were discussed, extolled, 
contested and acquired.

 
THE NEW METHOD OF SELLING books ‘by way of Out-cry’ 
allowed for the emergence of fresh dialogue surrounding 
the sale of books and about the books themselves. Unlike 
the previously individual pursuits of book buying and 
selling, the auction presented a democratic and concerted 
method for the dispersal of books and dissemination of 
knowledge. It resulted in collectively-reached judgements 
on the value and significance of discourse, as revealed by 
Stillingfleet, Godden and the characters through which 
they spoke. As Stillingfleet wrote: 

As to the manner of writing here used, viz. by way of Dialogue, 
it is that which his Adversary led him to; and possibly, where 
the decency of it is well observed, it may make Controversie 
go down more pleasantly than otherwise it would. For there 
appears more life and vigour in a Discourse carried on by 
several persons of di�erent humours and opinions, than in one 
continued deduction of Reason.
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HALF A BRICK IS THE only physical artefact that 
remains of a 1914 confrontation that forced a reluctant 
Britain into a conflict between two key members of 
its Empire. One was Canada, home to a majority of 
European immigrants who were determined to monitor 
their entry points and to enforce a policy of what they 
unabashedly called ‘White Canada’. The other was 
India, whose citizens had been migrating for decades to 
parts of the Empire and to whom seeking a new home 
in Canada would become a test of their true equality 
inside Britain’s imperial domain.

Labelled ‘this half brick was used as a missile by 
Hindoos’, the fragment went to a police evidence locker, 
where it lay forgotten for a century. It was thrown by a 
combatant in a midnight mêlée between Indians and the 
Canadian militia. The ‘Hindoo’ who threw it – and who 
was more likely to have been a Sikh – was a passenger 
on the Komagata Maru, one of 376 would-be immi-
grants who, on May 23rd, 1914, entered Canada’s main 

Aboard the 
Komagata Maru, 
Vancouver, 1914.
Gurdit Singh is 
wearing a light 
coloured suit and 
holding aloft a 
pair of binoculars.

|  KOMAGATA MARU

Pacific harbour to assert their right to move to all parts of 
the British Empire. The Indians had anticipated the legal 
reception they could expect as they waited in Burrard Inlet 
outside the bustling city of Vancouver. They did not expect 
to be forced to endure segregation, starvation and attacks 
by zealots as their ship lay at anchor for two months.

Between the 1880s and the early 20th century, the 
province of British Columbia (BC) and the government 
of Canada had passed dozens of bills and regulations to 
shore up the White Canada plan. The focus was mainly on 
Chinese, Japanese and Indian immigrants. After an initial 
burst of railroad construction, which had made extensive 
use of Chinese navvies, had ended in 1885, the Canadian 
government passed laws to restrict entry by more Chinese 
labourers. By 1903 a head tax of $500 had e£ectively excl- 
uded all but a handful of Chinese from entering Canada.

Canada could not treat potential immigrants from Japan 
in such a high handed fashion, because of the Japanese 
government’s close relationship with its counterpart in 

Larry Hannant describes a forgotten episode of conflict over immigration and race between two 
bastions of the British Empire, Canada and India, in the summer of 1914.

The Komagata Maru Incident



NOVEMBER 2014  HISTORY TODAY   17

Britain at the time. Nevertheless, in 1908 a ‘Gentlemen’s 
Agreement’ between Ottawa and Tokyo limited the number 
of Japanese arrivals to just 400 per year.

Indian immigration was more complicated. The  
subcontinent was an integral part of the British Empire 
and Indians believed that, just as they had ventured out to 
Uganda and Malaya, they should be free to try to improve 
their lives in the ‘White Dominions’ of South Africa, New 
Zealand, Australia and Canada. As the Indian nationalist 
Hussain Rahim put it, the people of India ‘share the pains 
and perils of the Empire, and must be allowed to share a few 
blessings too’.

Two empires in one
Between 1904 and 1907 5,000 Indians had been able to 
enter Canada but the public view of them and all Asians 
was hostile. In 1907 anti-immigration sentiment spilled 
north from the US state of Washington into Vancouver. 
White rioters tore through the Chinatown and Japantown 
districts, trashing and looting stores and demanding an end 
to all Asian migration. Indians in BC were not targeted, but 
they feared the consequences if the pressure for a ‘White 
Canada’ persisted.

Britain reluctantly found itself in the middle 
of this imperial dilemma. The challenge was laid 
out in 1912 by the head of the British Dominion 
Department, Sir Charles Prestwood Lucas. In 
his book Greater Rome and Greater Britain, he 
wrote, the British Empire ‘is two empires in 
one’, containing ‘white man’s lands with empty 
spaces,’ and ‘lands over-populated with coloured 
men’. As transportation technology, especially 
passenger ships, bridged the two, what Lucas called ‘the 
instinct of race’ would increasingly ‘run counter to the bond 
of citizenship’. Why would Indians remain loyal to a Britain 
that refused to rein in white racists?

Canada was a senior member of the Empire, whose 
loyalty was especially needed as war with Germany loomed. 
At the same time, the support Britain craved was challen- 
ged by a rising nationalist sentiment in India, where 
agitators saw the anti-Indian discrimination in Canada as a 
useful rallying tool. When Hussain Rahim was arrested in 
Vancouver in 1910 and consigned to be deported, he threat-
ened: ‘You drive us Hindus out of Canada and we will drive 
every white man out of India.’ The British authorities took 
him at his word.

Britain’s dilemma worsened at the turn of the 20th 
century as South Africa, New Zealand and Australia all 
passed legislation barring non-white immigrants. The 
Colonial O¬ce was in the process of consulting Canada 
closely when, in 1908, Ottawa approved two regulations 
under the Immigration Act. These were designed to give 
the appearance of impartiality, while at the same time spe-
cifically barring entry to Indians. The first change required 
that any immigrant to Canada must arrive in one contin-
uous passage from their homeland. The second stipulated 
that prospective immigrants from anywhere in Asia must 
have a minimum $200 in hand on arrival. Strengthening 
the subterfuge, steamship lines were quietly discouraged 
from o£ering continuous voyages from India to Canada. 

Soon, every shipping line serving south Asia required 
passengers to disembark in Hong Kong or Honolulu. A 
new passage would then have to be booked to proceed to 
Canada. By contrast, all ships bringing immigrants from 
Europe travelled directly across the Atlantic.

Reviewing the Canadian regulations in 1909, the 
British government in India informed London that the 
Canadian government initiative ‘makes it practically 
impossible for the ordinary Indian labourer to enter 
Canada’. Yet it praised Canada’s ‘conciliatory attitude’, 
which meant that the Raj had seen ‘none of the contro-
versies that have beset us in connection with the Indian 
immigration into others of the self-governing Colonies’.

If the Raj was satisfied with Canada’s sly exclusion 
of Indians, Indian nationalists were outraged. Indian 
residents in Canada sent a petition to the British gov-
ernment condemning the regulations but the Canadian 
government denied any bias. As the government wrote, 
the rules applied ‘not only to Hindus, or other Asiatics, 
but to all persons coming in’.

Between these changes to the Canadian immigra-
tion act and the arrival of the Komagata Maru three 

figures emerged in the increasingly volatile 
political climate who would figure prominently 
in the confrontation in Burrard Inlet. One was 
William Charles Hopkinson, the India-born son 
of a British Indian Army o¬cer and a Brahmin 
mother. Fluent in several languages, by 1909 
Hopkinson had 13 years of police experience 
in the Punjab, Calcutta and BC. Recognising 
his deep familiarity with Indian politics, the 
Canadian government acted swiftly to hire him 

on the recommendation of Colonel E.J. Swayne. An ‘old 
Indian o¬cer’, who had held several postings in the 
British Empire, Swayne was seconded by the Colonial 
O¬ce to study the volatile situation in BC. He reported 
that ‘socialists of a very undesirable type have made 
it their business to tamper with the East Indians in 
Vancouver’, an alliance that could not help but work ‘to 
the detriment of British prestige’. Swayne recommend-
ed that Canada hire Hopkinson and, for the next five 
years, he would be Ottawa’s main source of intelligence, 
gleaned through undercover work along the length of 
the Pacific Coast.

Hopkinson’s extensive surveillance of socialists, 
anarchists and Indian revolutionaries was augmented by 
active collaboration with US police forces. Everything 
he saw led him to conclude that Britain, Canada and the 
US faced a significant revolutionary threat. He had his 
eyes on one group in particular, the Ghadar (Mutiny) 
Party, whose newspaper, the Ghadar, read by Indians 
from Bombay to BC, boldly announced its programme to 
the world in November 1913. It stated: ‘The whole world 
is waiting to see when [Indian nationalists] will rise and 
destroy the English … Pray for this rising, talk, dream, 
earn money, eat for it alone.’ 

Hopkinson was convinced that the Ghadar agenda 
inspired Gurdit Singh, a multilingual Sikh business-
man based in Singapore. It was Singh who chartered a 
Japanese vessel, the Komagata Maru, to undertake a 

Why would Indians 
remain loyal to a 
Britain that refused 
to rein in white  
racists?
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continuous journey from Hong Kong to Canada in a bid 
to challenge Canadian immigration restrictions.

Legal limbo
Singh is the subject of intense historical argument still. 
Was he a revolutionary or a defender of the law? Those 
in authority, such as Hopkinson, saw him as a dangerous 
radical, but Singh himself asserted his commitment to 
true British justice. The ‘continuous journey’ provision 
in the Canadian clause blatantly violated the standards 
that Britain claimed to uphold throughout the Empire, 
so it must be reversed. This challenge was his professed 
aim, as the vessel journeyed on from Hong Kong to 
Shanghai to Japan to pick up more passengers.

The British and Canadian governments had been 
monitoring the Komagata Maru from its departure 
in Hong Kong, as had Indians in BC. So everyone was 
primed when the ship arrived in Vancouver with its 
mostly Sikh passengers from Punjab, a number of them 
veterans of the Indian army. ‘Hindu 
invaders now in the city harbor’, one 
headline proclaimed. 

As they entered Burrard Inlet, 
the passengers were thrown into 
a legal limbo carefully crafted to 
put maximum pressure on them to 
abandon their aim. According to long-
standing legal precedent, they could 
not be arrested. If they were, their 
lawyer could apply to the courts for a 
writ of habeas corpus to force the state 
to try them or release them. Instead, 
the passengers were confined on 
board. Immigration agents took eight 
days to examine each passenger medically. Then, one by 
one, each was ferried ashore for a hearing. The process 
continued for several weeks, as food and water supplies 
dwindled on board and tension, both on the vessel and 
on shore, increased.

Into the midst of this stand-o£ stepped J. Edward 
Bird. A Vancouver lawyer with socialist connections and 
sympathetic to the Indian cause, Bird readily agreed to 
represent the passengers. He had already won several 
legal cases on behalf of Indian immigrants. His successes 
now led immigration o¬cials to put significant barriers 
in his way. First, they tried to prevent him from boarding 
the boat and, later, insisted he had government repre-
sentatives present at all his meetings. ‘They talk about 
socialists and anarchists’, he sco£ed. ‘There are no set of 
anarchists in Canada like the immigration o¬cials who 
defy all law and order.’

Understanding that time was of the essence for his 
clients, Bird agreed to an expedited legal challenge to 
the continuous journey regulation on behalf of one of 
the passengers, Munshil Singh, serving as a proxy for all. 
The legal bid failed, with the BC Court of Appeal ruling 
on July 6th that Singh had violated the Immigration 
Act and, further, that Canada had the sovereign right 
to bar British subjects. Only 22 passengers, who could 
prove their prior residence in Canada, were allowed to 
disembark. Meanwhile, supporters and opponents on 

Larry Hannant teaches history at Camosun College in Victoria, British 
Columbia, with a special focus on dissent and human rights.

shore became increasingly restive. First hundreds, then 
thousands, gathered at Burrard Inlet, some to express 
their support and to try to convey supplies to the passen-
gers, others to vent their anger at what they saw as in-
terlopers. Former police o¬cers armed with rifles from 
the local militia openly patrolled the wharves. Just after 
midnight on July 19th a party of 150 current and former 
policemen launched a raid on the ship in an attempt to 
take control of it. During the skirmish, passengers on 
the Komagata Maru let fly with pieces of coal and at least 
one brick, attempting to drive o£ the invading posse.

Spectre of revolution
After a two-month stalemate, on July 23rd the Canadian 
government ordered a naval cruiser, HMCS Rainbow, 
to force the Komagata Maru out of Vancouver harbour 
and into the Pacific Ocean. As the ship departed, the 
war in Europe that had been brewing since the assassi-
nation of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria in June 

broke out. Authorities in the Raj and 
Indian revolutionaries alike under-
stood the new situation. Britain was 
now in di¬culty and was asking the 
citizens of its Empire for assistance. 
But many Indians wanted no part of a 
war on behalf of what they regarded 
as a colonial oppressor. The spectre of 
revolution against British rule hung 
over India.

Convinced that the Komagata Maru 
was filled with dangerous radicals, 
British colonial o¬cials halted it at 
Budge Budge in West Bengal, well 
away from the political hotbed of 

Calcutta. Police attempted to arrest Gurdit Singh and 
20 accomplices. They resisted and mayhem erupted, 
with police killing 19 passengers. In the chaos, Singh 
and a number of others escaped. Moving from village to 
village, Singh evaded arrest until 1920, when he surren-
dered and was jailed for five years.

Canada did not escape repercussions from the incid- 
ent. Three months after the ship was expelled, William 
Hopkinson was shot and killed by an Indian revolution-
ary on the steps of the Vancouver courthouse. Edward 
Bird’s determined defence of the British principles of 
justice won him no friends in Vancouver and he had to 
hide out in the BC interior for weeks to avoid vigilantes.

For Indians in Canada and those who did not migrate 
from their homeland, the Komagata Maru became a 
potent symbol of the blatant racism that prevailed in 
Canada and much of the British Empire in the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries. However, in the war that 
followed, most Canadians forgot the Komagata Maru. A 
century later, a country that in 1914 proclaimed itself to 
be White Canada was finally prepared to re-examine its 
notorious past. The brick remnant was rediscovered and 
in 2008 the governments of BC and Canada apologised 
for their predecessors’ mishandling of the confrontation.

|  KOMAGATA MARU

The Komagata 
Maru stranded in 
Burrard Inlet, 1914.
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MEDIEVAL WARFARE

’Tis certain, every man that dies ill, the ill upon 
his own head, the king is not to answer for it. 
Henry V

SHAKESPEARE’S HENRY V disguises himself on 
the eve of Agincourt and engages in a heated debate 
with a few of his men about his responsibility for 
their eternal salvation or damnation and that of 

their comrades. This memorable scene from a play that 
significantly hastened the lionisation of the second Lancas-
trian monarch is not substantiated by contemporary chroni-
clers. According to these writers, it was not at Agincourt, 
but rather almost three years later, that the cause, the 
culpability and even the Christian character of the monarch 
were most seriously called into question.   

The siege of Rouen in 1418 by Henry V was a brutal episode of medieval warfare, made 
worse by the fact that the city’s elderly and infirm were abandoned to a no man’s land. 

Daniel E. Thiery explains how the medieval mind justified such actions.

A Cursyde Deede

On July 1st, 1418 Henry began the siege of the ancient 
city of Rouen. For the next five months the proud and 
perseverant monarch would force its citizens to su�er a 
continuous onslaught, not of cannon balls and arrows but  
of starvation and shattered hope. According to one chron-
icler, for almost ten months Rouen had been stockpiling 
supplies and tearing down buildings beyond the city walls. 
Moreover, refugees from across the countryside had fled 
to the shelter of the city, allegedly swelling the population 
to almost 400,000. Overall, the city was well supplied and 
well protected by its walls. Its inhabitants were keenly 
aware that Henry especially coveted control of the historic 
capital of Normandy.  

For his part, Henry realised from the onset that he 
would have to starve the city into submission. Like many 

The siege and  
conquest of 
Rouen, from a 
15th-century 
manuscript.
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of his contemporaries, the king refused 
recklessly to dash his men against the walls 
of a fortified town. Lacking enough cannon to 
break down its defences, Henry chose instead 
to position his tents and troops in a constric-
tive circle around the five gates of the city, 
thus barring any sallies by both the besieged 
and the Burgundians, whose half-hearted 
promises of relief only served to lower morale 
in the city. In order to discourage escape and 
disrupt the seemingly daily sallies by the more 
chivalrous elements, Henry had a ditch and 
stake-filled mound dug around his coveted 
target. As the siege dragged into winter, starva-
tion began to take its toll. Food prices within 
the city rocketed and the poor were forced 
to eat rats and dogs. At some point during 
this period of distress the citizens of Rouen 
chose to test the English king’s compassion by 
expelling some of their old and infirm, perhaps 
as many as 12,000 of them. Henry refused to 
let these people pass safely through his lines. 
Instead he forced them to stay in the ditch 
between the walls of the city and his troops. 
Rejected by their first refuge and refused safe 
passage by their self-proclaimed duke and 
king, many died, though not before days and 
weeks had passed. An end to their su�ering 
would not come until the city surrendered to 
Henry on January 19th, 1419.  

BY MODERN STANDARDS Henry’s treatment 
of the ditch-dwellers was a war crime, yet to 
the medieval mind his decision was lamen-
table but certainly not abnormal. Though the citizens’ 
su�ering could be considered a violation of the centuries- 
old notion of the Peace of God, Henry also had clerics 
by his side, who, like most of their brethren, regarded 
siege warfare as a standard weapon of a divinely anointed 
monarch. So, if the tale of Henry V and the Rouen ditch 
is seemingly a common one for the period, why explore it 
further? Despite the normative nature of the confrontation 

at Rouen, with its unleashed ‘hounds of famine, sword and 
fire’, the siege illuminates a moment of heightened tension 
between contemporary awareness of the ideal of Christian 
charity and the power of the state; a tension that Shake-
speare brought into bold relief in the heated exchange 

between Henry and one of his soldiers, who 
had dared to question the spiritual worth of 
warfare: ‘I am afeard there are few die well 
that die in a battle; for how can they charita-
bly dispose of anything, when blood is their 
argument?’ 

In the late Middle Ages the promotion of 
charity and the rise of monarchy were two 
important elements in the civilising process: 
the long, slow and ongoing operation that has 
brought about a change in western culture. 
Violence has been devalued as a means of set-
tling interpersonal conflicts and its use has 
been largely monopolised by governments 
and their sanctioned o�cials. 

Over many centuries before 1418, clerics 
and pious laity had tried to marginalise the 
use of violence among believers by emphasis-
ing the spiritual ideal and necessity of charity, 
a sense of harmony and brotherhood that 
was far more encompassing than our modern 
definition of charity as merely alms giving. In 

this same period kings had slowly developed 
a pervasive judicial system and, with such an 
alternate means of dispute resolution in place, 
royal governments worked to monopolise the 
right to violent agency. Yet while both religion 
and the state could, in theory, achieve the 
desired e�ect of a more restrained and peace-
ful society, they often appeared to be an odd 
pairing. Henry, regarded by some scholars as a 
religious zealot, was well aware of his duty as 
a pious subject of Christendom to stay within 
the bounds of charity, but he was also unwill-
ing to allow third party ideas about spiritual 
fellowship to undermine his siege. In order 
better to understand the relationship  
between religious ideals and statecraft in 
the late Middle Ages, we must examine how 
chroniclers, poets and Henry himself reacted 
to the siege of Rouen and, in particular, to 
the starving ditch-dwellers. While some were 
aware that the privileging of charity might 
discredit a seemingly honourable endeavour, 
Henry and the writers who closely chron-
icled his actions did not believe that the 
ditch-dwellers tainted the monarchy for this 
life or the next. In their opinion, rather than 
acting as a mirror for revealing royal warts, 

religion was Henry’s helpmate, which licensed both his 
invasion and his tactics.

A PERUSAL OF contemporary chronicles reveals that what 
appears contradictory to the modern mind was not so dis-
jointed to medieval thinking. The majority of chroniclers, 
whether English, French or Burgundian, recount the devas-
tation of the famine in Rouen in some detail but, when 
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it exists at all, their castigation of the fate of the besieged 
is muted. At best, they exclaim that ‘one would scarcely 
believe’ the su�ering or, as the Burgundian chronicler, 
Enguerrand de Monstrelet, noted, the plight of the citizens 
was ‘grievous and pitiful to be related’. To chroniclers of the 
time, the horrors endured by the citizens and ditch-dwellers 
were a cruel fact of war and a legitimate part of the arsenal 
of any honourable monarch. Indeed, Monstrelet goes so far 
as to mention that some, but not all, of the infants in the 
ditch were hoisted to the top of the town walls for baptism 
before their eventual deaths, yet he never once uses the 
word ‘charity’, nor does he imply that Henry’s 
actions were, in any manner, sinful or shameful. 
Unsurprisingly, Thomas Walsingham hints that the 
blame lay in the obstinacy of Rouen. Its citizens 
dared not to welcome their true lord and, therefore, 
their true lord sought justice. For these writers, 
siege warfare was conducted according to the tradi-
tional rules of ‘war to the death without quarter’, 
rules that applied to all able-bodied inhabitants of 
a town or city. Rouen had its chance to surrender 
before the siege was set. Having refused that initial 
opportunity, according to custom and the laws of 
war, the city and its citizens made themselves the 
legitimate targets of violence either until the siege 
was raised or the besieged capitulated.

THOUGH OTHER WRITERS may not have 
seen, or at least given notice, of any dis-
cordance, two major accounts of the siege 
recognise an incongruous relationship 

between Henry’s tactics and his professed piety. 
The account that, upon first inspection, appears 
most fertile for further analysis is the First English 
Life of King Henry the Fifth. In the anonymous 
author’s recollection of the siege, he retells the tale 
of Henry’s confrontation with St Vincent Ferrer. 
According to the chronicler, Ferrer, standing with 
hooded head so that he would not fear to speak 
his mind to the monarch, demanded to know how 
Henry dared to treat his fellow Christians in such 
a shameful manner. Piqued by the righteous indignation 
of the friar, Henry replied: ‘Ye asked me on this day what 
I was that thus oppressed the people of Christ’s profes-
sion, to which at that time it was not convenient to make 
answer, and therefore now I answer you this: I am the 
scourge of God, sent to punish the people of God for their 
sins.’ Henry and St Vincent then conversed in private and, 
according to the chronicler, the itinerant preacher left the 
meeting convinced of the king’s piety and honour. Perfect. 
Here we have an account that directly puts into bold relief 
the conflict between the ideal of charity and the siege of 
the city. If only the encounter had actually occurred at 
Rouen. The editor of the First English Life, C.L. Kingsford, 
notes that the chronicler has misplaced and mistimed the 
encounter between these two charismatic individuals. Their 
meeting could not have occurred during the siege of Rouen 
because Ferrer was elsewhere during that time. Instead, 
the encounter probably happened earlier at the capture 
of Caen, when Henry sought to send a message to other 
intransigent Normans by slaughtering approximately 2,000 
citizens. 

Though the chronicler has erred, there are some  
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pertinent points to be gleaned from this tale. Henry clearly 
saw no disagreement between his piety and his process of 
conquest. Like many of his noble contemporaries, the king 
considered his actions to be sanctioned by God. Henry espe-
cially looked to Deuteronomy for vindication. As he wrote 
in a letter to Charles VI on July 28th, 1415:  
 
The law of Deuteronomy commands that whoever appears in 
arms before a town, should o�er it peace before it is besieged 
and if the town refuses, we may justly resort to arms and siege 
until the town is ours. 
 
The use of biblical references such as this has led the 
medievalist Thomas Meron, in his study of the law of war 
under Henry, to argue that during his reign ‘legalism in 
negotiations, in propaganda and in the councils of state, 
always self-serving and often hypocritical, reached its 
climax’. Henry and his advisers knew that in their sacred 
texts, among the statements about love of neighbour 
and forgiveness, there could be found divine sanction for 
both their desires and their actions. Though erroneously 
placed, the anonymous author’s inclusion of the encounter 
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between Ferrer and Henry reveals his recognition that the 
king’s action required justification before God and man. The 
author sought to show his readers that, like Ferrer, their 
anxiety over Henry’s, and thus England’s, Christian identity 
stemmed from ignorance of the king’s divine sanction, 
made clear by the laws of war and ecclesiastical writings on 
kingship. As far as the author of the First English Life was 
concerned, Henry had God’s permission to treat Rouen and 
its citizens as he saw fit. In the grand scheme of royal rule, 
all of Henry’s actions were charitable because they sought 
to restore the God-given social and political order, which 
would consequently bring harmony and peace. 

THE MOST FERTILE account of the event is the ballad 
of John Page, a soldier present at the siege who penned a 
detailed verse report of its progress and outcome between 
March 1421 and Henry V’s death in August 1422. Overall, 
Page admires his monarch as an exemplar of Christian king-
ship, or as he puts it in various parts of the poem:

He is king most excellent 
And unto none obedient 

That liveth here on earth by right 
But only unto God almight, 
Within his own, emperor, 
And also king and conqueror ... 
He is manful while the war dost last, 
And merciful when war is past; 
Manhood, meekness, both wit and grace, 
He has, content, in little space. 
Hym wanted no thynge that a prynce should have: 
Almyghty God most hym save!

While openly holding his king in high esteem, 
Page sets his entire recollection within a spiritual 
framework. Indeed, the opening lines reference 
the ultimate act of charity:

God, that dyde a pon a tre 
And bought us with Hys blode soo fre, 
To Hys blys tham brynge 
That lystenethe unto my talkynge

Thus, Page not only shows an awareness of charity 
as a cardinal virtue but directly attempts to set 
Henry’s actions within its bounds and place 
the actions of the citizens of Rouen beyond its 
borders. Concerning the latter’s ostracism, Page 
recounts how the citizens of Rouen, in prepa-
ration for the siege, committed sacrilege by 
demolishing churches beyond the walls in order 
to eliminate any cover for the covetous king: 

I will you tell a cursyde deede, 
How evylle they wroght there, 
To our kynghe com hem before. 
Subbarbys with owt the towne, 
Chyrchys and howse they drewe downe

Page then catalogues the sacrilege of the citizens 
by describing each and every abbey and church 
that was razed. Like the author of the First English 
Life, Page sets the stage to justify Henry’s actions 
as part of God’s vengeance and subsequent restor-
ation of order. 

PAGE DOES NOT ignore the su�ering and deaths 
of the ditch-dwellers. He often ruminates on their 
plight and even refers specifically to charity, so 
that he may show his anxious listeners how Henry 

enacted God’s will, while the citizens of Rouen made a 
mockery of Christian fellowship. Page was troubled by the 
su�ering of the ditch-dwellers and he considered their 
plight a call for a more profound meditation on how war, 
with all its horrors, could fit into God’s plan for humanity. 
This moment of consideration appears in the poem after a 
lengthy juxtaposition involving accounts of Henry and his 
vassals’ valour in war with the su�ering of the ditch-dwell-
ers through unceasing rain, famine and the deaths of their 
friends and families. Page writes:

Thes were the syghtys of dy�erauns. 
That one of Joye and that other of penaunce, 
As helle and hevyn ben partyd to, 
That one of welle and that other of woe. 
There was noo man, I under stonde, 
That sawe that but hys herte wolde change, 

St Vincent Ferrer 
Preaching in Front 
of the Church of 
Sant’Eufemia, 
Verona by  
Bartolomeo  
deglie Erri, late 
15th century. 
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And he considered that sight, 
He would be pensive and nothing light.

For Page, the su�ering of the ditch-dwellers should not 
prompt one to question the Christian character of Henry, 
but to contemplate both what was of ultimate value in life 
and how, in the end, God gives mercy to those whose lives 
are unworthy of clemency. Henry and his men, in Page’s 
view, showed undeserved mercy to the ditch-dwellers, for 
when they were within Rouen, they would have relished 
the deaths of English soldiers:

Our men gave them of our bread, 
Though they had done some of our men to dead, 
And harm unto none of them did they none, 
But made them to the ditch gone.

In these lines the ditch is depicted as a safe haven. Page con-
strues the subsequent su�ering of the dwellers as a stain on 
the souls of the citizens of Rouen, as well as a boon for the 
souls of the English, who were given a lasting opportunity 
to show charity when none was deserved. Besides allowing 
his men to feed the dwellers when they saw fit, Henry also 
sent priests to give food and blessings both to them and the 
poor of Rouen on Christmas Day, an action that Page lauded 
as ‘of goodness a great tokening’. Henry could show his men 
and his enemies that he was a charitable monarch and he 
could also make manifest the positive value of surrender to 
the increasingly hungry citizens in Rouen. 

Lastly, according to Page, Henry was compelled in a par-
ticularly poignant moment to consider the virtue of charity. 
When representatives of Rouen met with Henry in order to 
ascertain his terms for lifting the siege, they implored him 

to help the ditch-dwellers by feeding them and then letting 
them pass through his troops. In words that echo late medi-
eval petitions for royal pardon, the representatives pleaded: 

For His love that died on Good Friday, 
and for His Mother’s love so free, 
Consider ye the charity, 
The poor pepylle that ben without, 
In your ditches round-a-bout, 
That ben there and lack meat and bread, 
For hunger many on been dead. 
Have ye pity them upon. 
And grant them leave for to gone.  

Like Ferrer, the representatives confronted Henry and 
compelled him to defend his actions, not as a warrior but as 
a subject of Christendom. Henry replied to the appeal with 
this retort:

Fellows, who put them there, 
To the ditch of that city? 
I put them not there, and that was ye. 
Let them find what they have sought. 
They abode in the city whilst they might.

WHILE the words might have been Page’s, the 
reply almost certainly matches how Henry 
viewed the problem of the ditch-dwellers. 
The sin and violation of charity lay with the 

citizens of Rouen, who not only refused their rightful lord 
but also abandoned their own in a time of trouble. Is this a 
satisfactory answer to a modern mind? No, not at all. Yet, 
to Page, this justification was exactly how his audience, 
who might have been moved to ponder the su�ering of 

Massacre of the 
Armagnacs by the 
Bourguignons, 
Paris 1418, 
contemporary 
illustration from 
the Vigils of Charles 
VII by Martial of 
Paris. 
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the ditch-dwellers, ought to ease their anxiety about their 
monarch’s cause. As if to leave nothing to chance, Page both 
prepares the reader for this encounter and follows it up by 
referencing the king’s charity. He notes before the debate 
with the representatives that the king, despite the loss of 
so many men and the sinful defiance of Rouen against their 
true lord, did not seek vengeance, but instead was willing 
to meet with the citizens to discuss a surrender agreement. 
As Page exclaims: ‘There was mercy and charity!’ After the 
main encounter between Henry and the representatives, 
Page recounts how, upon leaving, they inquired whether 
Henry would, out of love of charity, help the ditch-dwellers. 
Henry replied that he would consider it, but do as God in-
tended. He would continue to use them to show his largesse 
but to regard their su�ering as solely the product of the sin 
of Rouen. For both Page and Henry, a debate over whether 
the king was within the bounds of charity was not worth 
initiating. Those who appealed to charity were simply igno-
rant of Henry’s just cause.

Henry was enacting on a large scale what some late 
medieval parishioners did in their own churches and 
churchyards. Court records reveal cases where disgruntled 

Judgements of this world and the next
St Vincent Ferrer (1350-1419, above, 
in a 15th-century fresco by Fra Barto-
lommeo at the Church of San Marco, 
Florence) was a Dominican mission-
ary who preached in the tradition 
of the Peace of God movement. 
Codified by the Church in the 11th 
and 12th centuries, the Peace of God 
became a means to limit excesses of 
military violence and so protect the 
ordinary population of Christendom.

Henry V, who had declared 
himself ‘the scourge of God, sent to 
punish the people of God for their 
sins’, was initally denounced by 
Ferrer. But, after a brief meeting, 
probably at Caen, he became 
convinced of the king’s faith. What 
Ferrer would have made of the 
reasoning of the king’s Bishop of 
Winchester, Henry Beaufort, is 
another matter. In March 1416 the 

bishop addressed Parliament with a 
proposal to establish a code of justice 
for Christendom, derived from the 
Peace of God, which sought solu-
tions to armed disputes by attempt-
ing to understand the wishes of God. 

Conveniently for Beaufort, his 
reasoning confirmed that the deity 
was firmly on the side of the English. 
Their victories at Sluys (1340) 
Poitiers (1356) and, most decisively, 
Agincourt (1415) were proof that, 
just as in temporal courts, divine 
judgements came in threes. The 
French, refusing to acknowledge 
what was self evidently God’s ruling, 
only served to invoke a further trio 
of punishments, losing three of their 
most valuable means of opposition 
to the English: the strategically im-
portant ports of Calais and Harfleur; 
their manpower; and their courage.  

parishioners pulled one of their brethren out of line for 
communion, slandered their neighbour or even obstruct-
ed their priest from performing the liturgy because they 
regarded the victims of their abuse as outside of charity and 
in need of reconciliation. Unlike these censured individuals, 
Henry was endorsed by religious authority to perform such 
‘corrective violence’. For Page, the king, paradoxically to 
us, was charitably forcing Rouen to make amends for its 
rebellion and thus return them to a state of fellowship with 
its king and God.         

DURING THE LATE MIDDLE AGES, liturgical 
rituals, sermons and didactic literature familiar-
ised noble and commoner alike with the virtue 
of charity, a sense of fellowship and brotherhood 

that emphasised conciliation of conflict and the purgation 
of wrath. Court records show that late medieval religious 
teachings prompted parishioners to re-evaluate violence as 
a means of interpersonal conflict resolution. Such parochi-
al calls for conscientiousness were echoed by the monarchy 
which, with its justice system, sought to make itself the 
sole agent of conflict resolution and violence. Both religion 
and the state worked to taint interpersonal violence as 
shameful, sinful and criminal. National conflicts and 
large-scale acts of violence, where monarchs, nobles, even 
bishops justified and conducted their wars with the belief 
that their side was God’s, too, tend to muddle our percep-
tion of the e�cacy of religion in promoting peace. As the 
distinguished Dutch historian of the Middle Ages, Johan 
Huizinga, noted:

The Church, on the one hand, had inculcated gentleness and 
clemency, and tried, in that way, to soften judicial morals. On 
the other hand, in adding to the primitive need of retribution 
the horror of sin, it had, to a certain extent, stimulated the sen-
timent of justice. And sin, to violent and impulsive spirits, was 
only too frequently another name for what their enemies did.

Spiritual ideals could and did cause a reconsideration of 
the value and honour of violence in interpersonal conflict, 
but often fell short of causing a crisis of conscience during 
national conflicts because the church and state were still so 
intertwined. When one examines the history of violence in 
both its medieval setting and across historical eras, one is 
reminded that, even if the civilising process has produced a 
marked increase in domestic peace, the historical agents of 
that process often remained far from civil.
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AS THE Second Reform Bill found its way onto the 
statute book in 1867, feelings in Britain were 
mixed. There was both apprehension and excite-
ment, since this giant step towards full-blown  

democracy could also be seen as a threat to continuity and 
tradition. The perfect symbol of these conflicting emot-
ions was the railway terminus and accompanying hotel 
under construction for the Midland Railway at St Pancras 
in London. George Gilbert Scott’s hotel, which forms the 
façade, is one of the supreme e�orts of Victorian Gothic 
architecture. Behind it, the train shed is a manifestation of 
Victorian engineering at its most daring and innovative.

This photograph of 1867 shows the beginnings of the 
basement, the secret behind the single-span structure, then 
the largest in the world, that M.H. Barlow devised to house 
the railway’s platforms. The Regent’s Canal ran immedi-
ately to the north and Barlow did not want to put his lines 
into a tunnel underneath it because that would have faced 
engines with a steep incline almost immediately on leaving 
the station, without having gathered speed. So a bridge was 
to carry them over the canal, meaning that the platforms 
would be well above ground level. Barlow realised that the 
girders supporting the station floor could act as a series of 
trusses, to anchor a huge arched roof crossing all the plat-
forms in one leap. There was no need for pillars to clutter up 
the space or for a spine wall down the middle to accommo-
date a central line of supports, something Barlow wanted 
to avoid, since the Midland had a tunnel underneath St 
Pancras linking its lines to those of the Metropolitan Un-
derground and so to the markets for Midlands coal in South 
London and beyond. The basement’s 800 uniform cast-iron 
columns supporting the station floor from below were 
placed 14 feet apart, a spacing dictated by the dimensions 
of the beer barrels from the breweries of Burton-on-Trent, 
which were to be stored there before slaking London’s 
thirst. There was a lift to lower wagonloads of barrels onto 
rails running down the centre of the basement. 

The stubs of the series of arches made by the BIC of 
Derby to support the roof can be seen on the left and some 
columns towards the back. The cartload of coal is probably 
fuel for the steam cranes and shovels employed on the site. 
In the background the gasometers can be discerned, one of 
which has been lovingly dismantled, conserved and then 
re-erected as part of today’s King’s Cross redevelopment. 
The nearly 250-ft wide train shed was not the Midland’s only 
claim to fame: it also pioneered third-class carriages, uphol-
stered seats for all and the serving of meals on trains, though 
its reputation for punctuality fell below that of its rivals.

After he had completed his building, Scott admitted 
‘it is possibly too good for its purpose, but having been 
disappointed, through Lord Palmerston, of my ardent 
hope of carrying out my style in the Government o�ces 
[in Whitehall] … I was glad to erect one building in that 
style in London’. A wag, agreeing with him, said: ‘C’est 
magnifique, mais ce n’est pas la gare’, which indeed it is not; 
it is a hotel. But since the refurbishment of the train shed 
and the arrival there of Eurostar in 2007, it truly can be 
called a magnificent railway station, rescued from decades 
of neglect. On the escalator from the basement to the 
platforms, spirits as well as body and luggage are uplifted as 
it comes into view.

ROGER HUDSON

This photograph of 1867 shows 
the beginnings of the basement, 
the secret behind the single-span 
structure that H.M. Barlow devised 
to house the railway’s platforms
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SHERMAN’S TACTICS

‘War is an uncivil game and can’t be civilised’, said  
one Union sergeant of General Sherman’s rampage 
through Georgia in 1864. Matt Carr discusses this  
turning point in the American Civil War and the 
historical legacy of the man behind it. 

General Sherman’s 
March to the Sea

ON NOVEMBER 15TH, 1864 60,000 Union troops under 
the command of General William Tecumseh Sherman 
abandoned the burning city of Atlanta and marched 
into central Georgia to begin one of the most celebrated 

campaigns of the American Civil War. Only two months previously 
he had become the hero of the North when his 100,000-strong army 
took Atlanta after a gruelling summer campaign, e�ectively saving 
the incumbent President Abraham Lincoln from defeat in the 

General Sherman on 
horseback at Federal 
Fort No.7, Atlanta, 1864.
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relentlessly than Sherman. A former bank manager, lawyer and school 
superintendent, he had already shown his willingness to extend 
the ‘hard hand of war’ to Southern civilians as military governor of 
Memphis, Tennessee in June 1862;  in the destruction of Jackson and 
Meridian during Grant’s operations in Mississippi in the summer 
of 1863; and in reprisals against Confederate guerrillas during the 
invasion of northern Georgia in May 1864. His evacuation of Atlanta 
transformed him into a hate figure in the Southern press. 

Sherman’s reputation as the nemesis of the South was confirmed 
by his Georgia campaign, as his army rampaged through the ‘granary 
of the South’, raiding farms, seizing provisions, slaughtering or con-
fiscating livestock and demolishing and burning property. Targeting 
the Georgia railroad, they tore up and melted down tracks before 
twisting them into ‘Sherman’s neckties’ and burned or demolished 
stations and warehouses, leaving a path of chaos around 50 miles 

autumn presidential elections. It was 
an action that surprised his contempo-
raries. Having conquered the ‘Gateway 
to the South’, most observers assumed 
that Sherman would garrison Atlanta 
and head northwards into Virginia, 
where the Union’s eastern armies, 
under the command of his great friend 
Ulysses S. Grant, were locked in a 
bloody stalemate with Robert E. Lee’s 
Army of Northern Virginia around the 
Confederate capital, Richmond.

On taking Atlanta, Sherman 
stunned the Confederacy by ordering 
the evacuation of the entire civilian 
population, apparently for purely 
military purposes. He then proceeded 
to reduce the city to an uninhabitable 
wreck. Disregarding conventional 
wisdom that an advancing army 
should maintain contact with its line 
of communications, he reduced the 
size of his force almost by half and 
ordered his o�cers to destroy all store-
houses, factories and warehouses that 
could be used for military purposes, 
including the Western and Atlantic 
Railroad, which had kept his men 
supplied throughout the summer. 

Sherman’s ultimate destination was the city of Savannah, 300 
miles east on the Atlantic coast, where he hoped to be resupplied by 
the Union navy, before proceeding northwards into Virginia. Until 
then his army would be largely dependent for its survival on what it 
could take from the local population. The plan was partly intended 
to assist Grant in Virginia by cutting o� the flow of supplies to the 
Confederate armies and disrupting their communication, but it also 
had a more nebulous ‘psychological’ purpose. After more than three 
years of violent and seemingly endless conflict, Sherman had decided 
to take the conflict beyond the battlefield and subject Georgia to a 
level of devastation that would make its population realise that ‘war 
and ruin are synonymous terms’. By making civilians pay a price for 
supporting the war, Sherman hoped to break the Confederacy’s will 
and to demonstrate that its leadership no longer had the ability to 
protect the South’s population even in their own homes.  

 
THIS STRATEGY MARKED a dramatic shift in Union policy toward 
the South. When the war began in April 1861, President Lincoln 
ordered Union armies not to confiscate or damage Southern proper-
ty in the belief that Southerners could still be wooed back into the 
Union. By the time Sherman’s army marched out of Atlanta, such 
restraint had long since been abandoned. In the summer of 1862, 
unable to translate victories on the battlefield into an overall strategic 
outcome and shocked by the popularity of the secessionist cause, 
Lincoln authorised Union armies to adopt increasingly harsh meas-
ures in an attempt to quell Southern resistance. 

Martial law, forced requisitions and ‘foraging’ expeditions, which 
stripped entire communities of food, deportations of disloyal citizens, 
destructive raids aimed at wrecking Confederate 
war resources, acts of collective punishment in 
response to guerrilla attacks and slave eman-
cipation – were all innovations of the Union’s 
‘hard war’ policy. Few generals applied it more 

The movement of Sherman’s army from Atlanta to Savannah and northwards to South Carolina.  

Railroad track 
being torn up on 
Sherman’s orders, 
1864.
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wide. ‘No one, without being there, can form a proper idea of the dev-
astation that will be found in our track’, wrote one Union chaplain: 
‘Thousands of families will have their homes laid in ashes, and they 
themselves will be turned beggars in the street. We have literally 
carried fire and sword into this once proud and defiant land.’ 

THE SPEED WITH WHICH Sherman’s soldiers moved through 
Georgia was partly due to the absence of any serious Confed-
erate resistance, as well as to his skilful tactics. By reducing 
his army’s provisions to a minimum and marching his troops 

in two parallel ‘wings’ around 20 miles apart, the sparse Confederate 
defenders scattered across the state were unable to predict their 
opponents destination and concentrate their forces against them. 
Rather than attack well-defended cities, Sherman simply bypassed 
them to maintain the forward momentum of his highly-motivated 
army. Although facing probably the best fighting force in the world 
at the time, the Confederate president, Je�erson Davis, urged the 
population to emulate the Russian partisan war against Napoleon and 
turn the Georgia campaign into Sherman’s ‘retreat from Moscow’. It 
was an aspiration that never came close to realisation. 

On December 21st Sherman’s army captured Savannah in trium-
phant conclusion to the ‘March to the Sea’. The news was greeted 
with rapturous acclaim in the North. The following February he 
marched his men northwards into the swampy lowlands of South 
Carolina, where he proceeded to use the same tactics. Here the 
destruction was even more extensive and more explicitly punitive, as 
his soldiers burned and looted their way through the state that they 

regarded as the spiritual home of the rebellion 
and the heartland of the Southern slave- 
owning ‘aristocracy’. ‘Every house, barn, 
fence and cotton gin gets an application of the 

torch’, observed one Ohio sergeant, ‘that prospect is revolting, but 
war is an uncivil game and can’t be civilised.’ 

This was the view of many Union soldiers, who dubbed the cam-
paign the ‘smoky march’. It reached a peak on February 17th, 1865, 
following the surrender of the state capital, Columbia. Despite the 
fact that its defenders had abandoned the city, much of Columbia was 
razed to the ground that night in a spree of drunken mayhem. Though 
Sherman subsequently blamed retreating Confederate cavalry for 
causing fires by burning bales of cotton, numerous witnesses saw 
his soldiers deliberately setting alight individual homes. There is 
little doubt that many Union soldiers, plied with alcohol by the local 
population in a mistaken attempt to placate them, were determined 
to torch the city. If Sherman did not order the destruction, he did 
little to prevent it, even though he was perfectly aware of the mood 
of his men. In any case, the ‘burning of Columbia’ served his strategic 
objectives and he subsequently made it clear that he had no regrets. 
On March 7th, 1865, Sherman’s army entered North Carolina, the last 
state to secede. Though Union troops continued to destroy factories, 
foundries and railroad links, the damage was more restrained than in 
South Carolina, as it became clear that the war was nearing an end. 

By the end of March Union armies were tearing into the Confed-
eracy from all sides and its position had become untenable. On April 
3rd Richmond fell to Grant’s troops as Lee’s Army of Northern 

The Capture of 
Atlanta by the Union 
Army, September 
2nd, 1864.

Sherman had decided to subject Georgia to a level of devastation that 
would make its population realise ‘war and ruin are synonymous terms’



32  HISTORY TODAY  NOVEMBER 2014

SHERMAN’S TACTICS 

Federal o�cers standing in front of the 
former headquarters of Confederate 
General John Bell Hood in Atlanta.
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Virginia retreated westwards. Six days later, Lee surrendered to Grant 
at Appomattox. On 13th, Sherman’s troops entered the state capital 
Raleigh and the following day he issued Special Field Orders, No. 55, 
which commanded his men to refrain from ‘further destruction of 
railroads, mills, cotton and produce’ and to ensure that ‘the inhabit-
ants will be dealt with kindly, looking to an early reconciliation’. Even 
after the assassination of Abraham Lincoln on April 15th, 1865 these 
orders were largely obeyed. On April 16th, Sherman accepted from his 
great adversary, General Joseph E. Johnston, the surrender of 90,000 
Confederate troops at the Bennett Farm near Raleigh, thus removing 
the last major Confederate army from the Civil War. 

 

BY THIS TIME Sherman’s 700-mile rampage had already begun 
its transformation into a military legend. In the North it was 
acclaimed as a strategic masterstroke that had dealt a decisive 
blow to Confederate morale. In the South Sherman was vili-

fied as a cruel and merciless destroyer, a 19th-century Genghis Khan 
who waged war on civilians and non-combatants, rather than armies. 
The image of Sherman the Great Destroyer has been handed down 
in popular culture and memory. In D.W. Gri�th’s racist film of 1915, 
Birth of a Nation, a homeless and terrified Georgia woman huddles 
in the scrub with her children as Sherman’s triumphant army passes 
below. The caption reads, ‘while the women and children weep, a 
great conqueror marches to the sea’. In Waylon Jennings’ 1978 song, 
‘They Laid Waste to Our Land’, a voiceover describes Sherman’s 
soldiers ‘with hate in their hearts, they moved in a line, cutting a scar 
through God’s Blessed country 50 miles wide. Burning, looting and 
gutting our land like vultures’. Today Sherman is still remembered in 
parts of the South as a symbol of Yankee barbarism, a view that is not 
merely confined to ‘Lost Cause’ narratives of Southern victimhood, 
which present the Confederate rebellion as a romantic and essentially 
noble endeavour in which the better side was defeated. 

Perhaps more than any military campaign in history, Sherman’s 
March has become a paradigm of wartime devastation. Some hist- 
orians have depicted him as the spiritual father of ‘total war’, whose 
‘strategy of terror’ ushered in a new era of warfare against civilians. 
In 1948 the Southern historian John Bennett Walters published an 
article, ‘General Sherman and Total War’, in the Journal of Southern 
History, which accused Sherman of breaking with the 19th-century 
conventions of war and establishing a ‘record for systematic torture, 
pillage, and vandalism unequalled in American 
history’. Others have cited the marches as a 
watershed in the evolution of modern warfare. 
The former British general and military historian 
J.F.C. Fuller described Sherman as the architect 
of the ‘moral retrogression’, which he regarded as 
a particularly malign consequence of the Amer-
ican Civil War, and the ‘leading exponent of this 
return to barbarism’. Some have seen Sherman’s 
campaigns as a precedent for the 1945 bombing 
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki and the 1968 My Lai 
massacre in Vietnam.

Sherman’s many admirers take a more 
positive view of his achievements and contri-
bution. Some have pointed out the discrepancy 
between his pungent rhetoric and his actions. 
Few generals are more quotable and of Sher-
man’s many aphorisms none is more widely 
repeated than his extemporaneous insistence 
that ‘war is all hell’ (more often rendered as 
‘war is hell’). Though, before the conflict, he 
was a great admirer of Southern society, 
Sherman was prone to making bloodthirsty 

pronouncements and on more than one occasion threatened South-
erners with ‘extermination’, if they continued with the war. These 
threats were not carried out and his defenders have argued that Sher-
man’s campaigns of devastation were not ‘total’, but a proportionate 
and relatively bloodless use of force that was justified on military 
grounds. 

In a hagiographic biography written in the 1920s, the British 
military theorist Basil Liddell Hart hailed Sherman as the unacknowl-
edged genius of the American Civil War, whose methods presented a 
less destructive alternative to the meat-grinding battles of the First 
World War. He subsequently argued that Sherman’s campaigns anti- 
cipated the Nazi Blitzkrieg tactics in the Second World War and their 
adaptation by General Patton during his 1944 Normandy campaigns.

THERE IS NO DOUBT that the claims made by ‘Lost Cause’ adherents 
such as Walters are overstated. For the most part the destruction 
inflicted by Sherman’s army was directed towards property rather 
than people. Few civilians were killed during the marches and the 
isolated killings that did take place were the work of soldiers acting 
on their own volition. Even the damage to property was not always 
as extensive as has been portrayed. In Georgia private property was 
often spared and even in South Carolina the destruction was confined 
to a relatively small area. Though incursions of Union soldiers into 

farms and homes were certainly terrifying for 
the inhabitants, these people mostly escaped un-
harmed and untouched. Most Confederate men 
of military age were fighting in the army and the 
households that Sherman’s army encountered 
were generally comprised of women, old men and 
children. In Southern society white female virtue 
was sacrosanct and the possibility of sexual vio-
lence was routinely invoked in lurid anti-Union 
propaganda to galvanise resistance. Allegations 
of rape were frequently directed at Sherman’s 
‘Vandal’ army by the Southern press and these 
accusations have also passed into Southern myth- 
ology. In Margaret Mitchell’s 1936 novel Gone With 
the Wind Scarlett O’Hara shoots a lascivious and 
brutish Yankee soldier who enters her house to 
rob it and clearly regards her as sexual prey. Such 
accusations were not entirely without foundation. 
Though in theory rape was subject to harsh punish-
ment, there must have been numerous incidents, 
of which Sherman would have been unaware or 
which were never reported. In Columbia, in 

Lillian Gish in a scene 
from D.W. Gri�th’s 
Birth of a Nation (1915). 

The Union General W. Scott, slaying the 
great dragon of secession, 1861.
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particular, there are a number of testimonies to the rape of white and 
black women. Nevertheless the documentary evidence suggests that 
sexual violence was comparatively rare and that Sherman’s men did 
not regard women as spoils of war. 

The demonisation of Sherman in the South is often contrasted 
with the chivalrous ‘Celtic’ warfare that supposedly defined the 
Confederacy. But Confederate armies also targeted Union civilians 
and loyalists, albeit on a more limited scale. Furthermore, despite 
the Union’s ‘hard war’ policy, its armies were also subject to what 
was then the first attempt by any national government to impose 
binding laws of conduct, in the form of the Prussian jurist Francis 
Lieber’s General Orders No.100, also known as the Lieber Code, many 
of whose recommendations later formed the basis of the Hague Con-
ventions on Land Warfare in 1899 and 1907. 

These laws contained various articles extending protection to 
civilian life and property, but they also allowed for numerous exemp-
tions according to the principle of ‘military necessity’. Much of what 
Sherman’s armies did in Georgia and the Carolinas fell within this 
principle, or at least Sherman believed that it did, whether forced  
requisitions or the destruction of property 
with a potential military purpose, a designa-
tion that was largely determined by individual 
military commanders. As part of Special Field 
Orders, No.55, before leaving Atlanta, the 
Union soldiers were under strict orders regu-
lating their conduct and prohibiting them from 
entering private houses without authorisation. 

 Orders were not always obeyed, nor was 
it always possible to enforce them. Sherman’s 
foragers often acted independently some miles 
away from the line of march. There were inci-
dents in which soldiers beat up and tortured 

civilian householders or slaves in order to force them to reveal where 
their valuables were hidden. Compared with the behaviour of some 
20th-century armies, however, Sherman’s soldiers were relatively 
restrained and subject to su�cient discipline to keep their worst 
instincts in check  for most of the time. 

Had this not been the case, it is unlikely that the March to the Sea 
and its devastating sequel would have been received with such acclaim 
in the North. Part of the appeal of Sherman’s methods to the North-
ern public and to many of his soldiers lay in the relative absence of 
bloodshed, compared with the horrific loss of life on both sides during 
Grant’s campaigns in Virginia. To a war-weary Northern population, 
Sherman’s strategy appeared to have unlocked the Civil War and pre-
cipitated its ending. The burning of Southern towns and plantations 
was regarded as a legitimate punishment for rebellion and there were 
other positive consequences to these campaigns. Though Sherman 
himself was a white supremacist who refused to allow black soldiers 
to bear arms in his army, his marches liberated tens of thousands of 
slaves in fulfilment of Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation. 

Sherman and many of his o�cers preferred the freed slaves 
to remain on their plantations rather than 
slow down the progress of the Union forces. 
Nevertheless, thousands of men, women and 
children greeted his soldiers with rapturous 
enthusiasm and abandoned their masters 
and mistresses to join the march. In e�ect, 
Sherman’s army dealt a fatal blow to South-
ern slavery. In doing so it added a poignant 
corollary to the devastation celebrated in the 
popular song Marching Through Georgia, which 
declares: ‘So we made a thoroughfare for 
freedom and her train/Sixty miles in latitude, 
three hundred to the main.’

The demonisation 
of Sherman is often 
contrasted with 
the chivalrous 
‘Celtic’ warfare that 
supposedly defined 
the Confederacy

Confederate soldier (left) with musket and Georgia State seal buckle; Union soldier with Colt Model 1855 Root Sidehammer pistols.
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THESE ASPECTS of Sherman’s marches tend to be played 
down by those who see them as a template for 20th-century 
barbarism. The idea that Sherman opened the door to ‘total 
war’ is to overstate the historical novelty of his campaigns. 

‘Ravaging’, ‘marauding’ and the destruction of crops and property 
were well-established practices that can be traced back to the sacking 
of cities in the ancient world. French armies during the Napoleonic 
wars behaved far more brutally towards the populations that resisted 
them in Calabria, Spain or the Tyrol than Sherman’s soldiers did. The 
conventions of ‘civilised’ war were frequently ignored during Europe-
an campaigns in wars of colonial conquest in the 19th century.

What was new about Sherman’s campaigns was the targeting of 
civilians as part of a comprehensive psychological and military strat-
egy in the context of an ‘industrialised’ war between two societies 
unable to defeat each other through conventional military methods. 
Not only did Sherman identify civilian ‘morale’ and the psychology 
of the enemy population as decisive military factors in themselves, 
but he also expressed, with eloquence and persuasion, the idea that, 
if it brought conflict to a swifter conclusion, harshness or ‘severity’ 
was ultimately preferable and more humane than attempts to ‘refine’ 
war, as he put it. In the 150 years since Sherman’s army marched 
into Georgia that philosophy has been put into practice to far more 
devastating e�ect than Sherman contemplated. This does not mean, 
as some of his detractors claim, that he single-handedly ‘invented’ a 
new form of warfare, or even that those who subsequently put such 
methods into practice looked to him for inspiration. 

 Such influence is not absent, however. American soldiers in the 
Philippines cited Sherman’s campaigns as a justification for atroc-
ities against Filipino civilians. In Errol Morris’ 2003 documentary 
The Fog of War, former US Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, 
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who helped plan the US air war in Japan, cites Sherman’s campaigns 
as a precedent for the firebombing of Tokyo. Yet many armies have 
attacked civilians without ever studying Sherman’s campaigns in 
Georgia. Campaigns such as Kitchener’s scorched earth policy during 
the Second Boer War, the Nazi anti-partisan operations in Ukraine 
and Belorussia, and the Japanese ‘kill all-burn all-loot all’ o�ensives 
against communist guerrillas in northern China and the Allied 
bombing of German cities during the Second World War all reflect a 
common recognition by 20th-century armies that civilians as well as 
soldiers are objects of war. 

 In the early 21st century civilians have become the primary 
victims of modern warfare, whether as a direct or indirect con-
sequence of military operations. Sherman’s destructive marches 
perhaps anticipated these developments, but they did not cause 
them. The general who said that ‘war is all hell’ may well have been  
astonished and shocked by the hellishness of the wars that followed.

The New Capitol,  
Columbia, following  
its destruction by  
Sherman’s army.

From the Archive
More on the 

American 
Civil War 
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MakingHistory
Historians and literary scholars should be encouraged to share their insights in order to paint a 
more complete picture of the past, argues Mathew Lyons. 

IT HAS LONG bemused me that there 
is so little formal – or, for that matter, 
informal – dialogue and collabora-
tion between historians and literary 
scholars. Each are aware of the others’ 
work, despite the intellectual, cultural 
and administrative inheritances that 
maintain the academic silos of schools 
and faculties and which are increas-
ingly outdated in a 21st-century, 
hyper-connected world.

Both disciplines have much to learn 
from the other about the way our an-
cestors explained the world and their 
place in it to themselves, how they ne-
gotiated that place with one another 
and about how meaning is shaped and 
expressed over time through language, 
thought and action.

I would argue that only inter-disci-
plinary approaches can hope to recover 
the human experiences of the past, 
the resonance of the senses for histor-
ical actors, whose lives we still tend to 
reduce to mere thought. 

I was thinking about this while re-
reading a couple of Shakespeare’s later 
plays, Henry VIII and The Winter’s Tale. 
Both were among those Shakespeare’s 
company performed in the 1610s at its 
indoor theatre created out of part of 
the Great Hall of the former Blackfri-
ars priory. 

Because I am researching the Dis-
solution of the monasteries, I began 
to realise that Shakespeare – and John 
Fletcher, co-author of Henry VIII – 
made use of the priory itself in the 
texts, both in terms of its contempo-
rary uses and its historic meanings as a 
site of Catholic authority and worship.

So Leontes’ line, ‘I am a feather 
for each wind that blows’, must have 
had particular immediacy for its first 
audience thanks to the feather-mak-
ers who worked within the priory’s 
precincts, alongside other artisans 
and craftsmen. Among these were 
glassblowers; hence, perhaps, Bucking-

ham’s description of failed diplomatic 
negotiations being ‘like a glass/Did 
break i’ th’ wrenching’.

Lovell’s brief speech in Henry VIII 
denigrating those courtiers who were 
seduced by French fashion is full of 
allusions to the life of the Blackfriars, 
itself a fashionable residence, with an 
inn named the Fool and Feather, tennis 
courts, gambling houses and its status 
as a liberty outside the City of London’s 
jurisdiction.

They must either … leave those remnants 
Of fool and feather that they got in France, 
With all their honourable points of 
ignorance 
Pertaining thereunto, as fights and 
fireworks, 
Abusing better men than they can be, 
Out of a foreign wisdom, renouncing 
clean 

The faith they have in tennis, and tall 
stockings, 
Short blistered breeches, and those types 
of travel, 
And understand again like honest men; 
Or pack to their old playfellows: there, I 
take it, 
They may, ‘cum privilegio’, oui away 
The lag end of their lewdness and be 
laughed at.

In the context of the old religious life 
of the buildings it is hard to avoid the 
thought that a play in which a statue 
of a woman in a chapel is seemingly 
brought back to life after 20 years has 
its meaning amplified in interesting 
ways by being staged in a former priory 
that had been stripped of its art by the 
Reformation.

I do not wish to argue that The Win-
ter’s Tale is ‘about’ Catholicism, merely 
that the scene as experienced by its 
original audience would have created 
complex and powerful emotional re-
sponses, otherwise lost to us, precisely 
by virtue of the building in which it 
was being performed.

To put it another way, Shakespeare 
and Fletcher are working to impli-
cate their audience in the emotional 
theatre of their plays using the lived 
environment, generating meaning 
from the way words and images echo 
or refract in di�erent places.

The way we recover such meanings 
is the way we should approach much 
more of the past, with imagination 
and a breadth of reference that goes 
beyond the written word to a fuller 
and more humanly complete sense of 
experience, because only by bringing 
our narrow disciplines together can we 
hope to unlock the lives of the dead 
and waken their memorials from sleep.

Both disciplines have much to 
learn from the other about the 
way our ancestors explained 
the world to themselves

Inside the Theatre of Experience

Mathew Lyons is author of The Favourite: Ralegh 
and His Queen (Constable & Robinson, 2011).

Dramatic history: 
the Globe Theatre, 
late 16th century, 
from an engraving 
by Cornelius de 
Visscher.
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IN THE early afternoon of November 6th, 1944 two men 
waited in ambush near his Cairo headquarters for Lord 
Moyne, Winston Churchill’s close friend and minister 
resident in the Middle East.

Moyne arrived with his driver, his secretary and his 
ADC, Major Andrew Hughes-Onslow. The major went  
to unlock the residence and the driver got out to open 
the car door. Before he could reach it, one of the assas- 
sins, Eliahu Hakim, yanked the door open and shot 
Moyne three times. The other, Eliahu Beit-Zuri, killed 
the driver.

Moyne was rushed to hospital but died that evening. 
The killers, who turned out to be members of the Zionist 
Stern Gang, escaped on bicycles but were quickly appre-
hended, caught, tried, convicted and executed. As the 
man who alerted the Cairo police and as the principal 
witness at the assassins’ trial, Hughes-Onslow became 
a marked man and had to be sent away to Khartoum for 
his safety.

Last post: the 
funeral procession 
of Lord Moyne, 
Cairo, November 
8th, 1944.

|  STERN GANG

One of the triumvirate who controlled the Stern Gang at 
that time was Israel Scheib. A tireless, fearless and ruthless 
firebrand in the cause of Jewish nationalism, he was also a 
perfect Polish gentleman, who later lived in the Jerusalem 
flat below the one where I grew up in the 1950s and 1960s.

Scheib was born in 1910 in Podvolochizka, a village near 
the city of Tarnopol, then in south-eastern Poland and now 
in Ukraine. My mother was born in the same village five 
years later. Like countless others, their families became 
refugees during the First World War. My mother’s family 
ended up in Krakow, Scheib in Vienna, where he carried on 
his religious studies alongside his university education. The 
subject of his doctorate was ‘The Voluntarism of Eduard von 
Hartmann, Based on Schopenhauer’.

When the Second World War broke out, Scheib and his 
friend Menachem Begin (later the Israeli prime minister 
who, in 1977, shocked the world by signing a peace treaty 
with Egypt) went on the run together.

Begin was apprehended by the Soviet police in the 

Mira Bar-Hillel recalls the family friend who was once one of the controllers of the Zionist 
organisation responsible for the assassination of Britain’s minister resident in the Middle East.

Man of the Stern Gang 
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middle of a chess game with Scheib. It was several years 
before the pair were to meet again, in British Mandatory 
Palestine. Their two organisations, Scheib’s Lehi (Fighter of 
Israeli Liberty, popularly the Stern Gang) and Begin’s Etzel 
(National Military Organistion, known as Irgun) remained 
dedicated to fighting the British, even while Britain was 
at war with the Nazis. This made them pariahs within the 
Yishuv, the majority Jewish population in Palestine, who 
had their priorities right: first defeat the Nazis, then set 
about liberating Palestine from the ‘poppies’, as the Brits in 
their red berets were widely known.

So, while sensible people like my father joined the 
British army in 1943 and then used their military expertise 
to fight for Israel’s survival in 1948, the two more fanatical 
organisations went their own way. The result was the alien-
ation first of the British prime minister, Winston Churchill, 
and then of Israel’s first premier, David Ben-Gurion, who 
refused to countenance the involvement of extreme nation-
alist parties in any Israeli coalition for 30 years.

As a Lehi leader, Scheib condoned the assas-
sination of the UN mediator Count Folke Bern-
adotte in 1948, as well as Lord Moyne, and even 
considered killing Churchill himself. But his 
strengths were his brain, his tongue and his pen. 
Ben-Gurion was aware of this when he tried to 
bar him from teaching, as Scheib did not believe 
that the creation of the state of Israel was the 
ultimate goal of Zionism. He considered the 
state a means to the true end: a sovereign Jewish 
kingdom within the borders of the biblical land 
of Israel (including both banks of the Jordan). All 
the world’s Jews would live there and the Third 
Jewish Temple would be triumphantly rebuilt in Jerusalem. 
To that end he would countenance no compromise.

Scheib’s qualities as a polemicist and journalist produced 
a permanent legacy in the form of Chronicles: News of the 
Past. With one other colleague, he wrote, edited and pub-
lished over many years a complete three-volume history of 
the Jews, from the time of Abraham onwards, in broadsheet 
newspaper format, in which headlines, articles, maps and 
illustrations bring history vividly to life in this remarkable 
publication.

The chess players
I first met Scheib in 1953 when, as a child, we moved into 
the flat above his, where he lived with his social worker 
wife and two children. My mother always kept her distance; 
so much so that I did not find out until after both were dead 
that they had come from the same village.

My father, who was left of centre though considered 
politics to be a waste of his time, until his premature death 
in 1975, played chess with Scheib every Friday afternoon. 
The chess game, which became a Jerusalem legend because 
of the nature of the players, would take place alternately 
in our flat and Scheib’s, with their wives dutifully serving 
tea and cake. As I never heard voices raised in anger, I must 
assume that they never discussed politics, although they 
would certainly have discussed philosophy.

During Scheib’s lifetime Israel itself changed from being 
a country where Labour was the natural party of govern-

ment to the hawkish and belligerent place it has become.
As early as 1975, under Yitzhak Rabin’s last Labour 

government, before power shifted to the right when 
Begin won the 1977 elections, the remains of Moyne’s 
assassins were exchanged for more than 20 Egyptian 
prisoners from the Yom Kippur War of 1973. They were 
reinterred alongside the most prominent Israelis on 
Mount Herzl with full military honours, while the 
ministry of education supplied all Israeli schools with 
brochures explaining their acts and its motives.

Nod of approval
Yitzhak Shamir, who had, as Stern Gang commander, 
despatched Moyne’s assassins on their mission, himself 
became prime minister, serving two terms, 1983-84 and 
1986-92. His time in o§ce was noted for the absence of 
any progress – or even pretence of progress – towards a 
peace settlement in the Middle East.

I can imagine Scheib, who had by now changed his 
surname to Eldad (his Stern Gang codename), 
nodding approvingly in the background. He 
considered Israel’s Arab neighbours to be no 
more than an obstacle to be cleared away to 
make room for the Jewish kingdom to come 
and believed that Islam’s holy places should be 
removed to enable the establishment of the 
Third Temple.

His wife Batya was very di©erent. Unusually 
for the time, she kept her maiden name and, as 
the formidable Miss Vashitz, ruled with a rod 
of iron over Jerusalem’s social services depart-
ment. Her proudest moment was meeting Mrs 

Sadat, the First Lady of Egypt and a fellow social worker, 
in Jerusalem City Hall.

Their daughter, Naama, was three years my senior. 
She took after her mother and went into the care profes-
sion. Her brother, Aryeh, who was a toddler when I first 
met him, is now Professor Eldad, who for 25 years was  
chief medical o§cer of the Israel Defense Forces. 

Eldad Jr is head of the plastic surgery and burns unit 
at the Hadassah Medical Centre in Jerusalem. Very much 
his father’s son, Eldad lives in a West Bank settlement, 
supports the right of Jews to live in all parts of the bibli-
cal land of Israel and opposes any surrender of territory. 
He describes the creation of any Palestinian Arab state 
west of the River Jordan as a ‘disaster’ and is convinced 
that the state of Israel will never live in peace with the 
Arabs. To that end he spent nearly a decade as a member 
of Knessset, the Israeli parliament, but failed to get 
re-elected in 2013.

When Scheib died in January 1996, his funeral was 
attended by Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. The 
Likud leader seems to embody Sheib’s vision, but in a 
slick-talking, sharp-suited reincarnation.

Though we disagreed profoundly with his politics, 
I, like my father, found Scheib charming, intelligent, 
dedicated and oddly selfless.

The Yishuv had their 
priorities right: first 
defeat the Nazis, then 
set about liberating 
Palestine from the 
‘poppies’, as the Brits 
were known

Mira Bar-Hillel writes on Israel and Zionism for the London Evening 
Standard and the Independent.
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JAPAN’S BLITZ

ON 24TH NOVEMBER, 1944 America finally got 
what it had been waiting for. Nearly three years 
had passed since waves of Japanese aircraft 
appeared in the skies over Hawaii, the start of 

the raid on the US Pacific Fleet so devastating as to take 
a staunchly isolationist nation to war with only a single 
dissenting Congressional vote. Now, at last, more than a 
hundred American bombers were closing in on Tokyo.  

Despite costing more than the atomic bomb to develop, 
the enormous new B-29 Superfortresses were far from 
perfect. The Allies had been in too great a hurry to create 
an aircraft capable of hitting Japan at record-breaking range 
from southern China and what they got was a plane beset 
with mechanical trouble and fuel loss. Even when it became 
possible to launch missions from captured Pacific islands, 
the B-29s continued to face the same problems, in addition 
to the new risk of being shot down or even rammed by Japa-
nese Zero fighters taking o� from the island of Iwo Jima. 

Even those planes that did make it to Tokyo had little 
luck trying to bomb military targets from high altitude. 
Bu�eted by the high winds of the jet stream and unable 
to aim properly through thick cloud, accuracy rates were ap-
palling: fewer than six per cent of bombs got within 1,000 
feet of their targets and the main objective that night – an 
aircraft factory – managed to survive almost entirely intact. 
Accuracy could be improved with better training, but never 
by enough to pick out from 30,000 feet the small military 
and industrial sites that were dotted around civilian areas. 

In trying to end a war that Japan had been losing for 
two years, the only alternative looked like being a ground 
invasion, with estimated losses of US and Japanese lives 
running into the millions. The Japanese, so went the 
thinking among the Allies, would surely defend their home 
islands down to the last person alive. Just as in the popular 
Japanese imagination the Chinese were languid and dishev-
elled opium-smoking wrecks, for US newspapers and their 
readers after Pearl Harbor the Japanese were monkeys or 
rats; cruel little creatures, irrational half-men, squinting 

According to western stereotype, the Japanese at 
the time of the Second World War were passive 
and obedient automatons. Yet the realities of daily 
life in imperial Japan were complex and politically 
charged, argues Christopher Harding. 

What 
were the 
wartime 
Japanese
thinking?

Japanese women 
picnic by a lake, 
1930s.
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RAF bombers 
destroy Japanese 
aircraft on the 
ground in Japanese- 
occupied Burma, 
1942. Poster by  
Roy Nockolds. 
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JAPAN’S BLITZ

out from behind the thick lenses of horn-rimmed 
glasses. Battling the Japanese army on Iwo Jima, 
some US servicemen stencilled ‘Rodent Extermina-
tor’ into their helmets. 

WESTERN PSYCHOLOGISTS and anthropologists 
struggled throughout the war to help their govern-
ments understand Japan: to guess the next moves 
of its brutal military and to unpick the thought 
patterns of the population at large. Why was it that 
the armed forces and ordinary Japanese alike dealt 
with impending defeat, as they did on the island 
of Saipan in the summer of 1944, by running into 
machine-gun fire or jumping o� cli�s en masse? 
What were the real sentiments of average Japanese 
men and women in late 1944 towards their leaders, 
the war and the Allies?

Few of these experts had been to Japan and 
they were constrained by the conflict to rely on 
‘anthropology at a distance’, together with the 
latest psychological theories. They pored over Jap-
anese cultural products, hoping to understand the 
minds behind them, and made the most of the con-
troversial US policy of interning Japanese-American 
civilians by conducting extensive interviews in 
the camps. Bit by bit, ad-hoc study and speculation 
coalesced into a vision of Japan that remains more 
intact 70 years on than many would care to admit. 

Japan is fundamentally a ‘passive society’, they 
claimed, its adults mired in the western equivalent 
of childhood or adolescence. They are victims of 
primitive, excessively communal forms of social 
organisation; some aspects of their behaviour 
related to harsh toilet training (this was the 
heyday of Freud). A militaristic mysticism has 
everyone in thrall to the emperor, sapping people 
of independent spirit and the ability to make deci-
sions for themselves. They are relatively incapable 
of critical thinking, ordinary human feeling,  
or even humour.

The strategic bombardment of a country like this simply 
could not be abandoned in favour of hellish and intermi-
nable close-quarter encounters in the streets and fields of 
the Japanese mainland. The campaign would just have to 
be rethought, somehow made appropriate both to available 
military technology and to the stunted humanity of an 
incorrigibly loyal, automaton population. 

‘DEAR STUPID EMPEROR’, began a little Japanese boy a 
few months earlier, scribbling away on a postcard shortly 
to be posted to the Imperial Palace in Tokyo. His missive, 
signed ‘Your Enemy’, eventually ended up in the hands of 
the Tokkō – Japan’s thought police – and was added to a file 
bursting at the seams with similar sentiments. In postcards, 
letters, graªti and overheard conversations, his imperial 
highness was by this time variously being described as 
baka (stupid), bakayarō (stupid bastard) and ōbakayarō 
(immensely stupid bastard). A few people threatened death 
– one o�ered 2,000 yen to anyone who ‘lops o� his head’ 
– and many more asked what the point was of a man who 
sucked up a huge proportion of the country’s wealth for 
doing no more than pandering to ‘militarists’.

Those militarists were an equally heavy and worrying 
presence in the files. ‘Rid Japan of the war-mongering 
military’, ran one piece of graªti, dutifully copied and cat-
alogued by a Tokkō agent. A voter in local elections spoiled 
his ballot with ‘End the war quickly, idiot militarists’, while 
another added ‘Our Lord Lenin’ to the candidate list and 
cast his vote accordingly. 

There was probably little laughter in the Tokkō oªces, 
but the point of such protests would have been taken. The 
country’s political and bureaucratic leadership was begin-
ning seriously to wonder whether Leon Trotsky had been 
right: war would push Japan into Communist revolution, 
wiping out its fragile middle-class and leaving behind that 
classic tinderbox polarisation of a wealthy elite and a mass 
of peasants and labourers deeply aggrieved at the former’s 
self-centredness. There were the makings, in East Asia, of a 
formidable Communist bloc – the Soviet Union, China, and 
Japan – and, what’s more, it appeared not to be just some 
trouble-making rabble on the fringes who were hoping for 
change: the Tokkō caught members of Japan’s elite Cabinet 
Planning Board reading Marx.

All this anger and disillusionment was not just about 
the hardships of war. What was approaching by late 1944 
was the climax of almost a century of doubt and debate in 

It ought to be possible for the West to recall  
that Japanese civilians experienced a ‘Blitz’  
of their own in 1944-5

Radio towers 
and gnarled trees 
among the rubble, 
Tokyo, October 
1945.
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Japan: about how a newly emerging nation could modern-
ise without being totally subsumed by western culture 
– towards which people felt distinctly ambivalent – and 
about what kind of leadership that nation should have. For 
all that western anthropologists of Japan could sometimes 
be self-critical in their theorising, the heavily psychologised 
and racialised emphasis on ‘deeply disordered’ Japanese 
among these experts and their employers – together with 
the natural muting of national self-questioning during 
wartime – meant that in trying to understand the Japanese 
civilian population, these more subtle, long-term questions 
about Japan’s relationship with the West were missed.

NOR ARE THEY ASKED all that much seven decades 
on. American and British popular memory remains 
oddly myopic about 1940s Japan, using anniversa-
ries almost exclusively to home in on the torture, 

rape, slavery and suicide attacks of the imperial forces 
and settling for surprisingly reductive tropes of collective 
brainwashing or obsessive commitment to a cause. It ought 
to be possible for the West to recall that Japan experienced a 
‘Blitz’ of its own in 1944-5 and that its civilians experienced 
and interpreted it in a long and complex historical context, 
without forgetting, downplaying or implying some dubious 
moral balancing out with the more immediate atrocities 
of Nanking, Manila or the Burma-Siam Railway. With the 
events of the 1930s and 1940s still a live issue in East Asian 
politics, one ought to be wary, too, of settling for images of 
wartime Japanese that come to 
us from the Allied culture of that 
period, watered down but essen-
tially unrevised: 1940s’ western 
media caricature, pseudo- 
theories dreamt up at a distance 
or the view from 30,000 feet, 
through crosshairs.  

The novelist Natsume Sōseki 
came to be celebrated as Japan’s 
Charles Dickens precisely 
because he captured and spoke 
to this conflicted spirit in Japan, 
when it came to modernisation 
and relationships with the West. 
He was born in 1867, just on the 
cusp of the Meiji Restoration, 
a revolution that saw Japan’s 
samurai elite take a powerful 
interest in western economics and statecraft, fashion-
ing themselves as besuited politicians, technocrats and 
businessmen and turning the young Meiji emperor into the 
primary symbol of a nation reborn. Studying in England 
in the early 1900s Natsume found himself disgusted by 
Londoners’ preoccupation with money and their indi�er-
ence to nature: he was laughed at for asking someone to 
go snow-viewing with him. He capped a miserable stay 
there with a nervous breakdown and a solemn vow never 
to return. But he had attended Queen Victoria’s funeral 
procession in 1901 and, seeing London’s trees ‘laden with 
human fruit’ as the city mourned, he came to the conclu-
sion that the English got at least one thing right: they knew 
how to balance individualism with a sense of community 
and the regard for the needs of others that came with it. 

Natsume saw the striking of this balance as the central 
problem of Japan’s modernity and it was one on which the 
left and right wings of Japanese politics came to similar 
conclusions in the decades that followed. Thinkers on both 
sides developed strong criticisms of western capitalism, as 
the deterioration of liberal western values into hyper-indi-
vidualism and the kind of aggrandising foreign policy that 
had seen most of the non-western world devoured by imp- 
erialism. Japan’s task was to rediscover or create a Japanese 
‘self ’ and society capable of surviving untainted in a world 
order driven by greed.

To this end, two major, long-standing Japanese cultural 
themes were dusted o� and given a new lease of life: a bal-
ancing of individual responsibility with concern for others 
and the cultivation of an ethic and aesthetic grounded in 
understated frugality of lifestyle and self-expression. A 
champion of the latter was the novelist Tanizaki Junichiro, 
who saw himself as having made the journey from enthusi-
ast for western culture at its most debauched (freely availa-
ble to him in the port city of Yokohama) to connoisseur of a 
more restrained sense of beauty and pleasure. In his work, 
Tanizaki ridiculed the shallowness of western verbosity: the 
reliance upon great piles of words to work through every 
problem and to eke out clunking expressions of sentiment. 

Some of Japan’s earliest psychotherapists, too, were in 
on this project of redefining old values to serve modern 
ends. Working just before and during the war, they diag-
nosed ‘pathological’ levels of individualism, among young 

Japanese especially: an inability to 
relate to others that showed up in 
everyday rudeness, broken families 
and the rise of social phobia. Even 
as Allied bombs fell around him in 
the city of Osaka, one therapist, 
Yoshimoto Ishin, was working on 
a solution to the problem: a form 
of residential therapy developed 
from Japanese Buddhism, where a 
client would spend days at a time 
in almost total silence, reflecting 
candidly on her relationships. What 
had she been given in life, what had 
she given back in return and what 
trouble had she caused people in 
the process?

Japan’s politicians had been 
delighted to see such values flour-

ish: they appeared to be the ticket to great power status, 
o�ering both the strong identity that every self-respecting 
nation needed and the means by which ordinary Japanese 
could be persuaded to bear the sacrifices of their leaders’ 
ambitions. Japan could be understood as one big family, 
headed by the emperor and capable one day of rescuing 
Asia from the rapacity of white imperialism. This was never 
quite democracy: Japanese leaders’ grand plans – quickly 
morphing from ‘defensive imperialism’ into an openly 
aggressive kind – required from citizens their graft rather 
than their opinions. Yamagata Aritomo, one of many pre-
1945 prime ministers of military background, admitted to 
thinking the very idea of political parties ‘immoral’, because 
they existed to contest power rather than to build it co- 
operatively and project it abroad.

Japanese soldiers 
in US custody  
following fighting 
on Iwo Jima, 
March 1945.
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Yet an educated population asked to make ever more 
severe sacrifices for the good of the country – in high taxes, 
long working hours and the blood of family members 
spilled in conflict – was always going to be acutely sensi-
tive to hypocrisy in its leaders. Although popular Japanese 
investment in the idea of ‘nation’ – as landscape, history, 
aesthetics and family – ran high in the 1910s and 1920s, this 
by no means extended naturally or uncritically to love of 
the nation’s governing elite. 

BY THE EARLY 1930s the reputation for venality of 
the country’s politicians and big industrial groups, 
such as Mitsubishi and Nissan, had crystallised. The 
exposure of the Mitsui corporation for making $50 

million by betting against the Japanese currency during the 
Depression was regarded as just one of many low points in 
the short and inglorious history of Japanese capitalism. 

Where could a form of national leadership be found 
that matched the values which a new generation had been 
brought up to regard as timelessly Japanese? Socialism 
was out, successfully branded as ‘foreign’ and treasonous 
because of its opposition to the imperial institutions and 
to private capital; the latter, for all its unpopularity 
(the chief director of Mitsui was assassinated by 
extremists in 1932), was woven into the fabric of the 
establishment. The Japanese Communist Party found 
itself outlawed within hours of its establishment 
and leftist sympathisers who managed to survive 
imprisonment generally only did so by undergoing 
miraculous forms of tenkō: ‘conversions of outlook’.

Instead, media and popular attention in Japan 
turned to its military, partly because an increasingly 
narrow public discourse left few options (thanks to 
tighter controls on the media and activism, coupled 
with greater police powers), but partly out of genuine 
enthusiasm. Here were true sons of the soil – recruit-
ed mostly from rural Japan, the ‘soul of the nation’ 
– with a knack for winning wars (China, 1894-5; 
Russia, 1904-5) and a reputation for living lives of 
co-operation and frugality, while politicians merely 
sermonised about such things on their way from the 
golf course to a large dinner. When Japan’s Kwantung 
army in northern China carved out a new puppet 
state, ‘Manchukuo’, in 1931-2 enormous numbers 
of people turned out in an Osaka park to cheer 
footage of their troops, buying up so many copies of glossy 
newspaper supplements on army heroes that radicals in the 
Kwantung army felt less and less inclined to listen to orders 
from the civilian government in Tokyo. By 1933 elected 
civilian politicians had been all but squeezed out of power, 
Japan had left the League of Nations and army oªcers 
returning from Manchuria were touring the Japanese coun-
tryside warning people that the conundrum of Japan’s place 
in the modern world would soon be settled in dramatic and 
decisive style: in an apocalyptic war with the Soviet Union 
or America, possibly both. 

The reality, as it unfolded in 1937, bordered on farce. 
In the aftermath of a minor skirmish with Chinese forces 
near Beijing, a Japanese soldier briefly left his post to go 
to the toilet. Presuming him to have been captured by 
Chinese forces, the Japanese escalated the situation and 
were then unable to contain it. Almost overnight, Japan 

From top: women 
clean a Shinto shrine, 
1944; enjoying leisure 
time in a Tokyo park, 
1930s; geisha maids 
dressed in monpe, 
rural town, c.1943.
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became trapped in a conflict that public opinion regarded 
as unnecessary, misdirected (it involved the wrong enemy) 
and unwinnable.

Nonetheless plenty of individuals and groups in Jap-
anese society enthusiastically supported the China war. 
From schoolteachers to local administrators to Shinto 
priests, many saw their power and importance increase and 
their dreams of a strong and purposeful Japan come true, as 
troops surged south into China, Indochina and South-East 
Asia. When it came to supporting men and boys called up 
from the local community to fight, every e�ort was made 
to show support and to see them o� in style, with food, 
festivities and a full brass band. 

But under pressure of war, the values that the military 
seemed briefly to embody degenerated into vacuous slog-
anising and cajoling, beginning with a ‘National Spiritual 
Mobilisation’. This was supposed to be a marshalling of 
Japan’s emotional and psychological as well as its material 
resources. Pilgrimages to imperial shrines were encouraged, 
along with the take up of martial pursuits like judo and 
kendo. Money and electricity were to be saved and frivolous 
pastimes, from dancing to jazz to theatre-going, renounced. 
Women were asked to exchange kimonos, perms and 
cosmetics for more wholesome living and rough peasant 
clothes known as monpe; young girls to enter into support-
ive correspondence by letter with soldiers on far-away front 
lines. One day per month people were given time o� to 
perform acts of public service, turning the ideal of kokutai, 
the national ‘body’, into a living reality.

That reality fell revealingly short of expectations. Given 
days o� to worship at imperial shrines, many went to the 
park with their lovers instead. Asked to turn their backs on 
dancing and the theatre, people consented only to parking 
their cars around the corner from venues and going the rest 
of the way furtively on foot: a neat little dodge pioneered 
by no less a figure than the prime minister, Konoe Fumi-
maro. Women who agreed to dress down found them-
selves waiting around on street corners to harangue their 
many less pliant compatriots, while the e�orts of young 
letter-writers tailed o� in embarrassment upon receipt of 
lewdly suggestive replies. 

By the autumn of 1944 cities like Tokyo had been 
transformed, but less at the behest of Japan’s discredited 
leaders than because of the economic disaster those leaders 
had unleashed. People dressed down because clothes were 
being rationed on a points system. They were less interested 
in entertainment because more time was needed to forage 
in the countryside for food, or because a ration of 330 gr 
of rice per day did not leave a person with much energy for 
going out. Charcoal, fuel and matches were in short supply; 
people in Okinawa were supposedly reading at night by the 
light of phosphorescent sea creatures. Cooperation in 

Under pressure of war, the 
values that the military  

seemed briefly to embody 
degenerated into vacuous 
sloganising and cajoling 
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the neighbourhood, encouraged 
to little e�ect back in 1937, was 
now a grim necessity: neighbour-
hood associations made up of 
ten to 15 households worked to 
organise dwindling rations and 
prevent crime; from the activities 
of a flourishing black market to 
young girls who stu�ed cushions 
up their dresses and asked for a 
pregnant woman’s rations. 

Less food and fuel meant 
less cooking and families were 
encouraged to donate their pots 
and pans to the military for use 
as scrap. Tokyo had already lost 
its statues, its iron railings, even 
its temple bells to the same 
ends. It had lost a good deal of 
its housing, too: almost the sole 
e�ort made by the erstwhile 
champions of the people in 
defending them against air raids 
was to demolish everything 
around strategic targets, so as to 
create firebreaks. Disappointing 
though the November raids had 
been in late 1944, American B-29 pilots had noticed some-
thing interesting: Japan seemed to have no fighter planes 
capable of operating at night-time and very little in the way 
of anti-aircraft weaponry. In rethinking its strategy, the US 
Air Force was able to revert to a plan of attack on Japan’s 
cities that dated back to before Pearl Harbor: fire.

ON MARCH 9TH, 1945 the B-29s were back over 
Tokyo again, this time in their hundreds and 
flying not at 30,000 feet but at a little over 
chimney-top height. With no need of defensive 

formations they flew over eastern parts of the city in single 
lines, their machine-gun turrets removed and replaced 
with extra quantities of the latest in incendiary devices. 
These had been spectacularly e�ective even against the 
wider streets and largely stone architecture of Dresden 
a month before. Now they were to be deployed against 
tightly packed wooden housing, with a population density 
of around 103,000 people per square mile. 

The raid turned into the most destructive in history. A 
quarter of Tokyo burned to the ground overnight. Canals 
boiled, glass melted and up to 100,000 people were killed, 
most of them su�ocating as firestorms sucked up the avail-
able oxygen. Others jumped into rivers and died. Cities like 
Kobe, Osaka and Nagoya received similar treatment: they 
had long ago been mapped by the Allies, zoned according to 
the flammability of their architecture. 

The Allies took little interest in what these raids would 
mean for the bonds between Japanese civilians and their 
leaders. They reasoned that civilian casualties and mass mi-
grations out of the city, which were listed among the aims 
of the raids, would mean the degradation of Japan’s fighting 
capacity. If the aim is to frustrate production, then better 
to take out the factories and the workers. In this sense, 
the attacks were a success: more than ten million Japanese 

civilians fled the cities in the final 
months of the war, compared with 
around 1.2 million civilians from 
Britain’s urban areas during the Blitz. 
Those who stayed were enlisted in 
volunteer groups, drilled by soldiers 
in the use of bamboo spears and 
woken from their beds at 3am once 
a week for worship at local shrines. 
They dug trenches and set up barbed 
wire and pillboxes, getting ready 
for an imminent invasion. School 
children were sent to the forests to 
collect pine stumps: the sap could be 
turned into fuel for those few aircraft 
that were still operational. It was 
claimed that 200 stumps could keep 
a single plane flying for an hour. 

On the morning of August 6th, 
1945 a single B-29 was seen in the 
sky above Hiroshima, another over 
Nagasaki three days later. Each deliv-
ered a ‘new, and most cruel bomb’, 
as Emperor Hirohito put it a few 
days later in his surrender address. 
What surprised the Allies was that 
Japan’s Blitz – from the explosives to 

the firebombs to the use of atomic weapons – gave way to 
a seven-year period of occupation almost completely free 
of anti-western violence. Rats, monkeys, defective toilet 
training; the language of just a few years before seemed no 
longer to fit. 

Much of this was down to the desire of those Japanese 
who survived the war to forget about it and move on. For 
critics, this was accomplished all too quickly and e�ective-
ly, without the sort of reflection and apologies that the 
war’s victims deserved. But, as accounts given by Japanese 
civilians started to show, it was also because the war was 
understood in a context that stretched back past 1941 or 
1937. For some the mistake had been the hasty writing 
o� of civilian politics, for others the promulgation of the 
wrong sort of constitution a generation before. Whatever 
the timeline, the war was understood as just one chapter 
in the story of Japan’s struggles to accommodate itself to a 
world shaped by western economics and culture. It is a story 
worthy of our attention, because it is not yet over.

Japanese o�cials 
face Allied  
commanders  
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1945.  
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ONCE UPON A TIME historical 
biographies were written by men 
and were mostly about (‘Great’) 
men: from Plutarch and Suetoni-
us on the grandees of the ancient 
world, to Vasari on the artists of 
Renaissance Italy, Boswell on 
Johnson, Aubrey’s Brief Lives, 
Carlyle on Frederick the Great, 
Morley on Gladstone, Trevelyan 
on Garibaldi and Churchill on 
Marlborough. Many still are. I 
think of Ian Kershaw’s authorit- 
ative life of Hitler or Simon Sebag 
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falling on prominent person-
alities from the literary and 
cultural worlds: Claire Tomalin’s 
biographies of the actress Mrs 
Jordan and of Dickens and Hardy,  
Hilary Spurling on Matisse, 
Hermione Lee’s lives of Edith 
Wharton and Virginia Woolf or 
Miranda Seymour’s exploration 
of the worlds of Henry James and 
of Robert Graves and the recent 
biographies of Nikolaus Pevsner 
by Susie Harries and of Gabriele 
d’Annunzio by Lucy Hughes- 
Hallett. Similarly, a large, evi-
dently insatiable public appetite 
for lives of the grandes dames of 
history has been fed (and led) by 
the work of such writers as Stella 
Tillyard and Amanda Foreman.  

As more biographies come to 
be written by (and often about) 
women, this chimes with much 
else that has changed across 
our culture in recent decades. 
Back in the 1960s and 1970s the 
historiographical frontier swung 
away from the traditional study 
of kings and conquerors to in-
corporate the story of ‘ordinary’ 
people.  The new ‘history from 
the bottom up’, while revolu-
tionary and welcome, had little 
time for biographies of individual 
achievers of the past (especially 
those in the ‘high’ arts). Things 
moved on, with social history 
augmented by the emergence 
of ‘cultural’ history, in which 
historians learned much from 
anthropology and brought to  
the fore such issues as ritual, 
gender and ethnicity. In 1963  
E.P. Thompson said that he 

Montefiore’s Stalin, for example, 
or Jonathan Steinberg’s Bismarck 
and several recent (or immi-
nent) books about Napoleon 
and various US presidents (not 
to mention the many biogra-
phies of leading cultural figures 
by Michael Holroyd, Richard 
Holmes, A.N. Wilson, Peter 
Ackroyd and others). No doubt 
the trend has been boosted by 
this year’s First World War cente-
nary and the appearance of new 
studies of men associated with it: 

Daniel Snowman asks whether historical biography can be considered a 
serious contribution to history and assesses the latest trends in the field.

Historical Biography
SIGNPOSTS

Guy Cuthbertson’s Wilfred Owen 
or the third and final volume of 
John Röhl’s biography of Kaiser 
Wilhelm.  

Nevertheless, it seems that 
a growing number of historical 
biographies are being written 
by women. Some, such as Lucy 
Riall’s exploration of Garibaldi 
or Lindsey Hughes on Peter the 
Great, have focused on political 
figures, as do Antonia Fraser’s 
lives of British monarchs. More 
commonly the spotlight has been 
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hoped to rescue the poor stock-
inger, the Luddite cropper and 
the handloom weaver from the 
condescension of posterity and 
subsequent scholarship attempt-
ed to do the same for those 
previously marginalised by main-
stream historiography on account 
of their race or sex (or sexuality).  
Thus, studies began to appear of 
such hitherto relatively obscure 
figures as Felix Mendelssohn’s 
sister Fanny or the Chevalier de 
Saint-Georges (the 18th-centu-
ry’s ‘black Mozart’), while, at the 
same time, the intimate lives of 
famous figures from the past, tra-
ditionally ring-fenced as sensitive 
territory, emerged as a sine qua 
non of modern biography.

Can biography ever be a 
serious contribution to history?  
A reservation sometimes voiced 
in the academic community is 
that, by focusing on the life of an 
individual, the writer can hardly 
embrace the wider historical 
picture. This is a dilemma of 
which every good biographer is 
acutely aware. Antonia Fraser 
tells how, when writing the life 
of Marie Antoinette, she was 
impishly tempted to circumvent 
the whole problem by inserting 
a sentence to the e¤ect that, at 
this time ‘the French Revolution 
happened’!  She didn’t, of course, 
and not the least of the liter-
ary-cum-historical skills adduced 
by Fraser and other leading biog-
raphers is their capacity to slip 
almost imperceptibly between 
the micro and macro, allowing 
each to reinforce the other. Law-
rence Goldman, the outgoing 
editor of the Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography (and incom-
ing Director of the University of 
London’s Institute of Historical 
Research) puts it well: the aim of 
the ODNB, he says, is to enable 
the reader not only to learn 
about a life from the past but also 
to understand that person’s place 
in the history of their age. 

Is there a danger that biog-
raphers develop an emotional 
relationship with the subject 
of their research in a way that a 
bona fide historian should not do?  
Many men have no doubt found 
themselves drawn to write about 
admired (or detested) political 

or military leaders, just as a 
modern-minded woman might 
well choose to research the life of 
a somewhat parallel figure from 
earlier times. One biographer 
recounts how she was reduced 
to tears when encountering a 
diary written long ago by the 
subject of her research; others 
have come close to despair (like 
the narrator of Henry James’ The 
Aspern Papers) on discovering 
that a body of all-important 
documents – a collection of love 
letters, perhaps – was deliberate-
ly destroyed precisely in order to 
keep things from the prying eyes 
of posterity. But maybe all good 
historians experience a degree 
of emotional identification with 
what they write about; certainly, 
studies of the past are the poorer 
when clothed in such a way as 
to distance the reader from the 
‘feel’ of the subject-matter. In bi-
ography, as in all history writing, 

the result can only be enhanced 
if built upon emotion recollected 
in careful, critical tranquillity.  

Perhaps history and biography 
have been drawn closer by the 
emergence of ‘meta-biography’, a 
form of reception history exam-
ining a sequence of biographies 
of the same subject. A good intro-
duction to the changing attitudes 
towards women, creativity, sex, 
landscape and much else – from 
early Victorian times to the 
present – is provided by Lucasta 
Miller’s study of the many port- 
rayals of the Brontë sisters. But, 
as Miller’s book reminds us, Eliz-
abeth Gaskell’s ground-breaking 
life of Charlotte Brontë dates 
back to 1857. Maybe the trend 
I identified earlier, of women 
writing biographies of female 
cultural and literary figures, is 
not as new as I had imagined.

Daniel Snowman
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BY ANY STANDARDS the 15-year 
reign of the French king Henry 
III (1574-89) was troubled and 
inauspicious. 

Plagued by ill-health, the 
exercise of his authority beset  
by political rivalries and con-
fessional division and finally 
assassinated by one of his own 
subjects, Henry’s legacy has 
often been derided. 
    The last of the Valois mon-
archs to take the throne, Henry 
III seemed to embody the worst 
traits of a dynasty in decline, in 
sharp contrast to his celeb- 
rated Bourbon successors. His 
disputed sexuality and inability 
to produce a legitimate male 
heir reinforced this sterile image. 
However, in recent years Henry’s 
reputation has experienced a 
startling makeover. Historians 
have examined more closely 
various aspects of his reign and 
reinterpreted many of Henry’s 
policies and pronouncements.  
He is now portrayed as an intel-
ligent and cultured individual 
who sought (but failed) to bring 
about much-needed financial 
and judicial reform in his 
kingdom. Much of this revision-
ism, though, has had little e�ect 
on mainstream anglophone 
histories, since it is either too 
specialised or written by French 
historians.  

Thus, Robert Knecht’s 
stated purpose is to rectify this 
oversight by producing the first 

Hero or Tyrant?   
Henry III, King of France, 

1574-89 
Robert J. Knecht 

Ashgate   356pp   £75

accessible and up-to-date 
survey of the reign in English.

The book is extremely 
comprehensive in its coverage. 

Sixteen chapters explore the 
life and times of this little- 
understood monarch from the 
marriage of his parents, Henry 
II and Catherine de’ Medici, in 
1533, to his premature death in 
1589. It combines both chrono-
logical and thematic approach-
es in its dense but crisply  
written narrative and contains 
an impressive handling of a 
wide range of topics and mate-

rial, with enough contemporary 
insights to satisfy the most 
demanding of readers.  

The book works best when it 
is dealing with some of the more 
intriguing aspects of Henry’s life: 
his brief experience as elected 
king of Poland, his interest in the 
new learning, the life of his court 
and the role of his ‘mignons’ (or 
favourites) within it.  One of the 
leading specialists in the period, 
Knecht is a well-informed 
and judicious guide. The many 
anecdotes and vignettes provide 
welcome life and colour to the 
story and the character of Henry 
himself comes through clearly. 
However, as with the author’s 
earlier biography of Henry’s 
mother, Catherine de’ Medici 
(1998), there is a strong sense 
that, despite sympathy with 
Henry’s plight, Knecht  
does not like his subject over-
much, describing him at one 
point as ‘moody … vindictive  
and stubborn’.

For a book of this length, 
both introduction and conclus- 
ion are rather brief, so that the 
argument is less historiograph-
ically situated than might be 
expected and the dichotomy 
between the hero and tyrant 
set up in the title is barely 
addressed. As a result the book 
may be less analytical than an 
academic audience might like, 
but general readers and inter-
ested students need look no 
further for an authoritative and 
balanced biographical portrait 
of one of early modern Europe’s 
most notorious and intriguing 
monarchs.

                                Penny Roberts
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INNUMERABLE biographies of 
Simón Bolívar crowd the shelves, 
yet this aristocratic rebel against 
Spain, who transformed the history 
of South America at the start of the 
19th century, remains a shadowy 
figure outside his own continent. 
Many will recall that his armies 
liberated Venezuela, Colombia, 
Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia and Panama, 
but few remember the battles that 
made these achievements possible.

Until now the most compre-
hensive biography was written in 
1948 by Gerhard Masur, a refugee 
from the Nazis working in Colom-
bia. Now we have this splendid 
new biography by Marie Arana, a 
Peruvian scholar long established 
as a literary journalist in the United 
States. Although not without 
flaws, her portrait of Bolívar sets a 
spanking pace, weaving together 
the historical strands on a vast, 
continental canvas.

Arana starts at Bolívar’s 
moment of maximum triumph, 
when he marched into Bogotá in 
August 1819, after an impressive 
entrance through Colombia’s back 
door, climbing up the Andes from 
the plains of Venezuela, an almost 
impossible route that Spanish 
forces had left unguarded, thus 
starting the road to victory and 
independence from the Spanish 
colonialists. The book then returns 
to Bolívar’s origins, born in Caracas 
in 1783 and soon orphaned. Two 
trips to Napoleonic Europe, a brief 
marriage and an expedition to 
Rome with his influential tutor 
Simón Rodríguez, an ardent  

exponent of Enlightenment phi-
losophy, prepared Bolívar for the 
moment in 1807 when Napoleon’s 
forces entered Spain and paved the 
way to a crisis in Spain’s Ameri-
can empire. Revolution and civil 
war continued over two decades, 
presided over by Bolívar, whose 
military leadership and intellectual 
ambitions made him the arbiter of 
the continent’s future history.

It was a long road to victory, 
ploughing backwards and forwards 
across Venezuela, escaping to 
Jamaica and Haiti, making endless 
speeches, devising constitutions 
and writing love letters. Marie 
Arana introduces many of his 
lovers, but Bolívar’s lasting 
romance was with Manuela Saenz, 
a married former convent girl from 
Quito, who fought at his side and 
defended him against conspiracy.

Arana also discusses the merits 
of rival leaders, Francisco de 
Miranda from Venezuela and José 
de San Martín from Argentina, 
who were decisively seen o« by 
Bolívar. The penultimate chap-
ters uncover the collapsing of his 
dream, as he retreats from Potosí 
to Lima and then, after the failure 
of his Pan-American conference 
at Panama, to Guayaquil. In the 
last years of his life he moves from 
Bogotá to Caracas and then back 
to Bogotá, desperately trying to 
outwit his treacherous collabora-
tors and ruefully concluding on his 
deathbed at Santa Marta that ‘he 
who serves a revolution ploughs 
the sea’. Maria Arana’s final chap-
ters are magisterially told.

Flaws? First, Arana is a novelist 
and, although this gives her a great 
capacity to tell a story, her use of 
language, especially in the early 
parts, is more suited to fiction than 
to history. Mistakenly, Arana also 
skates over the talents of Simón 
Rodríguez. His radicalism and his 
well-attested anti-racism must 
have brushed o« on Bolívar, but 
not as Arana presents here. Arana’s 
is an essentially conservative take 
on Bolívar and she is apt to blame 
him for the anarchic and chaotic 
state of Latin America in the years 
since the wars of independence. 

In this context it is not surpris-
ing that Arana has no truck with 
the e«orts of the late Hugo Chávez 
of Venezuela to reintroduce the 

history and example of Bolívar as 
the guiding hand of his ‘Bolivarian 
Revolution’. She dismisses Chávez 
as ‘a radical socialist whose goals 
were a far cry from Bolivar’s’. 
However, such hostile observations 
are tucked away in an epilogue and 
do not detract from the value of 
the book; but Ms Arana might have 
reflected that Chávez’s revival of 

the progressive aspects of Bolívar’s 
project and his emphasis on Latin 
American unity was not without 
value in a country long dominated 
by families of recent European 
descent. His champion- 
ing of Bolívar might also be the 
reason why many people will now 
buy her biography, which might 
not otherwise have been the case.

                                    Richard Gott

WHEN Irvin Ehrenpreis put the 
final full stop to his triple-deck-
er biography of Jonathan Swift 
published between 1962 and 
1983, one thing at least was 
certain: the job would have to be 
done all over again.  

Ehrenpreis had produced a refer-
ence book rather than a readable 
account of this most vexatious 
and paradoxical writer’s life. The 
assumptions he brought to bear 
were both excessively moralistic 
– strait-laced – and outdatedly 
Freudian. Although Leo Dam-
rosch’s new biography tells us 
little that Swift ‘anoraks’ did not 
already know about their hero, 
it is nevertheless an oxygen-
ated account that blows fresh 
air on Swift, the most readable 
account produced in recent 
times. It is a particular strength 
of this biography that it has not 
been written by a Swift ‘insider’. 
Damrosch is a knowledgeable 
literary historian, in possession 
of an exceptionally well-stocked 
mind, and the contextual in-
formation he brings to bear on 
Swift’s life and times is constant-
ly illuminating. Nevertheless 
Swift has not been his primary 
area of research. He is not part 
of the Cambridge edition of 
Swift’s Works, for example, nor 
linked to the powerful engines of 
Swiftian scholarship in Münster 
or in the United States. This gives 
Damrosch liberty to produce a 
Swift who has been banished 
from ‘respectable’ scholarship by 
Ehrenpreis and his successors. 

So who was the repressed 
Swift that this biographer causes 
to return? Much of what is said 
about him as political propa-
gandist in the last four years of 
Queen Anne’s reign and about 
him as an Irish patriot in the 
1720s is twice-told, even if here 
well told. Chapters devoted to 
Swift’s principal writings, such 
as A Tale of a Tub and Gulliver’s 
Travels, don’t go out on any limbs, 
but they are accurate, perceptive 
and intelligent. Swift’s poems 
are used adroitly as a source of 
biographical information and 
Damrosch’s readings of those 
are often fresh and vigorous. It is 
the account of Swift the private 
citizen that will surprise most 
general readers, however. An 
aspect of Damrosch’s freedom 
is at least to countenance, if not 
quite sponsor, versions of Swift’s 
life constructed by Irish amateur 
Swiftians, mainly produced in the 
1950s and 1960s. 

Arana’s portrait 
of Bolívar sets a 
spanking pace, 

weaving together 
the historical 

strands on a vast, 
continental canvas

Jonathan Swift 
His Life and His World  

Leo Damrosch 
Yale University Press   573pp   £25
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According to this tradition, 
his name should really be Jona-
than Temple, because he was the 
bastard son of Sir John Temple, 
for whose son, Sir William 
(therefore his half-brother), he 
worked as a secretary between 
1689 and 1699. Jonathan Temple/
Swift was secretly married to  
[H]esther Johnson, whom he 
called ‘Stella’. Since she was Sir 
William’s illegitimate daughter, 
Swift was married to his own 
niece by whom he was ru-
moured to have had a bastard 
son. For at least 15 years of his 
adult relationship with Stella he 
conducted an explicitly sexual 
relationship with the woman he 
called ‘Vanessa’, Esther Vanhom- 
righ, by whom he was also 
rumoured to have had a bastard 
son and whose death in 1723 he 
precipitated when he informed 
her of his marriage to Stella. 

Bastardy runs through this 
account; indeed, readers might 
be tempted to consider Swift 
a bastard in the less technical 
sense. Damrosch, surprisingly 
perhaps, does not appear to 
think any the worse of him, 
denying (p. 427) that Swift was 
a misogynist (I agree that the 
term ‘misogynist’ is far too 
simple and binary to cover 
Swift’s case), but more incon-
sistently, holding the line that 
Swift was an entirely orthodox 
Church of Ireland Protestant 
believer. If he was, he was a 
supreme example of psycholog-
ical compartmentalisation – of 
keeping one’s private and public 
life in separate spheres – or 
worse, of hypocrisy. 

If you don’t buy the account 
of Swift’s religious orthodoxy, it 
is easier to entertain Damrosch’s 
rakish Swift, who was speaking 
in euphemistic code when he 
wrote of ‘drinking co�ee in the 
sluttery’ with Vanessa, and who 
wrote the poem ‘Cadenus and 
Vanessa’ so that he could dictate 
the terms in which posterity 
would conceive that relation-
ship. Rather than fathom the 
depths of Swift’s complexity, 
Damrosch prefers to defend his 
indefensible conduct, a failure of 
nerve in an otherwise bold book.

                            Brean Hammond

SUZANNAH DUNN’s The May Bride (Little 
Brown, £12.99) is an original character  
study of Jane Seymour. It is structured in a 
very particular fashion and ignores until the 
end anything to do with Henry, Anne Boleyn, 
Catherine of Aragon and Jane’s rise to be queen. 
Instead Dunn concentrates on the Seymour 
house, Wolf Hall, and the disruption caused by 
the entrance of Edward Seymour’s first wife, 
Katherine. Told from the point of view of an 
older Jane waiting for the execution of Anne 
Boleyn to be confirmed, it is a thoughtful and 
original way of engaging with this complex but 
well trodden period. Dunn’s writing is sharp and 
often surprising and 
her characterisation is 
excellent. In telling her 
story in this particular 
and innovative way she 
is able to suggest some 
interesting reasons as 
to why Jane Seymour 
became queen. Even 
if you’re tired of the 
Tudors (although no 
one seems to be) this is 
worth seeking out. 

Robert Harris’ 
fabulous and justly 
acclaimed An O�cer 
and A Spy is now out 
in paperback (Arrow 
Books, £7.99). It is a 
forensic and detailed 
examination of the 
Dreyfus A¤air, told 
from the point of view 
of Georges Picquart. Picquart was involved in 
Dreyfus’ arrest and the surveillance of his family 
as head of the fledgling intelligence service in 
the 1890s, but he went on to become one of the 
most celebrated pro-Dreyfusards after working 
out that the case against the Jewish soldier was 
non-existent. An O�cer and a Spy is a timely 
reminder of how surveillance and spying need 
to be well managed and how those who claim to 
have the best interests of the nation at heart are 
often covering up or furthering their own ends. 
Harris enjoys recounting the early techniques of 
spying, from dead drops to early listening posts. 
There are echoes of Zola, Proust and Conrad’s 

The Secret Agent throughout. The pace is frenetic, 
as courtroom drama is followed by assassination 
attempts, torture, riots and last-minute re-
prieves. It is a fantastic and fantastical story and 
Harris does it justice. 

A couple of heavyweights might find a place 
on your to-read lists. Sebastian Barry’s new 
novel, narrated as is increasingly his practice 
from the end of a tumultuous life, is The Tem-
porary Gentleman (Faber and Faber, £17.99). 
As with his recent books, Barry is interested 
in the Irish diaspora and he creates another 
compelling voice to go with his gallery of waifs 
and strays. More aggressive, in all ways, is James 

Ellroy’s masterpiece 
Perfidia (Knopf, £18.99). I 
thought that Ellroy lost his 
way with the second two 
books of his ‘Underworld 
USA’ trilogy (The Cold Six 
Thousand was grating and 
purposeless; I couldn’t get 
through the interminable 
Blood’s A Rover). Perfidia 
is a triumphant return to 
form, considering 23 days 
in late 1941. It is bracing 
and upsetting, as challeng-
ing and shocking as his 
great early work. 

I was recently at the 
Historical Novel Society 
conference in London, 
which was a lovely celebra-
tion of all things Histfic, 
including the awarding 
of various prizes. There 

are videos of key events, including a lecture by 
Conn Iggulden and an interview with Lindsey 
Davis, on the HNS website: www.hns-conference.
org.uk. What did I learn? That the Tudor period 
is still the most popular of all, that historical 
novelists take their research incredibly seriously 
and that inter-period sniping is good humoured 
for the main part. As the HNS shows, there is 
increasing support for the writing of historical 
fiction, including from publishers and univer-
sities. Writing Historical Fiction: a Writers’ & 
Artists’ Companion, edited by Celia Brayfield and 
Duncan Sprott, was published by Bloomsbury 
at the end of 2013. It features contributions by 
28 authors as well as useful and practical advice. 
Myfanwy Cook’s Historical Fiction Writing came 
out in 2011 and Emma Darwin is currently 
writing a guide for John Murray. Add this to the 
number of lectures, seminars, workshops and 
events going on and the genre is in fine health, 
critically, commercially and intellectually. 
                                                                    Jerome de Groot

HISTORICAL FICTION

Perfidia is bracing and 
upsetting, as challenging 
and shocking as Ellroy’s 

great early work

Fact not fiction: Zola’s letter in support of 
Dreyfus, published on January 13th, 1898. 
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HELEN MCCARTHY’S latest book 
is one of the most important 
studies on diplomatic practice 
to have been published in many 
years. It is the first academi-
cally rigorous account of the 
role that women played in the 
conduct of British foreign policy 
and the rise, alongside that, 
of the first female diplomats. 
However, the book’s greatest 
significance is that it poses 
searching questions about the 
‘unspoken assumptions’ that 
had helped underpin civil service 
power and hierarchies in Britain 
and their e�ect on British 
foreign policy. It is a topic that 
international historians need 
to study more than they have 
done hitherto. Thus, McCarthy 
is blazing a trail down which 
others should follow. 

She is not the first to write 
about women in the diplomat-
ic arena, of course. There are 
numerous mémoire accounts 
of the view from some foreign 
clime written by women who 
are almost always described as 
playing a subordinate or at least 
a supporting role to their husb-
ands. McCarthy deals with this 
in a clear and compelling way. 
The book is an extremely good 
‘read’ and would be accessible 
to anyone with an interest in 
British foreign policy, as well as 
to academic specialists.  

But it is also the depth of 
McCarthy’s grounding in British 
government archives that 

JOHN WITHERIDGE begins his 
book with a consideration of 
Arthur Stanley’s life of Thomas 
Arnold of Rugby, which, as he 
rightly says, became the model 
for Victorian biography in its 
comprehensiveness, earnestness 
and striving for moral edification. 
In many ways his own biography 
of Stanley follows in this tradition. 
It is spacious, elegantly written 
and betrays more than a touch of 
hagiography and hero worship.

Arthur Stanley was a quint-
essentially eminent Victorian in 
several respects. He was born in 
the year of Waterloo into a landed 
Cheshire family, which could trace 
its ancestry back to the Norman 
Conquest and had a long tradition 
of royal service. Named after the 
Duke of Wellington, he eventu-
ally married Lady Augusta Bruce, 
Queen Victoria’s lady-in-waiting. 
After Rugby, where he was 
Arnold’s star pupil, and Balliol, he 
moved seemingly e«ortlessly from 
an Oxford fellowship to a canonry 
at Canterbury Cathedral, the Chair 
of Ecclesiastical History at Oxford 
and finally to the Deanery of West-
minster Abbey.

He was the acknowledged 
leader of the Broad Church (a term 
that he himself coined) movement 
in the Victorian Church of England 
and consistently displayed an ad-
vanced liberalism in his theological 
statements and actions, which 
landed him in trouble with both 
Evangelicals and Anglo-Catholics 
but did little to impede his  

preferment or his standing with 
Queen Victoria, who preferred her 
clergy to be of moderate views.

Some of the most entertaining 
parts of this book concern royal oc-
casions. Stanley had a ringside view 
of Victoria’s coronation. In 1863 he 
accompanied her eldest son Bertie 
on an expedition to Egypt in an 
e«ort to cultivate and civilise the 
wayward Prince of Wales. Later, 
Stanley was commanded to spend 
a week at Windsor to mark the 
anniversary of Prince Albert’s death 
and engage in elaborate mourning 
rituals. In 1874 he o²ciated at the 
wedding of Victoria’s son Alfred 
and Marie Alexandrovna, daughter 
of Tsar Alexander II. All of these 
events are vividly described with a 
historian’s eye for telling detail.

There are one or two mistakes 
in Witheridge’s historical knowl-
edge, particularly when it comes 
to Scotland. John Tulloch was (as 
am I) Principal of St Mary’s College, 
the theology faculty at St Andrews 
University, rather than of the 
university as a whole. The position 
of rector of the same university, 
to which Stanley was elected in 
1875, is not the same as that of 
chancellor, which was held at that 
time by the 8th Duke of Argyll. I 
was sorry not to see more in this 
book about Stanley’s involvement 
with moderates in the Church of 
Scotland and his determination to 
bring closer together the national 
established churches north and 
south of the border.

However, these are small faults 
in what is overall a beautifully 
written, scholarly study of one of 
the great liberal thinkers of the 19th 
century, who strove to live out his 
ideal of a broad national church, 
comprehensive, tolerant, inclusive 
and irenic in spirit. Would that 
there were more like him around 
today.

Ian Bradley

Excellent Dr Stanley 
The Life and Times of Dean 

Stanley of Westminster 
John Witheridge 

Michael Russell Publishing   400pp   £24
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makes this book so outstand-
ing. McCarthy realises from the 
outset that the question as to 
why women have until only 
recently held their own in the 
diplomatic arena was not simply 
as a result of Foreign O²ce pre- 
judices, but because of the entire 
organisation of government in 
Whitehall. I learnt much from 
her accounts of the various royal 
commissions that sat during 
the first half of the 20th century 
that dealt, inter alia, with equal 
opportunities in the British civil 
service, the most significant of 
which was the Tomlin Commis-
sion 1929-31. These important 
sources should be more widely 
studied by those interested in 
women’s history in Britain.

The book is in four sections 
but broadly follows a chronolog-
ical approach, the principal focus 
is on the 20th century, inevita-
bly. The two world wars figure 
prominently in McCarthy’s nar-
rative, the e�ects on women’s 
scope for professional and 
social mobility have been well 
documented elsewhere. There 
are places in the final section of 
the book where the analysis gets 
slightly obscured by McCarthy’s 
desire to write about the profes-
sional successes of, for example, 
Dame Pauline Neville-Jones, and 
sometimes the prose reads a 
little like a polemic on the vindi-
cation of equal rights for women 
within the British diplomatic 
service. This is partly because 
the people she is describing 
adopted a similar triumphalist 
tone, aided on some occasions 
by committed feminists within 
the British press.

Like all excellent, path-break-
ing studies, McCarthy’s elegantly 
and fluently written book also 
reveals how little we know 
about a subject area. We are left 
with a sense of outrage at our 
own ignorance. This book will be 
widely enjoyed by both male and 
female readers alike, while pro-
viding much food for thought for 
scholars mapping out the next 
generation of studies on British 
international and government 
history. It is extremely highly  
recommended.

                             Gaynor Johnson

Women of the World 
The Rise of the  

Female Diplomat 
Helen McCarthy 
Bloomsbury   403pp   £25



NOVEMBER 2014  HISTORY TODAY   61

REVIEWS

MARGOT ASQUITH was the 
second wife of Herbert Asquith, 
prime minister from 1908 until 
December 1916. Her voluminous 
diaries have been jointly edited by 
Michael Brock, who died shortly 
before the book was published, 
and by his wife, Eleanor. In 1982 
they had edited Asquith’s letters 
to Venetia Stanley, which covered 
some of the same events as Mar-
got’s diary but from the premier’s 
very personal perspective. 

The book’s subtitle – The View 
from Downing Street – is mislead-
ing because, although Downing 
Street was Margot’s London home, 
she spent much time elsewhere 
and had no o²cial role in her 
husband’s government. Moreover, 
Margot had little or no discernible 
influence on her husband’s policies 
with respect to the Great War. She 
appreciated that her husband did 
not want a wife ‘who talks of the 
Balkans before breakfast’. But she 
was a loyal spouse, who listened 
to her husband’s speeches from 
the Ladies Gallery in the House of 
Commons and organised dinners 
for his supporters. 

Margot was highly critical of 
all those whom she believed were 
intriguing against her husband. 
Her particular bêtes noirs were 
Lloyd George, who wanted a more 
vigorous prosecution of the war, 
and Lord Northcli«e, the Conserva-
tive proprietor of The Times and the 
Daily Mail. Margot feared that, if her 
husband was forced to resign, they 

would be unable to live in the style 
to which she was accustomed: 
a house with never fewer than 
16 servants. She noted, enviously, 
following a trip to Blenheim Palace, 
that the nation had always been 
more generous to its soldiers than 
to its prime ministers. 

Despite her privileged lifestyle, 
Margot was saddened by the war 
and shocked by the large losses 
that it occasioned among the 
younger generation. They included 
the deaths of her eldest stepson, 
the brilliant Raymond Asquith, and 
her friend, the poet, Rupert Brooke. 
She also personally witnessed the 
destruction and death caused by a 
Zeppelin raid on the City of London.

Michael Brock contributed a 
long introduction to the diary, 
which provides informed but 
over-extended context to Margot’s 
entries. His claim that the war 
cruelly exposed Asquith’s limitat- 
ions underestimates the premier’s 
skill in keeping the nation and 
the Liberal Party united and in 
mobilising the country for a long 
and unprecedented military e«ort. 
Asquith’s penchant, however, 
for ‘energy disguised as lethargy’ 
provided his critics with obvious 
ammunition.

Margot Asquith’s Great War Diary 
provides lively and outspoken 
comments on many of the leading 
personalities of the era. But the 
diary adds little of substance to our 
knowledge of elite politics during 
the first half of the war. In that 
respect, it is a much less valuable 
historical resource than Herbert 
Asquith’s Letters to Venetia Stanley. 
Nevertheless the two edited 
volumes, taken together, are a 
fitting memorial to Michael Brock, 
a fine historian and university 
administrator.

                              Roland Quinault

Margot Asquith’s Great 
War Diary 1914-1916 

The View from Downing Street 
Selected and edited by Michael 

and Eleanor Brock 
Oxford University Press   417pp   £30 
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LIFE, the philosopher Kierkeg-
aard believed, is lived forward 
but can only be understood 
backwards. Our understanding 
of history is also refracted 
through the prism of the 
present. ‘Even if’, David Reynolds 
argues, ‘historians write for-
wards, telling a sequential narra-
tive, they think backwards from 
the present into the past.’ It is 
this ‘dialogue between past and 
present’ that forms ‘the dynamic 
pivot’ of The Long Shadow.

The Long Shadow analyses 
both how the Great War has 
been interpreted in the com-
batant countries and also how 
understanding of the war has 
altered through time. It is or-
ganised not chronologically but 
thematically. Part one is entitled 
‘Legacies’ and its themes are 
‘Nations’, ‘Democracy’, ‘Empire’, 
‘Capitalism’, ‘Civilisation’ and 
‘Peace’. Part two, ‘Reflections’, 
considers themes entitled 
‘Again’, ‘Evil’, ‘Generations’ 
‘Tommies’ and ‘Remembrance’.

Reynolds believes that the 
British were ‘distinctive in their 
experience both of the war 
and of its postwar impact’. For 
Britain, alone among the bellig-
erents, was fighting for principle. 
It had not been attacked and 
was not seeking more territory. 
But perhaps he underestimates 
the acute sense of danger that 
so many in Britain felt in the 
face of the possible occupation 
of the Channel ports by a hostile 

power. Britain was fighting not 
just for moral principle, but for 
deep-seated reasons of national 
self-interest.          

Nineteen fourteen revealed, 
as 1939 was to do, that Britain 
was a Continental and not 
merely a maritime and insular 
power. From this point of view, 
Britain’s defence policy before 
that date had not been congru-
ent with its foreign policy. If its 
safety depended upon the inde-
pendence of France, then, surely, 
it should have drawn the logical 
consequence by committing 
itself to a formal alliance with 
France and adjusting its defence 
policy to such an alliance by 
introducing conscription. 

After 1918 the euphoria of 
victory was to give way to a 
profound sadness and a deter-
mination that the Great War 
really would be, as H.G.Wells 
had hoped, ‘the war to end 
war’. Left wingers in the Union 
of Democratic Control argued 
that the war had been caused 
by the arms race and by Foreign 
Minister Edward Grey’s commit-
ment to a system of Continental 
alliances; a mistaken judgment, 
in my view. But, by the 1930s, it 
had become the conventional 
wisdom and contributed to the 
atmosphere of appeasement 
that brought on a second and 
even more terrible conflict.  
A.J.P. Taylor once said that we 
learn from history not to repeat 
the old mistakes. So we make 
new ones instead.

In Germany attitudes were 
quite di�erent from those in 
Britain. The defeat of 1918 was so 
sudden and unexpected that it 
was easy for the army leadership 
to claim that it had been stabbed 
in the back by Marxists and Jews. 
The sentiment ‘Never Again’, 
so powerful in Britain, found 
little echo in Germany. Indeed, 
many on the Right looked back 
with nostalgia to the wartime 
experience of comradeship and, 
like the Italian Fascists, hoped 
for a return match to secure the 
gains of which they had been 
cheated in 1918. The only mistake 
they had made, they believed, 
was to have been insu²ciently 
ruthless. That was not a mistake 

The Long Shadow 
The Great War and the  

Twentieth Century 
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Simon and Schuster   491pp   £25
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they were going to make again. 
It is hardly surprising if the  
liberal-minded men who ran 
Britain between the wars –  
MacDonald, Baldwin, Chamber-
lain – failed to comprehend such 
a mindset.

After 1945 the formation 
of the European Economic 
Community, was, as Reynolds 
perceptively notices, ‘e�ectively 
a peace settlement for Western 
Europe’. But, for Britain, the 
slaughter resulting from the 
belated Continental commit-
ment in two world wars pre-
disposed many against further 
association with the Continent, 
fuelling the euroscepticism that 
has run through British politics 
and popular attitudes since the 
time of the European Coal and 
Steel Community in 1950. 

It is hardly possible in a short 
review to do justice to the rich 
texture of The Long Shadow. It is 
the product of deep reflection 
on the part of a mature historian 
at the height of his powers, 
with a sure command of a vast 
historical literature. Clearly and 
attractively written, it forms 
perhaps the best available 
introduction for the general 
reader to changing views of 
the Great War. It also contains 
fresh interpretations that will 
stimulate the historian already 
familiar with the period. Many 
books have already appeared to 
commemorate the centenary 
of the outbreak of the war and 
there are more to come, but 
they are unlikely to be as good. 
Reynolds has written many fine 
books. I think this is his best. 

Vernon Bogdanor
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WHO AM I? I grew up on the 
north-western fringe of Europe. 
I went to an elite school that 
made me acutely aware of how 
di«erent I was from boys from 
richer or more aristocratic families. 
My upbringing left me with the 
instincts of an outsider and the 
confidence of an insider. Like many 
a French intellectual, I managed to 
build a career as a journalist and 
author on this paradox. Like many 
German writers of my genera-
tion, I thought a lot about mass 
communication, propaganda and 
group psychology. Faced with the 
ideological crises of the 1930s, I 
joined men from Belgium, Hungary 
and Czechoslovakia fighting on 
the side of the republic in the 
Spanish Civil War. The experience 
made me profoundly distrustful of 
communists. The books for which 
I am now known best are works 
of fiction exploring the evils of 
totalitarianism.

The answer, of course, is 
George Orwell. 

Orwell’s is the story of a 
20th-century European intel-
lectual as well as the story of an 
‘English rebel’, as Robert Colls 
styles him. Nevertheless, while 
the big questions of the 1930s and 
1940s cut across national borders, 
Orwell answered them with an 
English accent. And, as time went 
on, believing in England became 
important to him. 

Orwell’s sense of English 
identity was grounded in what he 
saw as the knockabout decency 
of ordinary working-class people. 

Though Orwell regarded himself 
as a socialist, Colls shows how his 
idea of England had strong a²n-
ities with Tory traditions, such as 
the notion that the political status 
quo grew out of popular customs, 
rather than being imposed from 
above. Orwell also had a soft spot 
for the army and other institut- 
ions dear to Tories of his day. But 
he was implacably hostile to the 
Conservative plutocrats of the 
1920s and 1930s, who loomed 
large in his estimate of contempo-
rary England. Colls generally  
underplays Orwell’s serious 
worries about the power of 
monied interests.

Orwell had a lot to say about 
Englishness in his novels and his 
manifesto-like wartime essays. 
Colls unpacks these ideas clearly 
and e«ectively. Unfortunately,  
though, he is less illuminating 
on the essays and newspaper 
columns on other subjects. It  
was between the lines of those 
pieces that Orwell made some 
of his most perceptive observa-
tions of popular habits and their 
Englishness.

The least satisfying part of 
the book is the end, when Colls 
summarises attempts by partisans 
of various stripes to enlist Orwell’s 
posthumous support (‘if Orwell 
were alive today, he’d agree with 
me’) and speculates on what 
Orwell would have made of Mar-
garet Thatcher or New Labour. 

To his great credit, Colls suc-
ceeds in matching admiration with 
vigilance. He is good at identifying 
what Orwell left out. For instance, 
in his literary guerrilla campaign 
against British socialism in the 
1930s and 1940s, Orwell fixated on 
upper-middle-class communists 
and had hardly anything to say 
about the Labour Party. 

Orwell’s prose drives so fast 
that readers often miss his blind 
spots. Indeed, his reputation as 
a fearless truth-teller owes a lot 
to this self-consciously straight-
talking style: the rhetoric of not 
appearing rhetorical. Colls’ own 
writing is garrulous and warmly 
argumentative. In his book the 
reader catches echoes of the kind 
of spirited English conversation in 
which Orwell fervently believed.

Christopher Hilliard

George Orwell 
English Rebel 

Robert Colls 
Oxford University Press  352pp  £25

TARGET: ITALY is the latest book 
commissioned by the Cabinet 
O²ce to tell the story of the 
Special Operations Executive 
(SOE) in various sectors of 
Britain’s Second World War. 
Covering the time when Italy 
was actively participating in 
the Axis, it is a prequel to David 
Sta�ord’s Mission Accomplished: 
SOE and Italy 1943-1945 (2011), 
which examined the divided 
Italy that became a war front 
through the last 20 months of 
battle. Roderick Bailey writes 
with vim, in short sentences 
and eschews complex analysis.  
He composes many charming 
vignettes of those active in SOE, 
some in London and some in 
Italy, or endeavouring to get 
there. His special hero is Richard 
Dallimore-Mallaby MC, whose 
descent into Lake Como (liter-
ally) starts the book and whose 
derring-do in two separate raids 
in 1943 and 1945 is recounted in 
considerable detail.

Patriotic British war bu�s 
will enjoy Target: Italy. Yet the 
book does not fully qualify as 
a rattling good read, best con-
sumed in a comfortable leather 
chair, with a whisky to sip, 
Britten’s War Requiem playing in 
the background and a portrait 
of Churchill on the wall. What, 
then, is the problem? Bailey 
hints at the issue in his initial, 
cautious, statement of purpose.  

Target: Italy 
The Secret War Against  

Mussolini, 1940-1943: the  
O�cial History of SOE  

Operations in Fascist Italy  
Roderick Bailey 

Faber and Faber   454pp   £20
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ONE OF THE many ironies of the Bletchley Park 
story is that the code-breaking work carried 
out there was once the most secret activity of 
the Second World War. Now it is one of the best 
known, told in movies and in hundreds of books 
on the subject. Some historians argue that it 
helped to shorten the war by two years, saving 
tens of thousands of lives. Churchill memorably 
described the code-breakers (secretly, of course) 
as ‘the geese that laid the golden eggs and  
never cackled’.

So it is fitting that, with a recent Heritage 
Lottery Fund (HLF) award of £5 million and £3 
million of match funding, a comprehensive new 
visitor centre has been built that not only places 
the work of Bletchley Park within the broad 
history of the war, 
but it explains clearly 
and cleverly the 
processes needed to 
read German signals 
tra±c. First the 
signals have to be in-
tercepted at listening 
stations; then they 
have to be decoded; 
then translated; 
then the intelligence 
passed on to whoever 
will find it of immedi-
ate value. Particularly 
e¤ective are some 
of the interactive 
‘games’ that appeal to all ages explaining the 
billions of combinations created by an Enigma or 
a Lorenz machine and the task faced by the code 
breakers in decrypting the signals.

Walking through the extensive grounds, the 
visitor can tour the well-restored huts where 
Alan Turing, Gordon Welchman and many others 

worked, which feel as though the code break-
ers have just popped out for a fag. Many of the 
huts have what Iain Standen, Bletchley’s CEO, 
describes as ‘set dressing’, with videos projected 
against walls and sound tracks adding atmo-
sphere. Bletchley Park is strong on atmosphere, 
especially in the mansion house where the 
library and the o±ce of the wartime boss, Alex-
ander Denniston, have been beautifully restored.

Bletchley Park was saved in 1992 when a 
group of enthusiasts persuaded Milton Keynes 
council not to demolish it. From 1994, visitors 
started to arrive although there was not a lot to 
see except a few run-down, decaying huts and 
the mansion itself. Veterans from Bletchley 
Park often led tours, adding their own personal 
memories of working in such an extraordinary 
place. Clearly this was not a long-term solution 
and the new visitor centre and restored huts 
will provide context and insight for the next 
generation of visitors. Standen has ambitious 
plans to drill deeper into some specific wartime 
code-breaking stories and next year there will be 
an extension exploring the roots of British code 
breaking in the First World War. All this is much 

to be welcomed and 
Standen hopes that  
250,000 visitors will 
be attracted to the site 
annually, a consider-
able number for an 
attraction an hour 
north of London. 

However, in one 
regard the visitor 
experience is not what 
it was before. Once 
the code breakers 
had got going by the 
summer of 1940, their 
principal challenge 
was to deal with the 

volume of signals tra±c being intercepted with 
the speed necessary to make the intelligence 
valuable. In order to do this, they invented 
the modern computer. It used to be possible 
for visitors to see the replica of Colossus, the 
world’s first programmable electronic comput-
er, lovingly rebuilt by the late Tony Sale for the 
National Museum of Computing. Indeed, it was 
one of the crown jewels of Bletchley Park. Now, 
the museum is a separate entity and Colossus is 
behind an eight-foot fence. In order to visit it, 
one has to leave Bletchley Park, take a lengthy 
walk and pay to enter the National Museum of 
Computing. Such a visit is highly recommended 
but too few visitors are likely to make the e¤ort. 

The HLF and the Bletchley Park Trust, with 
support from corporate sponsors like Google, 
McAfee and BAE, are to be congratulated for the 
imaginative way they have restored Bletchley 
Park. But allow a day for your visit in order to 
take in Colossus as well and the story of the 
future development of the computer industry, 
which in the long run of history is probably the 
most important legacy of the remarkable story 
of Second World War code breaking.

Taylor Downing

EXHIBITION

Bletchley Park 
http://www.bletchleypark.org.uk

The interactive ‘games’ 
that explain the billions of 

combinations created by an  
Enigma or Lorenz machine 

are particularly e�ective

The book, he explains, is ‘an 
account of how a foreign organ-
isation, with scant resources 
and little experience, attempt-
ed to grapple with its task of 
targeting an enemy country 
by covert means’. It needed to 
work in a nation governed by 
a ‘secure, if unpopular, author-
itarian regime’ whose people 
were not ‘by nature pro-British’.  

As an o²cial historian, 
Bailey is never so discourteous 
as to criticise visibly. Yet SOE’s 
performance in regard to Italy is 
replete with ignorance, 
amateurism and failure in a 
world dominated by that  
unmodernised upper class 
whom Spike Milligan would 
find such an alarming and alien 
part of the British military. Cecil 
Roseberry, supposedly more 
e²cient than his predecessors, 
ran the Italian desk in London 
without a mastery of Italian and 
with small knowledge of the 
nation’s history. Jock McCa�ery, 
long based in Switzerland with 
the task of getting agents over 
the nearby border, allowed his 
plans to be and to remain pene-
trated by the Italian military in-
telligence service, SIM. Various 
schemes to launch separatist 
risings in Sardinia or Sicily (with 
the aid of the ‘Ma²a’ [sic]; it 
was deemed ‘an ideal subversive 
organisation for the island’) did 
not get far.  Equally vain were 
plots to kill Mussolini. Britain 
lost its intelligence war in 
Fascist Italy by a huge margin. 
Therefore, when that Soviet 
war bu�, the ghost of Joe Stalin, 
flicks through Bailey’s book, 
with a bucket of vodka beside 
him and Shostakovich’s Lenin-
grad Symphony in his hearing, he 
will chuckle: ‘Da. But we killed 
Germans (and their hapless 
Italian allies).’

                             Richard Bosworth

Bailey writes 
with vim, in short 

sentences and 
eschews complex 

analysis
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REVIEWS

ARGUABLY, most o²cers in the 
British army would agree that 
Field Marshal the Viscount Slim 
– ‘Uncle Bill’ – was the Second 
World War general whom they 
most admired. Unrestricted by 
epoch, many would still bring a 
large vote for Slim’s humanity, 
soldierly qualities and record of 
success. In the trio of statues in 
Whitehall outside the Ministry of 
Defence, Field Marshal Alanbrooke, 
Churchill’s de facto principal military 
adviser, stands challenging; Field 
Marshal Montgomery of Alamein 
is braced inscrutably; and Bill Slim 
is rough-hewn, chin jutting, in the 
characteristic slouch hat of the 
14th Army – solid, immovable. They 
were equals in the war, except that 
they were not. 

In Alanbrooke’s absorbing 
and illuminating diaries, Slim gets 
hardly a mention and not just 
because he was commander of 
what the men of 14th Army re-
ferred to ruefully as ‘the forgotten 
army’: he was just that – an army 
commander, when Churchill’s and 
Alanbrooke’s attention was fixed 
on the command of theatres of 
war, on commanders-in-chief, not 
on the individual commanders of 
its constituent forces. Slim was 
never a commander-in-chief; he 
was never tested in the same fire 
as Auchinleck, Wavell, Alexander 
and Montgomery. He never had 
to deal with London and for all 
but the last month of the war he 
was a lieutenant-general not a 
full general. But he won his battles 
and his men loved him. George 
MacDonald Fraser, author of the 
Flashman novels and a corporal in 
the Border Regiment in 14th Army, 
writes in his memoir of the Burma 
war, Quartered Safe Out Here: ‘But 
the biggest boost to morale was 
the burly man who came to talk to 
the assembled battalion … it was 
unforgettable. Slim was like that: 
the only man I’ve ever seen who 
had a force that came out of him 
... British soldiers don’t love their 
commanders, much less worship 
them; 14th Army trusted Slim and 
thought of him as one of them-
selves, and perhaps his real secret 
was that the feeling was mutual.’

Slim was not only master of the 
sword but also of the pen. His own 
narrative of the war in the Far East, 
Defeat into Victory, is generally ack- 
nowledged to be one of the finest 
military books ever written, as 
fresh and instructive today as when 
it was first published in 1956. It has 
never been out of print. Russell 
Miller is particularly good on this 
side of Slim’s multi-dimensional 
character, his way with prose, even 
though his command dictum was 
famously ‘no details, no paper, no 
regrets’. Slim’s facility with the pen 
was born of necessity, to supple-
ment his meagre interwar army 
pay. Indeed, his whole life, until 
reaching the highest ranks, was a 
financial struggle, for promotion 
was slow in the Indian Army (into 
which he gained a regular com-
mission after a temporary commis-
sion in the Royal Warwicks in the 

Uncle Bill 
The Authorised Biography of 
Field Marshal Viscount Slim 

Russell Miller 
Weidenfeld & Nicolson  480pp   £25

is such a large literature on 
regional and local history; there 
is no discussion of ‘perpetrator 
studies’ (Täterforschung) or recent 
debates about the relat- 
ionship between the creation of 
the ‘racial community’ (Volks-
gemeinschaft) and genocide; and, 
despite the discussion of the 
Jews in the first section, there  
is little discussion of the victims 
 and their responses. So, 
although this book provides a 
useful overview, those needing 
an up-to-date synthetic account 
of the Holocaust are recom-
mended to turn also to Donald 
Bloxham’s The Final Solution: A 
Genocide and Doris Bergen’s War 
and Genocide.

                                      Dan Stone

THIS WIDE-RANGING book has 
been designed for undergradu-
ate courses on the Holocaust. It 
covers many of the topics that 
students will touch on in their 
courses, doing so in a concise, 
readable fashion.

Implicitly, by starting with 
three chapters devoted to the 
position of the Jews in di�erent 
parts of Europe, Kenez gives 
the reader to understand that 
post-emancipation attitudes to 
Jews contributed to the ways in 
which the Holocaust took place; 
he is also emphasising that 
modern antisemitism is di�erent 
from medieval, religiously in- 
spired Jew-hatred. Yet although 
his analyses of the French, 
Russian and Hungarian Jews are 
trenchant, section two shows 
that the Holocaust was a Nazi 
project, which appears to render 
the previous discussion superflu-
ous. Still, Kenez does a good job 
of showing how the Nazi obses-
sion with the Jews as the source 
of the world’s evil developed and 
flourished at a time of crisis.

In order to make the first 
section relevant to what comes 
later, Kenez then shows how the 
Nazis could not have ‘succeeded’ 
without much local collabora-
tion. Here Kenez overstates the 
argument. Clearly it is right that 
local assistance was important 
but the Holocaust would have 
happened, albeit di�erently, 
without it. Kenez claims that 

The Coming of  
the Holocaust 

From Anti-Semitism to  
Genocide 

Peter Kenez 
Cambridge University Press  306pp  £19.99

pogroms against Jews in Eastern 
Europe in 1941 were largely 
spontaneous, though he quotes 
one Einsatzgruppe leader, Franz 
Walther Stahlecker, to the e�ect 
that it was di²cult to persuade 
locals to get involved and  
acknowledges that the victims 
of these pogroms number in the 
thousands as opposed to the 
millions killed by the Nazis. The 
point is significant because there 
is a tension in the book between 
the idea of the Final Solution 
as a Nazi-led project and the 
Holocaust as a European crime, 
which has some connection to 
the actual – as opposed to the 
Nazi-imagined – place of Jews in 
European society.

This emphasis on the local, 
however, leads Kenez to some 
perceptive insights. Looking 
at the di�erent survival rates 
of Jews in western Europe, for 
example, he shows convincingly 
that pre-existing antisemitism 
is not the key to understanding 
what happened; rather, the 
nature of the occupying regime 
made the di�erence. He also 
suggests that decisions made 
by individual Nazis made a 
great deal of di�erence to the 
outcome – this in contrast to the 
standard view of the Holocaust 
as a streamlined, industrial 
genocide – and that the Nazis 
killed more Jews in countries 
they occupied than in countries 
to which they were allied. These 
are suggestive ideas, which chal-
lenge the reader. Yet the book 
has its limitations.

The discussion of the Jews 
in post-emancipation Europe 
sits uneasily with the empha-
sis on Nazi ‘irrationality’. Real 
Jews are not really relevant for 
understanding Nazi fantasies. 
The book also misses quite a lot 
of the recent historical debates. 
For example, there is little on 
the question of whether the 
Holocaust can fruitfully be un-
derstood as a ‘colonial genocide’ 
or should be thought of as gen-
ocide at all; there is very little 
on Nazi race theory and what 
links the euthanasia project and 
Nazi eugenics to the Holocaust; 
analysing individual countries 
seems quite limited when there 
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First World War) and he had been 
born into a middle-class family ‘in 
reduced circumstances’. But the 
family was not, as Miller shows, the 
‘humble’ one that is often supposed 
(indeed, it is still sometimes assert-
ed – wrongly – that he had been 
commissioned from the ranks). All 
this Miller examines in great detail.

But there is a rub with this 
otherwise valuable work. To refer 
to the subject throughout as 
‘Bill’, even in these familiar times 
(though Nigel Hamilton did the 
same with ‘Bernard’ in his 1980s 
biography of Montgomery) is to 
invite the charge of over-ident- 
ification with the subject and, 
therefore, the loss of objectivity. 
Miller occasionally seems just too 
ready to paint ‘non Bill’ o²cers as 
the villains, which is not helped 
by an impression that the author 

is not entirely at home with the 
ways of the military – nor, indeed, 
with Churchill’s sense of humour. 
When asked to clear Slim’s name 
for a senior appointment the PM 
quipped ‘I cannot think a man with 
a name like Slim can be any good’; 
it was surely a wry reference to his 
own expanding girth rather than 
to some obscure Boer adjective 
meaning crafty and treacherous. 

This is an ‘authorised biography’, 
and it certainly won’t be the last 
word. Slim’s lapsed Catholicism, for 
example (he is one of the very few 
cradle-Catholic field marshals in 
the history of the rank), and the in-
fluence of Catholic catechism and 
moral philosophy on his command 
philosophy is yet to be explored. 
Perhaps tellingly, the field marshal’s 
own memoirs are entitled Uno�cial 
History (1959).

                             Allan Mallinson

‘The biggest boost 
to morale was 
the burly man 

who came to talk 
to them ... it was 

unforgettable.  Slim 
was like that: he 
had a force that 
came out of him’

CLEMENT ATTLEE, Labour prime 
minister between 1945 and 1951 
in the pioneering years that saw 
the emergence of the modern 
welfare state and the National 
Health Service, has always been 
something of an enigma and the 
butt of jokes, including Winston 
Churchill’s quip that ‘An empty 
taxi turned up outside Downing 
Street and out got Mr Attlee’.
That personal attack backfired 
and Attlee trounced wartime 
leader Churchill in Labour’s land-
slide general election victory 
of 1945. Much has been written 
on Attlee but, while this book 
adds little to our information, it 
does further our understanding 
by casting fresh light on his life 
through a detailed examination 
of his surviving papers. 

Jago challenges the notion 
that Attlee, a retiring man 
overshadowed by the flamboy-
ant Churchill during the Second 
World War and dimly remem-
bered, was an accidental prime 
minister, only returned because 
Britain was disillusioned with 
the Tories and ready for change. 
He argues that this could not be 
further from the truth. Attlee, 
he stresses, was raised in a 
haven of London middle-class 
respectability and was appal- 
led by the squalid conditions 
endured in the city’s East End, a 
knowledge he gained by working 
with Haileybury Guild’s social 
mission to help the poor. Seeing 
at first-hand how poverty and 
insecurity blighted the lives of 

Clement Attlee 
The Inevitable Prime Minister 

Michael Jago  
Biteback Publishing   400pp   £25

many, he nourished a powerful 
ambition to achieve political 
power and to create a more egal-
itarian society. That drove him 
from a Liberal background into 
local Labour politics in Stepney 
and Limehouse to become its 
Labour MP in 1922, on his way to 
becoming Labour leader in 1935, 
Churchill’s wartime deputy in 
1940 and Labour prime minister 
in 1945.

Jago o�ers a resonant argu- 
ment, although it is di²cult 
to accept that Attlee is dimly 
remembered when he often tops 
the lists of the best Labour prime 
ministers of the 20th century. 
There is much to accept in this 
argument but the art of politics 
is to turn such a driving ambition 
into political success and that 
often relies upon other devel-
opments, such as the growth 
of the Labour movement and 
wartime socialism. Arguably, it 
was wartime socialism not disil-
lusionment with the Tories that 
brought Labour to power in 1945. 

Half the book deals with the 
exhilarating years of 1945 to 1951, 
when Attlee’s government was 
responsible for some of the most 
significant features of postwar 
Britain, the NHS and the welfare 
state, as well as the nationali-
sation of some industries, the 
withdrawal from India and the 
creation of NATO. The detail of 
these events defy a brief review 
but the message that emerges is 
that Attlee had an immensely ac-
complished government, which 
included the trade unionist 
Ernest Bevin, the radical socialist 
Nye Bevan, Herbert Morrison, Sir 
Sta�ord Cripps and Hugh Dalton. 
It will be remembered, above all, 
for creating the NHS, although 
this is somewhat played down 
here. The evidence from this 
generally impressive book is 
that the Attlee governments 
were brimming with talent and 
policies but Jago does not fully 
appreciate that the thrust of 
his evidence suggests that the 
British electorate put policies 
above personality: Attlee was 
the inevitable prime minister 
only because of the collective 
success of the Labour Party. 

                                 Keith Laybourn
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Finnish First
I was sorry to discover, in Jad 
Adams’ article ‘We Will Fight 
For You’ (September 2014), that 
Finnish women do not have the 
vote. In fact, despite what the ar-
ticle’s timeline suggests, women 
in Finland (then a Russian Grand 
Duchy) became, in 1906, the 
first in Europe to gain the vote 
and the first in the world to be 
able to stand as parliamentary 
candidates. 
Mick Sinclair
Twickenham
 
Australian Anomaly 
Jad Adams’ interesting article 
omitted Australia from its time-
line of ‘The Years of Franchise’. 
Women in the then colonies of 
South Australia gained the vote 
in 1894 and of Western Austral-
ia in 1899. The newly formed 
Commonwealth of Australia 
and the remaining states (with 
the exception of Victoria) gave 
women the vote in 1902. Victoria 
did not grant women’s su�rage 
until 1908, creating the oddity 
that women had voted in at least 
two federal elections before 
casting a vote in that state. 
Richard Milne
via email
 
Man and Woman
Further to Peter Edge’s article, 
‘Man’s Path to Autonomy’ 
(October 2014), the Isle of Man 
was the first part of the British 
Isles to give women the vote, 
thanks partly to the activities 
of Dr Richard Pankhurst of 
Manchester.
Edward Royle 
via email

Path of Least Resistance
David White (Letters, October 
2014) suggests that although 
Germany was guilty of ‘morally 
tainted aggression’ in 1914, 
Britain should still not have 
‘resisted’ this because, as he 
argues, it has not been ‘proved 

worthwhile’. I hope he accepts 
that the direct consequence 
of that non-resistance would 
have been the occupation by 
Germany of all of France and 
Belgium in 1914 since, following 
his logic, Belgium, France and 
Britain would not have resisted 
or, if they had resisted, they 
would had been defeated. This, 
I believe, was e�ectively Niall 
Ferguson’s position on BBC TV’s 
debate The Pity of War. He said, if 
I remember correctly, that as we 
have got Angela Merkel running 
Europe now, what is so very dif-
ferent? However, not one of the 
historians on that programme 
agreed with his analysis.

David White seems persuad- 
ed that the Great War was a 
‘dreadful error which led to 
nothing good’. In short, he says, 
‘it was a futile war’. If that were 
so, what could conceivably be 
said to the widows and grieving 
families of those who died? This 
was not a futile war as the Allies 
won it in 1918. Those who fought 
did not die in vain.

I accept, however, that it 
might have seemed futile for the 
widows and grieving families of 
Germany. They fought a war to 
dominate Europe and succeeded 
in achieving none of it. That 
feeling of despair, looking for 
scapegoats, led to the emergence 
of the Nazi Party in the 1920s 
and Adolf Hitler. The result was 
the Second World War, which, 
as David White himself states, 
caused ‘100 million deaths’; 
probably an exaggeration, but 
even so a lot more than the 
approximately 37 millions who 
lost their lives in the Great War.

Finally, even if we accept 
David White’s concept of 
‘morally tainted aggression’, 
which we could have apparently 
sidestepped in 1914, we still 
have to deal with the situation 
in Poland in 1939. There was an 
Agreement of Mutual Assistance 
between the United Kingdom 

and Poland in the event of 
German aggression. Prime 
Minister Chamberlain chose 
to abide by that agreement and 
declared war on Germany after 
she was invaded. Similarly, Sir 
Edward Grey also chose to abide 
by such a guarantee concerning 
the independence and neutrality 
of Belgium in 1914, which the 
German Chancellor Hollweg 
contemptuously described as a 
‘mere scrap of paper’. A nation 
has to be able to live with itself; 
I would argue that needs to be 
factored in with any speculat- 
ion in history, with or without 
hindsight.
Iain Paveley 
Godstone, Surrey
 
Agent of Fortune 
Archie Brown’s review of The 
Triumph of Improvisation: Gor-
bachev’s Adaptability, Reagan’s 
Engagement and The End of the 
Cold War (September) emphasis-
es how a single person, or group 
of people, can change history. 
At times during the Cold War, 
progress was made on both 
sides, but an underlying tension 
remained. Although Brown men-
tions several names – George 
Shultz, George H.W. Bush and 
Ronald Reagan – as important 
historical agents, I believe that it 
is Mikhail Gorbachev who is the 
prime mover. He was among the 
first to recognise that continuing 
the arms race with the West 
would be the undoing of the 
Soviet Union; the economic cost 
was just too great. Not willing to 
see economic collapse, he intro-
duced perestroika and glasnost to 
save the Soviet Union. 

Gorbachev also seemed more 
forward-thinking on the topic of 
the nuclear arms race with the 
US. When Reagan and Gorbachev 
met in Iceland in October 1986, 
he made several concessions to 
end the arms race. One of the 
few reasons that things were not 
resolved fully at that meeting 

was Reagan’s refusal to end his 
missile defence programme.

When Gorbachev addressed 
the United Nations in 1988, he 
truly showed how one man can 
change history. From allow-
ing free trade in Poland to the 
collapse of the Berlin Wall, the 
policies Gorbachev set in motion 
changed history. 

Brown writes: ‘Gorbachev did 
not believe that he lost the Cold 
War. But he did. And because 
he did, a generation of human 
beings in the United States, 
Russia and elsewhere on this 
planet grew up innocent of the 
spectre of a nuclear holocaust.’ 
This drives home the fact that 
had it not been for Reagan and 
Gorbachev specifically, ‘nuclear 
holocaust’ could have been a 
reality. I do not mean to say 
that Gorbachev was perfect 
and without error. Nobody was, 
including Reagan. But, in the 
end, Gorbachev was willing to 
try something di�erent. He was 
willing to talk and make conces-
sions to ensure the survival of 
the Soviet Union. I believe one 
would be hard pressed to find 
better examples of historical 
agency in the ending of the Cold 
War than Mikhail Gorbachev and 
Ronald Reagan. 
Catherine Hale
via email

Federal Future 
Naomi-Lloyd Jones (‘A Separate 
Scotland’, August) reminds us 
that the path to Home Rule has 
been a long one, which many 
people in the Labour and Tory 
parties and some within the SNP 
and LibDems find hard to com-
prehend. Delivery now is a real 
possibility but party politics has 
to take second place or the UK 
could implode. Federalism on the 
German model is a reasonable 
and workable example of how it 
could proceed in future.
Galen Milne 
via email
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Toys for the Boys  
It is well established that one of the earliest 
ways children come to understand the world 
is through play. At various times over the 
20th century questions have been asked 
about the extent to which violent play pre-
figures violent lives. Philip Kirby explores the 
popularity and development of action figures, 
Airfix models and immersive computer 
games aimed at boys, tracing the relationship 
between war toys, marketing and militarism.  

Death in St Paul’s 
On December 4th, 1514 a corpse − that of 
Richard Hunne, a livery merchant − was 
discovered hanging in Lollard’s Tower in Old 
St Paul’s. Following a dispute over a mortuary fee, Hunne had boldly 
issued a writ of praemunire against three churchmen. Seen as an act 
of great a�ront by the Church authorities, he had been arrested on 
suspicion of heresy and imprisoned in St Paul’s. Although it first ap-
peared that he had committed suicide, it quickly became obvious that 
Hunne’s death had more likely been staged. Richard Dale describes the 
case and its repercussions, potentially so damaging to the Church that 
the king himself was required to intervene. 

No Soft Touch
Current power flexing and the threat of annexation over the Ukraine 
by Russia’s President Putin has caused consternation throughout 
western Europe. The current situation presents parallels with an inci-
dent two centuries earlier, when the reconstruction of Central Europe 
became the subject of a fierce dispute at the Congress of Vienna in 
1814, following the collapse of the Napoleonic empire. The struggle 
between Tsar Alexander I of Russia and the chief ministers of Austria, 
Britain and Prussia centred on the future of Poland, a country which 
had all but ceased to exist by 1795. Mark Jarrett explores the interven-
tion through the prism of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ power and asks what lessons 
can be drawn from it to serve us today?

Plus Months Past, Making History, Signposts, Reviews, In Focus, From the 
Archive, Pastimes and much more.

The December issue of History Today will be on sale throughout the 
UK on November 20th. Ask your newsagent to reserve you a copy.
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September’s Prize Crossword

The winner for September is George Conner, County Down.

 

Reassuringly intelligent.
Comfortingly rational.
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Pastimes
Amusement & Enlightenment

The Quiz
1 Which grandson of Genghis 
Khan and brother of Kublai Khan 
began the Mongol conquest of 
Song Dynasty China?

2 Liudolfinger is the family name 
of which royal dynasty, rulers of 
Germany from 919 until 1024?

3 What derogotary name was 
given to white Southerners who 
cooperated with Unionist  
occupying forces during the era  
of Reconstruction following the 
end of the American Civil War?

4 Who commanded the British 
Grand Fleet at the Battle of Jutland 
in May/June 1916?

5 Who were the original inhabit-
ants of the Bahamas, exterminat-
ed by Spanish settlers after 1519, 
whose language gave us the words 
potato, tobacco and hurricane?

6 Who became British military 
commander in Canada following 
the death of James Wolfe in 1759? 

7 Who was Britain’s last Whig 
prime minister?

8 The ‘Disaster of 1898’ saw Spain 
lose its last three imperial posses-
sions to the US. What were they?

9 Established in 1917, how was the 
All-Russian Extraordinary Com-
mission for Combatting Revolution 
and Sabotage better known?

ANSWERS
1. Mangu Khan (r.1251-59).
2. The Ottonians. 
3. Scalawags. 
4. Admiral John Jellicoe (1859-1935).  
5. The Arawaks.  
6. Sir James Murray (1721-94).  
7. William Lamb, Viscount Melbourne, 
1834. 
8. Cuba, Puerto Rico, the Philippines.  
9. Cheka.  
10. William Prynne (1600-69).  
11. Jospeh Goebbels (1897-45).
12. Simón Bolívar (1783-1830).

10   Which English Puritan 
pamphleteer attacked 
Charles I’s wife Henrietta 
Maria in his 1633 polemic 
Histrio-Mastix: the Players 
Scourge?

11   Who did Hitler appoint to  
the position of Plenipotentiary  
for the Pursuit of Total War in  
July 1944?

12  Which revolutionary figure 
said: ‘Those who serve the  
revolution plough the sea’?  
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Prize Crossword Set by Richard Smyth

ACROSS
6 Marcel ___ (1872-1950), French 
sociologist and anthropologist (5)
7 Book of ___, medieval Welsh legal 
text (8)
10 Father of Hero in Much Ado About 
Nothing (7)
11 Richard ___ (1910-2001), 
Zürich-born architect (7)
12 Virulent disease known as the 
‘speckled monster’ (8)
13 John ___ (1651-1716), English 
lawyer, politician and member of 
the Kit-Cat Club (6)
15 The Gulag ___, work of 1973-75 
by Alexander Solzhenitsyn (11)
20 Card game originating in 
15th-century France (6)
22 Queen of the Iceni, d. ad 60 (8)
25 Title held by a prince of the Holy 
Roman Empire (7)
26 ‘My mission is to pacify ___’ – 
W.E. Gladstone, 1868 (7)
27 Sir Max ___ (1872-1956), 
English caricaturist, writer, dandy 
and wit (8)
28 In Greek myth, an avaricious king 
of Phrygia (5)
 
DOWN
1 Akira ___ (1910-98), Japanese 
film-maker (8)
2 ‘___ shall be a proverb and a 
byword among all people’ – I Kings 
9:7 (6)
3 Modern name of the Greek city 

Six degrees of Separation

Sebastian of Portugal 
(1554-78) 

who was crowned Holy 
Roman Emperor in 1155 by …

an early English settler of North America, 
who is credited with introducing the 
commercial cultivation of tobacco to 

North America, a plant whose Latin name, 
Nicotiana tabacum, honoured  ...

Edith Wilson (1872-1961)

who, as Nicholas Breakspear, was 
educated at St Albans, which lent 

its name to St Albans Mount, site of 
Washington National Cathedral, the 

burial place of …

second wife of US president 
Woodrow Wilson and a descendant 

of Pocahontas, wife of …

John Rolfe (1585-1622)

Pope Adrian IV (1100-59)
French diplomat, was sent to  
Portugal in 1559 to negotiate a 
marriage between the six-year-old 
Marguerite de Valois and the  
five-year-old ...

By Stephanie Pollard and Justin Pollard

Jean Nicot (1530-1600)  
Jean Nicot

King of Portugal and the Algarves, 
whose uncertain fate created the 
legend that he was a ‘sleeping hero’ 
whose reawakening would revitalise 
the fate of his country, just like …

Frederick Barbarossa 
(1122-90)

The winner of this 
month’s crossword 
competition will 
receive a copy of 
the Collins English 
Dictionary, the 
largest single- 
volume English  
dictionary in print.

Entries to:  
Crossword, History Today, 
2nd Floor, 9 Staple Inn, 
London WC1V 7QH by 
November 30th or  
www.historytoday.com/ 
crossword

founded by Octavian in 31 bc (9)
4 Günter ___ (b.1927), German  
novelist, poet and playwright (5)
5 Sir Richard ___ (1672-1729),  
politician and co-founder of the Tatler 
and the Spectator (6)
6 Czeslaw ___ (1911-2004), winner 
of the 1980 Nobel Prize for Literature 
(6)
8 Anna ___ (1851-1914), Russian 
pianist and teacher of Prokofiev (7)
9 Secret police of the former German 
Democratic Republic (5)
14 Spanish term for the politics and 
ideology of Juan Perón (9)
16 City known to the Romans as 
Deva (7)
17 ‘He hath left you all his walks, his 
private arbours, and new-planted 
___’ – Julius Caesar, Act 3, Scene 2 (8)
18 Town of West Flanders, besieged 
by the English in 1383 (5)
19 Sir Neville ___ (1888-1975), 
music critic and cricket writer (6)
21 Battle of ___, 1759 engagement 
at which Major General James Wolfe 
was killed (6)
23 ‘All books are either ___ or 
swords’ – Amy Lowell, 1914 (6)
24 Matthew ___ (1664-1721), 
English poet and diplomat (5)
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FromtheArchive
Helen Castor asks if a medical diagnosis for Joan of Arc’s ‘visions’, first proposed in History Today 
in 1958, neglects the role of religion, all pervasive in the enchanted world of the Middle Ages.

WHERE DID Joan of Arc’s voices come 
from? Joan insisted that they were real 
and that they came to her from God. 
In a post-Enlightenment world, that 
does not usually strike us as a plausible 
explanation. Instead, we reason, 
they must have been some form of 
hallucination, generated perhaps by a 
psychiatric or neurological disorder, 
such as schizophrenia or epilepsy.

In 1958 John and Isobel-Ann 
Butterfield proposed a ‘simple medical 
diagnosis’. Abnormality in the left 
temporo-sphenoidal lobe of 
the brain, they said, produces 
visions and voices that appear 
on the right side, as Joan 
claimed hers did. One cause 
of such brain abnormality is 
bovine tuberculosis, a disease 
prevalent in the Middle Ages 
among those who, like Joan, 
lived alongside cattle.

It is possible that the Butterfields’ 
diagnosis is right. At a distance of 
500 years, with no physical remains 
available for the scientific testing that 
has revealed so much about Richard 
III’s medical history, there is no way 
to be sure. However, as we weigh up 
the evidence, it is vital to comprehend 
the realities of Joan’s world as well 
as our own. The question ‘where did 
her voices come from?’ was of crucial 
importance to her contemporaries, 
too, but their understanding of what 
it meant was very di�erent. For them, 
it was feasible, as one cleric said at her 
trial in 1431, that these were ‘humanly 
fabricated stories’: that Joan was lying 
or that she was mad. But it was equally 
likely that she had truly encountered 
other-worldly beings, in which case 
the key question was this: did the 
voices come from God or the devil?

Joan was not the first or the last 
person in medieval France to have 
visions or hear voices. Around the turn 

of the 15th century, two women – a 
peasant named Marie Robine and a 
noblewoman named Jeanne-Marie de 
Maillé – had conveyed messages from 
God to the French king; and a poor 
widow named Ermine had been visited 
by both angels and demons in a case 
that raised troubling questions about 
how to tell one from the other.

The reality of heaven and hell – and 
the possibility that their inhabit-
ants might speak to unsuspecting 
humans – were therefore part of the 

historians assume, the piecemeal reve-
lation of a coherent set of experiences 
that Joan had tried to keep hidden; or 
whether it was a process of creative 
elaboration, as she tried to put flesh 
on the bones of the truth she sought 
to convey.

In fact, an alternative description 
of her visions and voices survives 
from the testimonies of the clerics 
who visited her on the morning of her 
execution. Joan knew she was about 
to die; her defiance had gone and, 

with it, her descriptions of her 
saints. But still she insisted on 
the truth of her visions: she had 
seen spirits, she said, ‘in a great 
multitude and as the tiniest 
things’, and she had heard 
voices ‘when the bells rang’. 
A theologian named Pierre 
Maurice responded, gently it 
seems, that people sometimes 

believed they could make out words 
within the sound of the bells.

Perhaps the Butterfields are right 
to diagnose a tuberculoma; or perhaps, 
with Maurice, we might think about 
the e�ects of faith in a world very 
di�erent from our own.

As we weigh up the evidence, 
it is vital to comprehend the 
realities of Joan’s world as 
well as our own

fabric of Joan’s world. The certainties 
of faith o�ered a ready framework for 
experiences that we would now define 
as ‘symptoms’, as well as others that 
might now be dismissed as tricks of 
the eye or the ear.  

This brings us to the di�culty 
of establishing exactly what Joan’s 
experiences were. There is no evidence 
that Joan ever described the detail of 
her visions before she was put on trial 
for heresy in 1431. Then, under pro-
tracted interrogation, she o�ered the 
‘descriptions of her symptoms’ upon 
which the Butterfields based their 
diagnosis. Initially she spoke of a light 
and a voice; then she began to talk of 
‘voices’. Only after repeated and insist-
ent questioning did she name them as 
those of saints Michael, Catherine and 
Margaret and begin to describe their 
physical appearance, albeit with much 
resistance, evasion and sometimes 
contradiction.

It is far from clear whether this is, 
as the Butterfields and many other 
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