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Preface



‘Forward the Light Brigade!’
Was there a man dismay’d?
Not tho’ the soldier knew
Some one had blunder’d
Their’s not to make reply,
Their’s not to reason why,
Their’s but to do and die.’


Thus reads the best-known verse of Alfred Lord Tennyson’s famous poem The Charge of the Light Brigade, written in the aftermath of one of the most notorious blunders in military history when a brigade of British light cavalry was sent into a valley bounded on three sides by Russian soldiers and cannon. Of the 676 riders who charged, only 195 were still in the saddle when the action was over. Their fallen comrades had paid the price, Tennyson believed, for errors made by their commanders.


Tennyson was right to pin the blame on Lords Raglan and Lucan for that disastrous charge in 1854. But military disasters are not caused solely by incompetent field commanders: inadequate planning (the Dieppe Raid), interfering politicians (Hitler at Stalingrad), overconfidence among officers and men (Custer’s Last Stand), and even a poor fighting performance by the soldiers themselves (the Americans at Kasserine Pass) are all contributory factors. Most catastrophes are caused by multiple blunders – not to mention the talents and tenacity of the opposition – but one tends to stand supreme. For the sake of simplicity, therefore, I have divided the book into five themed chapters, each containing six case studies of disasters with a similar cause. Some are well known; others less so. But they all have one thing in common: they were largely self-inflicted.


Much has been made of the poor martial performance of certain nations, particularly in modern times. Contrary to popular belief, however, Italy does not have a monopoly when it comes to battlefield ineptitude. If this books proves anything, it is that no power, however vaunted its reputation, is immune from military catastrophe. The Roman Empire, medieval France, imperial Britain, the United States, Spain, Germany and Israel (see Afterword) have all suffered the ignominy of avoidable defeat.


Since this book was first published in 1997, it has gone into countless reprints and been translated into languages as diverse as German, Hungarian, Polish, Swedish and South Korean. The latter publication was the result of an email from a Colonel Park of the Republic of Korea (ROK) Army, a former commander of the Seoul University Officers Training Corps (OTC), who said the German edition had made a ‘great impression’ on him, and that a Korean translation would ‘contribute to the improvement in the ROK army’s combat ability’. Naturally I was flattered. But only up to a point: the purpose of the book was never to prepare armies for war; rather to warn politicians of the many pitfalls if they do take that fatal step.


The biggest sales of this book outside Britain and the United States have been, oddly enough, in Germany. A few years ago, during an interview for German TV, I was asked why a country that had turned its back on war was so fascinated by military blunders. I replied, somewhat mischievously, that it must have something to do with the fact that German troops were invariably the opposition. It was a throwaway line, but strangely true: of the 30 case studies, a third involve ‘German’ opposition (if we extend the term to include the German tribes of the 1st Century AD, Prussia in the 19th Century and the Austro-German troops that fought at Caporetto in 1917). The only other serial opponents in the case studies were the Boers of South Africa (three times), the Russians, the Turks and the English/British (all twice). The selection is, of course, arbitrary and heavily weighted towards British military disasters (there are 16 in total, not including the English at Bannockburn); yet the point holds good that the quality of the opposition is a factor in many serious military setbacks.


Can we learn from history? Certainly, though modern politicians seem stubbornly oblivious to the lessons of the past. Take Afghanistan. The unprovoked and ultimately disastrous British invasion of Afghanistan in 1839 was undertaken, like the 2003 incursion into Iraq, with regime change in mind: to replace a seemingly anti-British and pro-Russian ruler, Dost Mohamed, with a pro-British one, Shah Shuja. There, too, the plan was to withdraw British bayonets as soon as the country was pacified. It never happened, and tens of thousands of British, Indian and Afghan lives were lost in the ensuing three years of conventional and guerilla war. The end result: British troops finally withdrew, having first blown-up Kabul’s magnificent covered bazaar, and Dost Mohamed resumed his rule.


Yet the lesson was not heeded, and three times since Afghanistan has been invaded by foreign troops: twice by the British and once by the Russians. Now we are back again, ostensibly at the request of a pro-Western government Kabul government trying to find its feet. And once again, as in Iraq, the very presence of foreign troops is making the security situation worse.


In Iraq, too, there was ample warning from history. It was Britain, after all, which effectively created modern Iraq when it demanded a mandate over the former Ottoman provinces of Basra, Baghdad and Mosul in the aftermath of the First World War. This was partly because of Iraq’s strategic importance at the head of the Persian Gulf, but chiefly because of oil: huge reserves had been discovered in both Iraq and Persian (modern Iran).


Within months, angry at the imposition of British rule, the Iraqis rebelled in Mosul and along the Euphrates. Railways were cut, towns besieged and British soldiers murdered. The British reacted harshly, dispatching punitive expeditions to burn villages and exact fines. They also used planes to bomb and strafe strongholds. By the end of 1920 a shaky peace had been restored, and by mid-1921 the throne of Iraq had been offered to Emir Feisal, son of the Sharif of Mecca, who had fought with Lawrence of Arabia. But Feisal proved less pliant than Britain had hoped, and in 1932 Iraq joined the League of Nations as an independent state. In 1958, Feisal’s grandson was ousted in a coup that established a republic. And there Britain’s interference in the internal affairs of Iraq came to an end.


Until, that is, the 2003 invasion. Many have argued that the US and Britain missed a golden opportunity to oust Saddam Hussein in 1991. In truth, the decision not to march on Baghdad after the liberation of Kuwait was not only considered but correct. ‘We would have been there in a day and a half,’ wrote General Sir Peter de la Billière, the British commander. ‘But in pressing on to the Iraqi capital we would have moved outside the remit of the United Nations’ authority, within which we had worked so far. We would have split the Coalition physically, since the Islamic forces would not have come with us. The whole of Desert Storm would have been seen purely as an operation to further Western interests in the Middle East.’


There was also a realization that toppling Saddam was one thing, replacing him with a stable, pro-Western regime quite another. ‘If our soldiers depose him, or our special forces assassinate him,’ wrote the then US Assistant Secretary of State, John Kelly, ‘we risk losing American lives, bringing chaos and revolution to the region, jeopardizing the oil and, after all, his successor could be even worse.’ Nothing much had changed by 2003.


The most recent military blunder in the original version of this book was the ill-fated Bravo Two Zero operation during the first Gulf War (1991). To bring the story up to date, I have included an Afterword with examples of blunders from the wars in Somalia (1993), Sierra Leone (2000), Iraq (2005) and the Lebanon (2006). All these conflicts were asymmetric (or low-intensity), pitting conventional forces against an unconventional opponent. A debate still rages in the higher reaches of the United States and British militaries as to the most effective way to defeat irregular forces: counter-insurgency (using regular forces) or counter-terrorism (using special forces). In the absence of a clear consensus one way or the other, they continue to use both methods and ‘victory’ (if that is possible in such a conflict) is as elusive as ever.


Only one thing is certain: as long as wars are fought, mistakes will be made. The trick, if at all possible, is not to fight in the first place.





Chapter 1



Unfit to Command


Incompetent generals seem to have a number of characteristics in common. Advanced age and physical incapacity are two, although General McClellan, one of the subjects of this chapter, was just thirty-five and in robust health when he commanded Union troops at Antietam.


An even more typical handicap seems to be a lack of command experience during wartime. Of the six generals featured, only one, McClellan (again!), had previously commanded in action a formation larger than a battalion – and then with decidedly mixed results. The others had either spent much of their careers on the staff or had recently been brought back from retirement – or both. Such battlefield naïvety tends to promote vacillation and overcaution, resulting in lost opportunities and, ultimately, disaster.



Elphey Bey and the Retreat from Kabul


One of the most spectacular examples of inept generalship was given in 1842 by Major-General William Elphinstone – better known to his men as ‘Elphey Bey’ – during the First Afghan War (1838–42). ‘His pusillanimous conduct,’ wrote Field Marshal Sir Gerald Templer, ‘led to the most disgraceful and humiliating episode in our history of war against an Asian enemy up to that time.’


It had all begun three years earlier when the British, fearful for the security of India, had invaded Afghanistan and deposed the Amir, Dost Mohammed, on the grounds that he was moving towards an alliance with Russia. In his place they installed the malleable but unpopular former ruler, Shah Shuja. An uprising was inevitable. Lieutenant-General Sir John Keane, then British commander, recognized this as early as the autumn of 1839. ‘I cannot but congratulate you for quitting the country,’ he told a young subaltern, ‘for, mark my words, it will not be long before there is here some signal catastrophe!’


At first, all seemed ominously quiet as soldiers sent for their families and the Kabul garrison settled down to the typical life of an Indian hill station, with concerts, horse races, skating and cricket matches. When Shuja’s harem arrived from India, the British felt secure enough to vacate the citadel – the imposing Bala Hissar – to house them. It was the first of many blunders.


The removal of most of the troops to cantonments on the plain outside the city proved to be a tragic error. The ground selected was low and swampy, commanded on every side by hills and forts; between it and the city was a mass of orchards and gardens, crisscrossed with irrigation ditches and particularly unsuited for the speedy movement of troops and artillery.


The design of the cantonments, a rectangle 1,000 yards by 600, surrounded by a low rampart and a narrow ditch, could not have been worse. A defensive perimeter of almost two miles was far too big to be manned effectively by the garrison available, while a second compound half as big again jutted out from the northern rampart and so negated its purpose of defence. Even worse, the commissariat stores were placed in a fort 300 yards away.


The man ultimately responsible for the appalling site and design of the cantonments was Elphey Bey’s predecessor, Major-General Sir Willoughby Cotton. Complacency is the only possible explanation, illustrated by Cotton’s assurance to Elphey Bey, on handing over command, that ‘you will have nothing to do here, all is peace.’


Yet the warning signs were there. An uprising by the Durani clan was nipped in the bud in January 1841 thanks to the decisive action of Major-General William Nott, a tough, no-nonsense officer in command at Kandahar. But Nott was overlooked as Cotton’s replacement in Kabul because of his abrasive nature and lack of respect for Shah Shuja. It did not help that he was an ‘Indian’ officer, commissioned into the army of the East India Company.


Elphey Bey, on the other hand, was a Queen’s officer with seemingly impeccable credentials. A grandson of the tenth Baron Elphinstone, his father had been a director of the Honourable East India Company, his cousin Governor of Madras. He himself had served the Duke of Wellington with distinction in the Peninsular campaign and at Waterloo.


Yet he had been on half-pay for most of the intervening period, not returning to active service until 1839 when posted to India as commander of the Benares Division. Now almost sixty, flatulent and incontinent, with such bad gout that he could barely walk, he tried to refuse the onerous appointment. But Lord Auckland, the Governor-General of India, under pressure from the Horse Guards in London (the headquarters of the British Army), would not be moved. When Nott heard of the appointment he dismissed Elphey Bey as ‘the most incompetent soldier that was to be found among the officers of the requisite rank’.


Elphey Bey finally arrived in Kabul in April 1841 and was immediately laid up with fever and rheumatic gout. By July he was showing little sign of improvement. ‘I have it now in wrist, knee and ankle,’ he wrote to his kinsman, Lord Elphinstone, ‘and if ordered by the medical committee I shall apply to Lord Auckland to be relieved . . . My stay would be useless to the public service and distressing to myself.’


Events overtook him. In August 1841, Lord Melbourne’s Whig administration was replaced by that of Sir Robert Peel’s Tories. Fearing that the Afghan adventure would ruin the heavily indebted East India Company, Peel demanded economies. Sir William Macnaghten, the British Envoy in Kabul, responded in September by halving the subsidy paid to the eastern Ghilzais, the tribesmen who controlled the most direct route to India – through the Khyber Pass via Jalalabad. Their predictable response was to fall upon the next caravan from India. But Macnaghten, anxious not to delay taking up his new post as Governor of Bombay, played down the threat. The Ghilzais, he wrote to Lord Auckland, were simply ‘kicking up a row about some deductions which have been made from their pay’, and would be ‘well trounced for their pains’.


Then, to save a few more pennies, he actually weakened the British presence in Kabul by insisting that Brevet Colonel Sir Robert Sale’s brigade, at the end of its tour of duty in Afghanistan, march through the territory of the troublesome Ghilzais to meet its relief in Peshawar, rather than have the relief march in from India. By now, Auckland had at long last acceded to Elphey Bey’s pleas that he was unfit to command and given him permission to return to India, while Nott would march up from Kandahar to replace him. But it was too late. En route to Peshawar, Sale’s brigade was badly cut up by the Ghilzais, and before long the whole country was in open rebellion.


The explosion in Kabul came at dawn on 2 November with an attack on the British Residency. When word reached the cantonments, Elphey Bey proved incapable of decisive action. Twice he countermanded an order for his irascible second-in-command, Brigadier-General John Shelton, to march to the Bala Hissar on the grounds that Shah Shuja’s troops had the disturbance in hand. In fact they had been ambushed in the narrow streets and by the time Shelton reached the citadel it was far too late to intervene. Sir Alexander Burnes, the Kabul army’s Political Officer, is said to have been hacked to pieces while trying to escape in native dress.


A siege now began, and more than 4,500 British and East India Company troops, not to mention 12,000 camp followers, found themselves penned up in a wholly inadequate defensive position. Their predicament was made infinitely worse when the nearby commissariat fort fell to the rebels on 5 November.


All the while, Elphey Bey gave the impression of a drowning man. Ignorant of Afghanistan and its people, he sought advice from officers of all ranks and was ‘in a constant state of oscillation; now inclining to one opinion, now to another; now determining upon a course of action, now abandoning it’.


On 6 November, just four days after Burnes’s murder, he informed Macnaghten that the troops were low on ammunition and advised him to seek terms. The truth, according to Lady Sale, who was with the trapped British force, was that there was enough powder and ammunition ‘for a twelve months’ siege!’


At first Macnaghten ignored the General, preferring instead to try and bribe certain chiefs to forsake the rebellion. Meanwhile, desperate for reinforcements, Elphey Bey ordered General Shelton to march with his force from the Bala Hissar. It was a mistake: the army should have joined Shelton, not the other way around. And it did not help that Shelton made little attempt to hide his contempt for his vacillating superior, bringing his bedroll to the euphemistically named ‘Councils of War’ and often falling asleep.


Elphey Bey’s despondency soon spread. ‘The number of croakers in garrison became perfectly frightful,’ wrote Lieutenant (later General Sir) Vincent Eyre, ‘lugubrious looks and dismal prophecies being encountered everywhere.’


After a British attempt to clear Afghan artillery from nearby heights ended in crushing defeat on 23 November, the rebel leaders offered a truce. Some of them were fearful that the destruction of the British army at Kabul would lead to another, more powerful, force being sent from India. Others, notably the Kuzilbashis, had no wish to see Dost Mohammed’s line restored, and might well have sided with Shuja if the British leadership had displayed more backbone. Even Akbar Khan, Dost’s son, was conscious of the need to tread warily in case the British took revenge on his exiled father.


Encouraged by Elphey Bey, Macnaghten agreed to the withdrawal of the British and the reinstatement of Dost in return for a face-saving guarantee that the Afghans would not ally themselves with another foreign power – by which he meant Russia. But Macnaghten then made the mistake of trying to double-cross the Afghans by renegotiating more favourable terms with those chiefs who feared a return to Dost’s authoritarian rule. His duplicity was discovered by Akbar and the hardline chiefs who lured the Envoy out of the cantonments on 23 December, ostensibly to agree to new terms. Instead they murdered him and one of his political officers, and that evening his headless trunk could be seen hanging from a meat-hook in the bazaar.


Despite the fact that the abductions and murders took place within sight of the cantonments, no attempt was made to recue them. Elphey Bey later excused himself by saying that he had assumed the Envoy ‘had proceeded to the city for the purpose of negotiating’. When the truth became known the following day, the dithering general was all too willing to accept Akbar’s explanation that the unruly Ghazis were to blame. He and his senior officers had long since lost the stomach for a fight and seemed to feel that renewed negotiations were the only option.


It was the junior officers who thirsted for revenge. Major Eldred Pottinger, since Macnaghten’s murder the senior ‘political’ (he took over as Resident), urged an immediate assault on Kabul which the troops, incensed by the murders, ‘would no doubt have stormed and carried’. When Elphey Bey demurred in favour of negotiating terms, Pottinger argued that Akbar was not to be trusted and that the only way to save their honour and part of the army was either by marching to the Bala Hissar and holding out until spring, or abandoning their baggage and forcing their way through to Jalalabad. Unfortunately, a Council of War of senior officers agreed with Elphey Bey and decided that both courses were impractical.


On New Year’s Day, as heavy snow fell, an agreement was signed with Akbar and the Afghan chiefs. The British would leave Afghanistan with an armed escort to protect them from the hostile tribes along the way. They would take with them only six artillery pieces and three mule-borne mountain guns; the rest, along with the muskets and ordnance stores in the magazine, would be left.


So on 6 January 1842, the once proud Army of the Indus marched forlornly out of the cantonments. Of a total of about four thousand troops, less than a quarter were Europeans, mostly members of the 44th Regiment and the Royal Horse Artillery. The rest were sepoys of the East India Company’s army and members of Shuja’s own infantry and cavalry. They were accompanied by 30 or so European women and children, and more than 12,000 camp followers. To reach their destination, they would have to march more than 80 miles through snow-covered passes held by hostile tribesmen.


Despite the assurances of protection, the struggling column was hounded from the start. Darting in like wolves, Afghan riders drove off baggage animals and slaughtered stragglers. Soon the snow was marked by a trail of bloody corpses and scattered belongings. By nightfall the march had covered just 6 miles. Much of the baggage had been lost and there were, Lady Sale noted, ‘no tents, save two or three small palls. All scraped away the snow as best they could, to make a place to lie down on. The evening and night were intensely cold. No food for man or beast was procurable.’


By dawn, scores had died of exposure and many more were frostbitten. The Indian soldiers, in particular, were suffering because Elphey Bey had ignored Pottinger’s suggestion that horse blankets should be cut up and used as puttees. A breakdown of discipline was inevitable. Long before the advance guard moved off without orders at 7.30am, hundreds of sepoys and camp followers had left and most of Shuja’s troops had deserted.


That morning, the rearguard was heavily attacked and the three mountain guns abandoned in the confusion. Akbar and 600 horsemen then appeared, claiming to be the promised escort and blaming the column’s misfortune on its premature start. Akbar also suggested that the column halt for the day to allow food and firewood to be brought up and the marauders to be dispersed. Incredibly, Elphey Bey agreed. ‘Here was another day entirely lost,’ commented Shelton, who bitterly opposed the halt, ‘and the enemy collecting in numbers.’


With the temperature falling to ten below zero, the night was the worst yet. Past caring, many sepoys burned their equipment and even their clothes in an attempt to keep warm. The column had covered just 10 miles in two days.


Next morning, the demoralized procession reached the dreaded Khurd-Kabul Pass, 5 miles long and hemmed in by a sheer mountain face on either side. At first, all went well. The 44th Foot cleared the entrance to the pass at the point of the bayonet, while a cavalry charge dispersed a body of enemy horsemen hovering near by. But as the column – with its effective fighting strength now down to 1,000 men – moved into the pass, the waiting Ghilzais on the heights ignored Akbar’s shouts and opened fire. All order disappeared as thousands raced forward in blind panic. Lady Sale was shot in the wrist but managed to gallop through to safety with her twenty-year-old daughter, Alexandrina. Accompanying the irregular cavalry in the vanguard, they had donned turbans and poshteens, like the native troopers, to avoid drawing attention to themselves. Less fortunate was Alexandrina’s husband, Captain Sturt, who was mortally wounded. In all, 3,000 bodies, mainly those of camp followers, were left in the pass.


Next day, when Akbar suggested taking under his protection the remaining families of the British officers, promising to bring them down in safety one day’s march behind the army, Elphey Bey agreed. He also sent their husbands.


By the fifth day, with most of the sepoys suffering from severe frostbite, the Europeans were the only effective troops left. Two miles beyond their camp, in the narrow gorge of Tunghi Tariki, the Afghans attacked in force. The vanguard, made up of the 44th, some Company cavalry and the one remaining Horse Artillery gun, managed to break through, though with heavy casualties. The rest were slaughtered. Many had their throats cut as they lay defenceless in the snow. That night Shelton advised a forced march and Elphey Bey, for once, agreed. Now only 450 troops and 3,000 camp followers were left.




. . . the best marksmen in the world


The Afghan tribesmen who destroyed Elphey Bey’s army in January 1842 were a mixed bunch. Mostly Pathans, true Afghans who claim descent from King Saul of Israel, they also included Hazaras, Tartar by origin, Parsiwans of Arab blood and Kuzilbashis from Persia.


Hardy hillmen, they made their living as soldiers, farmers or shepherds, leaving the ‘lowly’ work of trading goods to despised Hindus and other aliens. Religion meant little to them and they were notoriously lax in their observance of the Muslim faith. When one young officer, commanding a troop of irregular Afghan horsemen, halted at the appropriate hour so that his men could turn to Mecca and pray, one trooper responded: ‘You surely do not take us for clowns or pedlars; we are soldiers and never pray.’


Allegiance was owed only to feudal chieftains, who were loyally supported in the never-ending round of blood feuds and banditry. The scale of their fierce pride, love of independence and consequent hatred of ‘foreign’ interference was something the British were repeatedly to underestimate, with fateful consequences.


Murder was a fact of everyday life, and even family were not exempt. ‘That is the grave of my father-in-law,’ said one Afghan guide to a surprised British officer, pointing out a roadside memorial. ‘I killed him shortly after my marriage, as his head was full of wind.’


Familiar with firearms from boyhood, the Afghans were natural fighters. They instinctively knew how to make the best use of cover and could move from rock to rock with the nimbleness of a mountain goat. Lieutenant Eyre, one of Elphey Bey’s officers, described them as ‘perhaps the best marksmen in the world’. They were also excellent horsemen – something of a necessity in a country that had no navigable rivers and was too rugged for wheeled traffic.


Their favoured weapon was a long-barrelled matchlock musket known as a jezail. Though of ancient design, and with a tendency for the barrel to burst, it had the crucial advantage of being able to shoot further than the shorter-barrelled muskets that were standard issue in the British and East India Company Armies. So frustrating did this handicap become at the Battle of Beymaroo Hills, where Elphey Bey’s infantry squares were mown down with impunity, that the British officers were reduced to throwing rocks at their tormentors.





On 11 January, the remnants fought their way through to the village of Jugdulluk, and the following morning Elphey Bey accepted an invitation for him and Shelton to attend a conference in Akbar’s camp near by. Negotiations dragged on all day as Akbar appeared to attempt to bribe a group of Ghilzai chiefs into giving the British safe passage. Assuring Elphey Bey that this had been arranged, he refused to allow the General to return to his dwindling command. In his absence, Brigadier-General Anquetil, now the senior officer with the column, decided to continue the march in the dark.


Finding the summit of the pass blocked with two barriers of prickly holly-oak, the men struggled desperately to find a way through. This only served to alert the Afghans, some of whom fired from the flanks while others rushed in with swords and knives. At last a hole was torn in the barrier, and men were shot by comrades and trampled by horses as a mad dash for safety ensued. ‘The confusion was now terrible,’ wrote Dr William Brydon, a surgeon formerly with Shuja’s troops.


Just eighty men made it through the pass, including Brydon and fourteen other men on horseback. By dawn on 13 January, a week after setting out, the infantry reached Gandamak village. Between them they had a mere twenty muskets and two rounds apiece. Surrounded by hostile villagers, they agreed to parley, but were forced to fight when attempts were made to disarm them. Only six men survived the 44th Regiment’s heroic last stand to be taken prisoner.


Meanwhile, Dr Brydon’s party had ridden ahead and at Futtehabad, just 15 miles from Jalalabad and safety, they were foolish enough to accept the offer of food and rest. Betrayed by the villagers, just five escaped, and four of those were quickly overtaken and killed. Only Brydon rode on. Already badly wounded, he had to survive another three attacks, during which his bridle hand was cut and his horse shot in the groin, before he was spotted by a lookout in the British fort at Jalalabad. Of the 16,000 men, women and children who had set out from Kabul, only a handful reached safety; Brydon was the sole European.


The Afghan uprising was the result of a series of blunders by British political and military leaders. But once it had begun, only one man was responsible for turning a crisis into a catastrophe: Elphey Bey. An energetic and determined officer like General Nott would have saved the Kabul garrison, either by crushing the rebellion at its outset or by marching into the safety of the Bala Hissar. Elphey Bey attempted neither. Instead, his irresolution and timidity simply encouraged the rebels and lowered the morale of his own troops. Furthermore, when it was obvious that neither Akbar nor his followers could be trusted, he authorized a deal that led to the destruction of his army. He at least had the good sense to avoid a court-martial by dying in captivity.


Yet he deserves some plea in mitigation. He was neither physically nor mentally up to the job, and told Lord Auckland so. But instead of choosing a more suitable general like Nott, Auckland bowed to pressure from General Lord Fitzroy Somerset at the Horse Guards and appointed Elphinstone regardless. Later ennobled as Lord Raglan, Somerset was to play a central part in the events that led to the Charge of the Light Brigade and therefore, uniquely, had a hand in two of the greatest disasters in British military history.



Lord Raglan and the Charge of the Light Brigade


No military blunder better illustrates the amateurism of the early Victorian army than the Charge of the Light Brigade in October 1854; and no man was more guilty of that amateurism than Field Marshal Lord Raglan, the British commander in the Crimea.


In an age when commissions were purchased, and promotion was largely dependent upon wealth and influence, Raglan had the good fortune to be born the eleventh son of the fifth Duke of Beaufort. But he lacked the experience necessary to command an army. Most of his fifty years of service had involved staff work – first as aide-de-camp and then Military Secretary to the Duke of Wellington, then at the Horse Guards – and he had never commanded a formation larger than a battalion. His age, sixty-five, and the fact that he had lost an arm at Waterloo were hardly recommendations.


On the other hand, he could speak French, the language of diplomacy, and was noted for his equable temperament. Both attributes would help to maintain cordial relations with his French and Turkish allies (although his habit of referring to the enemy as the ‘French’, a legacy of the Napoleonic Wars, could not fail to ruffle a few feathers). It was also assumed that he had picked up a few tips in generalship from his great mentor, Wellington.


His senior officers had no such saving graces. Of six divisional generals, only two had commanded brigades in action, and only one, the 35-year-old Duke of Cambridge, was under sixty. He, however, was Queen Victoria’s cousin and had never been to war. Even less deserving of their appointments were his five aides-de-camp: four were nephews and one a relation by marriage; none had any previous experience of staff work.


Then there was the problem of command. The 25,000-strong expeditionary force was made up of a jumble of semi-independent corps with only the infantry and cavalry under Raglan’s direct authority. Furthermore, few of the individual regiments and battalions had experience of operating on even a brigade scale. The belief was still prevalent that battles should be fought in close formation, with repetitive drill taking precedence over battlefield tactics.


The Crimean War was sparked by a minor dispute over the guardianship of the Holy Places in Jerusalem, causing Russia to press her claim as protector of all Orthodox Christians within the Ottoman Empire. When the Turks refused to agree to this diminution of their sovereignty, hostilities began. But the deeper-lying cause of the conflict was Russia’s belief in the imminent disintegration of the Ottoman Empire – famously described by Tsar Nicholas I as ‘the sick man of Europe’ – and her determination to be the first to pick over the bones (the most choice of which was the strategic city of Constantinople). Britain and France were equally determined to prevent Russia from expanding towards the Near East, for fear that it would upset the balance of power in the Balkans and allow Russian warships into the Mediterranean.


Initially, with the aim of intercepting the Russians before they reached Constantinople, the Allied troops were disembarked in Bulgaria. But when the Russians promptly withdrew, their respective governments decided on a more punitive course of action: to destroy the great Russian naval base of Sebastopol in the Crimea. The landings took place in September 1854 and within weeks the Allies had defeated the Russians at the Battle of the Alma and laid siege to the great port. However, the beaten Russian field army was soon heavily reinforced and the besiegers were in danger of becoming the besieged.


To supply their troops during operations, the British had chosen the small harbour of Balaclava, 10 miles south-east of Sebastopol. It was situated on the open right flank of the Allied armies, and to protect it Raglan had posted the Cavalry Division in the plain to its north. He had also ordered the construction of a chain of redoubts along the Causeway Heights – a series of hillocks that ran east to west across the plain and divided it into two valleys: north and south. To the east of the plain was a steep escarpment known as the Sapouné Ridge, leading up to the Chersonese Plateau and, ultimately, to Sebastopol. It was from this plateau that the Allied armies were conducting the siege.


On 24 October 1854 – a week after the bombardment of Sebastopol had begun – Lord Raglan received word from a Tartar (native Crimean) spy that the Russians were preparing to attack Balaclava with 28,000 men. Yet he made no attempt to beef up the defence of his threatened supply port, despite the fact that two of the six redoubts on the Causeway Heights were unfinished and the rest were manned by just 1,400 Turkish militiamen who had never seen action, while only three of these redoubts were protected by artillery. Acknowledging the news with the words ‘Very well’, he simply requested that ‘anything new was to be reported to him’.


This extraordinary oversight was partly the result of his general mistrust of spies, partly because there had been similar ‘false alarms’ the previous week, and partly because he was unwilling to denude the thinly spread force investing Sebastopol. Whatever the reason, it was to cost the cavalry dear.
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The following day, an hour before dawn, the Russians attacked the Causeway Heights in overwhelming force. Within two hours all four manned redoubts had been taken, their inexperienced defenders fleeing in disorder across the south valley. Arriving at the edge of the Sapouné Ridge in time to witness this calamity, Raglan immediately issued orders for two infantry divisions to march down into the plain. Neither would arrive in time to influence the course of the battle. Only the Cavalry Division of 1,500 sabres, a weak infantry battalion, the 93rd Highlanders, numbering 550 men, and a wavering battalion of Turks now stood between the Russians and Balaclava.


Watching helplessly from his elevated position, Raglan could see a huge force of Russian cavalry – more than 2,500 sabres in all – advancing up the north valley. It was obvious that their objective was Balaclava.


At this critical moment, William Howard Russell, the celebrated war correspondent of The Times, looked across at the amiable, one-armed Commander-in-Chief. ‘Lord Raglan was by no means at ease,’ he wrote. ‘There was no trace of the divine calm attributed to him by his admirers as his characteristic in moments of trial. His anxious mien as he turned his glass from point to point, consulting with Generals Airey, Estcourt, and others of his staff, gave me a notion that he was in “trouble”.’


Salvation came in the form of two immortal actions. First, the Highlanders – Russell’s ‘thin red streak tipped with a line of steel’ – repulsed a charge of four squadrons of Russian hussars; then the Heavy Brigade charged the main body of Russian cavalry (three times its strength) and sent it reeling back over the Causeway Heights.


A curious lull now ensued as the Russians consolidated along three sides of the north valley. Their cavalry had withdrawn to the eastern end behind a battery of Cossack artillery, but their infantry still occupied the Causeway Heights and the Fedioukine Hills to the north. It was into this jaw that the Light Brigade would charge.


Raglan was anxious to take advantage of the defeat of the Russian cavalry by retaking the Causeway Heights, but there was still no sign of the infantry. He therefore sent the following order (known as ‘the Third Order’) to Major-General the Earl of Lucan, commanding the Cavalry Division: ‘Cavalry to advance and take advantage of any opportunity to recover the Heights. They will be supported by the infantry which have been ordered. Advance on two fronts.’


Having received the order, Lucan assumed that Raglan did not wish him to attack until the infantry had arrived – which was not the case. But it was a justifiable assumption given the relatively imprecise wording of the order and the fact that it was against all the rules of warfare to launch cavalry against infantry and artillery without support. Consequently, he ordered the Light Brigade into the north valley and positioned the Heavy Brigade in the south. They could then attack the Causeway Heights on two fronts when the infantry arrived.


As the minutes ticked by, Raglan became increasingly anxious. He was convinced that Russian morale had been dealt a heavy blow by the defeat of their cavalry and that an assault along the Heights would cause them to withdraw. But Lucan would not move. Suddenly, a watchful member of Raglan’s staff exclaimed: ‘By Jove, they’re going to take away the guns!’


Sure enough, the Russians were bringing forward horses with lasso tackle to remove the naval 12-pounders that had been sited in three of the captured redoubts. Well aware that his hero, Wellington, had never lost a gun (to artillerymen, the capture of a gun was the equivalent of the capture of an infantry battalion’s colours), Raglan turned to Major-General Sir James Airey, his Quartermaster-General, and dictated the following order for Lucan (known to historians as ‘the Fourth Order’): ‘Lord Raglan wishes the cavalry to advance rapidly to the front – follow the enemy and try to prevent the enemy carrying away the guns. Troop Horse Artillery may accompany. French cavalry is on your left. Immediate.’


Having checked the wording, Raglan handed the order to Captain Louis Edward Nolan, Airey’s aide-de-camp and the best horseman on the staff. It was an injudicious choice given Nolan’s excitable nature and undisguised contempt for the cavalry commander. ‘Tell Lord Lucan the cavalry is to attack immediately,’ shouted Raglan as Nolan set off down the precipitous slope.


Within minutes, Nolan had located Lucan between his two brigades and handed over the order. Lucan was horrified. Now he was being asked to recover the guns without even infantry support. Seeing him hesitate, Nolan said sharply: ‘Lord Raglan’s orders are that the cavalry should attack immediately.’


On a much lower elevation than Raglan, Lucan could not see the guns being towed away. Could the Commander-in-Chief have a different objective? ‘Attack, sir! Attack what? What guns, sir?’ he demanded.


With an imperious gesture of his arm in the vague direction of the redoubts, Nolan retorted: ‘There, my lord, is your enemy! There are your guns!’


But Lucan took Nolan’s gesture to be towards the far end of the north valley where the Cossack guns were clearly visible, the sun glinting off their polished barrels. Assuming that Raglan intended him to charge down the valley, he ordered the cavalry to prepare for action.


Given that, two days later, he admitted that his task had been ‘to prevent the enemy carrying away the guns lost by the Turkish troops’, it is a mystery why he eventually sent the Light Brigade down the valley rather than along the Causeway Heights. One possible explanation is that a combination of Nolan’s insolent gesture and the absence of any mention of the ‘Heights’ in the Fourth Order had led him to assume that Raglan intended him to advance down the valley as the only way to save the guns.


After all, Raglan’s actual intention – an unsupported cavalry charge against the enemy-held redoubts – was only marginally less suicidal. ‘I do not understand,’ wrote Russell, ‘how the Light Cavalry could have succeeded in doing that which, it is said, Lord Raglan intended they should accomplish. The guns were in Redoubts Nos 1, 2 and 3. The first was plainly inaccessible to horsemen – to have charged 2 and 3 in the face of the force of Infantry, Artillery and Cavalry the enemy had within supporting distance of it, would have been quixotic in the extreme.’


With the die cast, Lucan made his final plans: the Light Brigade would lead the advance with the Heavy Brigade in support. But realizing that his despised brother-in-law, Major-General the Earl of Cardigan, the commander of the Light Brigade, was bound to object to such a mission, he decided to give the order in person. Riding over to where Cardigan was waiting at the head of his brigade, Lucan said: ‘Lord Cardigan, you will attack the Russians in the valley.’


‘Certainly, my lord,’ came the reply, ‘but allow me to point out to you that there is a battery in front, a battery on each flank, and the ground is covered with Russian riflemen.’


‘I cannot help that,’ Lucan retorted, ‘it is Lord Raglan’s positive order that the Light Brigade is to attack the enemy.’


Disdaining to continue the conversation, Cardigan rode over to Lord George Paget, commanding the 4th Light Dragoons. The brother of a man who had unsuccessfully sued Cardigan for sleeping with his wife, Paget had little time for his superior, nor the latter for him, but he was the next senior officer and his co-operation was essential.


‘Lord George, we are ordered to make an attack to the front. You will take command of the second line, and I expect your best support; mind, your best support,’ said Cardigan, pointedly.


‘Of course, my lord,’ replied an indignant Paget, ‘you shall have my best support.’


Cardigan then returned to his position at the head of the brigade. Tall and handsome, in the striking blue and gold tunic, dark red trousers and fur busby of his old regiment, the 11th Hussars, he cut a magnificent figure astride his chestnut charger, Ronald. Behind him were his staff officers in their blue coats and cocked hats, themselves a little way ahead of the leading regiments, the 17th Lancers and 13th Light Dragoons, deployed side by side in two lines. Next came the 11th Hussars, 100 yards further back. Bringing up the rear, the same distance back still, were the 8th Hussars, on the right, and the 4th Light Dragoons.


‘Here goes the last of the Brudenells,’ Cardigan (whose family name was Brudenell) muttered as he turned to his trumpeter. ‘Sound the advance!’


The 676 riders were still at the trot when Captain Nolan surged ahead of the first line, shouting and pointing his sword in the direction of the Causeway Heights. Realizing that the brigade was not going to wheel right to attack the redoubts, he was making a last desperate attempt to correct the blunder. Unaware of his intention, an infuriated Cardigan assumed he was daring to hurry the brigade along. ‘No, no!’ he shouted. ‘Get back into line!’ But Nolan was oblivious and continued his wild career across Cardigan’s front, yelling as he went.


Then, with just 50 yards separating the two, a shell burst between them. Nolan gave a ghastly shriek, the sword dropped from his raised arm and his trunk contorted inwards in spasm. This convulsive twitch of his bridle hand caused his horse to turn and gallop back through the interval between the advancing squadrons of the 13th Light Dragoons. Seconds later his corpse slithered to the ground. A piece of shrapnel had hit him square in the chest, piercing his heart and killing him instantly. The last chance of averting the terrible tragedy had gone.


Onward the brigade rode into that terrible crossfire. ‘Hell had opened up upon us from front and either flank,’ recalled Private Wightman of the 17th Lancers, ‘and it kept open upon us during the minutes – they seemed like hours – which passed while we traversed the mile and a quarter at the end of which was the enemy. The broken and fast-thinning ranks raised rugged peals of wild fierce cheering that only swelled the louder as the shot and shell from the battery tore gaps through us, and the enfilading musketry fire from the Infantry in both flanks brought down horses and men.’


With just yards to go to the bank of white smoke that masked the Cossack battery, Cardigan raised his sword in the air and turned to shout a final command: ‘Steady! Steady! Close in!’


As a last defiant salvo was fired, the front rank swept into and around the battery. While some gunners hid under their gun-carriages and limbers, others were ruthlessly sabred and speared as they tried desperately to hitch up and tow away their guns. Then the remnants of the brigade were rallied and led on in a desperate charge against the massed ranks of Russian cavalrymen beyond.


‘It was the maddest thing that was ever done,’ wrote a Russian officer. ‘They broke through our lines, took our artillery, and then, instead of capturing our guns and making off with them, they went for us . . . They dashed in amongst us, shouting, cheering and cursing. I never saw anything like it. They seemed perfectly irresistible, and our fellows were quite demoralized.’


The Russian cavalry fled as far as a viaduct at the far end of the valley, a bottleneck that forced them to face their pursuers. Only now, realizing their vast superiority in numbers, did the hunted become the hunters. Cardigan, meanwhile, had retired to safety alone. Since then, however, 500 Russian lancers had ridden down from the high ground on both sides of the valley and formed up in front of the guns. Effectively cut off, the survivors of the Light Brigade still managed to hack their way out.


‘We got by them without, I believe, the loss of a single man,’ wrote Lord George Paget. ‘How, I know not! Had that force been composed of English ladies, I don’t think one of us could have escaped.’


When the battered remnants formed up near the same ground they had charged from just 25 minutes earlier, only 195 men were still mounted. Even when taking into account prisoners of war and those who returned alone, both men and horses, the losses were still staggering. Of a total of 294 casualties, 113 were killed and 134 wounded, with many others captured. In addition, 475 horses were killed or died of their wounds.


Speaking to a parade of the survivors, Cardigan said with some justification: ‘This is a great blunder, but no fault of mine.’


So who was to blame? ‘My opinion,’ wrote Cardigan, ‘is that [Lucan] ought to have had the moral courage to disobey the order till further instructions were issued.’


There is some truth in this, but all three principals bear some responsibility. By allowing his personal contempt for Lucan to get the better of him, Captain Nolan failed in the one essential duty of a staff galloper: to provide verbal clarification of a written message.


Lucan, on the other hand, failed to insist on a clear explanation of his objective. Instead, he seems to have come to the bizarre conclusion that Raglan intended him to save the guns by attacking the far end of the north valley rather than the Causeway Heights.


But Raglan himself must shoulder the bulk of the blame. Even interpreted accurately, his final order was both unnecessary and irresponsible. The guns had been spiked before capture and could not be fired, the infantry had nearly arrived, and an unsupported cavalry attack along the heights was bound to have been costly, if not disastrous. Yet having decided on this course of action, he should have taken into account the fact that Lucan’s view of the battlefield was more limited than his and made his order more specific (by mentioning the ‘Heights’, for example).


Needless to say, Lucan and the dead Nolan were made scapegoats, with the former being relieved of his command after refusing to accept responsibility. Raglan, like Elphinstone before him, managed to avoid the repercussions of his mismanagement of the war in general – and the Battle of Balaclava in particular – by his timely death in the Crimea the following June. One officer described the cause as ‘exhaustion from dysentery, added to, I hear, by worry of mind, poor fellow’.



McClellan at Antietam


The Battle of Antietam on 17 September 1862 – the bloodiest single day of the American Civil War – was a glorious opportunity for the North to strike a decisive blow and shorten the conflict. But owing to the vacillation of the Union commander, Major-General George Brinton McClellan, the chance was lost and General Robert E. Lee’s Confederate Army slipped away to fight another day.


At the beginning of the month, fresh from his victory over Major-General John Pope’s Union Army of Virginia at the Second Battle of Bull Run, General Lee had convinced Jefferson Davis, the President of the Confederacy, that the time was right to carry the war into the North. An invasion of the border state of Maryland seemed the best option. With many Marylanders already fighting for the South, there was the possibility that the presence of a Confederate army might persuade it to secede. More importantly, a victory in Union territory might encourage European recognition of the Confederacy and even force the North, reeling from recent defeats. to sue for peace.


On 4 September, to the strains of ‘Maryland, My Maryland’, Lee’s exhausted but victorious Army of Northern Virginia, 45,000 strong, splashed across the Potomac River near Leesburg. Three days later, at Frederick, Lee issued a proclamation inviting Marylanders to flock to his standard. The response was disasppointing, however, and on 10 September he continued his advance north-east towards Hagerstown.


That same day, to secure his rear, he despatched Major-General Thomas ‘Stonewall’ Jackson with 25,000 troops to capture the large Union garrison and arsenal at Harper’s Ferry, Virginia, on the confluence of the Potomac and Shenandoah Rivers. He was prepared to risk dividing his troops because he was convinced that Pope would need time to restructure his beaten army before pursuing.


But he reckoned without the organizational abilities of the new Union commander, the thirty-five-year-old Major-General George McClellan. On 5 September, Pope had been relieved and his Army of Virginia incorporated into the 90,000-strong Army of the Potomac. Although never formally given command, McClellan was put in charge of all Union forces in the vicinity of Washington and became the field commander by default.


Born in Philadelphia, the great-grandson of a general who had fought the British in the War of Independence, McClellan spent two years at the University of Pennsylvania before entering the US Military Academy at West Point in 1842. A brilliant student, the president of a society dedicated to the study of Napoleon’s campaigns, he graduated second in the class of 1846 and was commissioned into the Engineers. Sent to serve in the war with Mexico of 1846–8, he promptly earned three brevet promotions for gallantry. In 1855, as part of a board of officers, he spent a year in Europe observing the different military systems – which included a visit to the Crimea to observe the siege of Sebastopol. Unfortunately, the lesson he learnt from that campaign was that a slow, methodical approach to warfare was necessary and rash attacks without proper support were to be avoided at all costs.


In 1857, he resigned his commission to become Chief Engineer of the Illinois Central Railroad and within three years was President of the Ohio and Mississippi Railroad. When the Civil War broke out in 1861, however, he was immediately appointed major-general in command of the Department of Ohio (including the states of Indiana and Illinois). His success in gaining possession of Western Virginia from the Confederates in the campaign of Rich Mountain resulted in his promotion to commander of the Potomac Division and ultimately Commander-in-Chief. But despite his administrative and strategic acumen, his tactical direction of the battlefield was too cautious. Consequently, his attempt to take Richmond during the Peninsular campaign of 1862 was a fiasco, despite vastly superior forces, and he was eventually recalled and his troops assigned to Pope.


Now after Pope’s defeat at Second Bull Run, their roles had been reversed and McClellan immediately put his considerable organizational powers to good use. Within days of taking command, he had re-established the morale of the Union Army and on 8 September he set off from Washington in pursuit of Lee. His van entered Frederick on the 12th, in time to skirmish with Lee’s rearguard, and the following day he benefited from an outrageous piece of good fortune. A private in the 27th Indiana Volunteers, which was camped on ground recently vacated by Brigadier-General D.H. Hill’s Confederate Division, found a copy of Lee’s entire plan of operations – Special Order 191 – wrapped around three cigars. McClellan was ecstatic: ‘Here is a paper with which if I cannot whip Bobbie Lee, I will be willing to go home.’


Aware that Lee had split his forces, McClellan abandoned his normal caution and ordered his army to force the passes over the South Mountain range in an attempt to drive a wedge between Jackson at Harper’s Ferry and Lee near Hagerstown. But when the battle for the gaps began on the 14th, his normal prudence reasserted itself. Believing that the Confederate rearguard under General Hill had been reinforced by Major-General James Longstreet’s corps, he drew back from ordering an all-out attack until his full strength had been deployed. In fact, Longstreet would not arrive until late in the day and a golden opportunity was thrown away.


That night, Lee withdrew 6 miles west to Sharpsburg, close to the Potomac ford, and the following day received the welcome news that Harper’s Ferry had surrendered and Jackson was on his way to join him. Realizing the urgency, ‘Stonewall’ had set off with part of his command on a night march, with orders for two more divisions to set off on the 16th, and A.P. Hill’s division to follow after sorting out the capture of 11,000 men, 13,000 small arms and 73 cannon.


Lee’s plan to give battle near Sharpsburg along the Antietam Creek was a calculated risk. He was heavily outnumbered and if defeated his retreating army would be seriously impeded by the Potomac River. On the other hand, the South needed battlefield success in Maryland to discourage the North and impress European governments. It was for political reasons, therefore, that he could not return to Virginia without a tactical victory.


He was fortunate in that the opposing commander was McClellan. A more vigorous general – Lee himself – would have pursued the retreating Confederate army with all speed on the 15th, so as to be in position to offer battle the following day while Lee’s forces were still divided. But McClellan wanted to be able to bring his full weight to bear and, other than some minor skirmishing and long-range artillery duelling, 16 September passed quietly. That afternoon Lee completed the concentration of his army (with only A.P. Hill’s division still at Harper’s Ferry). McClellan spent the day reconnoitring the enemy positions and formulating his battle plan.


By the morning of 17 September, Lee had about 38,000 men drawn up along a 3-mile front on rising ground to the west of Sharpsburg. They were well protected by the Potomac River to the rear and Antietam Creek to their front. But McClellan had 82,000 men at his disposal. It should have been enough.


His battle plan was simple but effective. He would attack in echelon, from right to left, and thereby force the numerically inferior Confederates to commit reserves to meet each fresh assault. When the right of the Confederate line had been sufficiently weakened, his left wing would launch the final and decisive attack.


The man chosen to open the battle was forty-year-old Major-General Joseph Hooker, commanding I Corps. A flamboyant and ambitious officer, nicknamed ‘Fighting Joe’, he was said to drink too much and have an insatiable appetite for women, particularly prostitutes. Reporters jokingly referred to the large number of the latter flocking to Washington in 1861 as ‘Hooker’s Division’. The name stuck.
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Having crossed the creek the day before, Hooker’s men advanced at dawn on 17 September towards the left of the Confederate line held by Jackson’s corps in woods and fields to the north of Sharpsburg. Their objective was the German Baptist Dunker Church, on high ground to their front. The initial attack was successful and Jackson’s two divisions were pushed out of the East Woods, through a large cornfield and into the West Woods behind. But with his line in danger of collapsing, Jackson threw in his two reserve brigades commanded by Brigadier-General John Hood. Heavily outnumbered, Hood’s Texans fought ferociously and eventually managed to regain the cornfield. The line had been stabilized.


Shocked by this setback, Hooker told Major-General Mansfield, commanding the neighbouring XII Corps, that the counter-attacking rebels had shattered his centre and that he urgently needed assistance. Shortly after, Hooker was injured in the foot and left the field of battle for treatment. His affliction was said to be more mental than physical.


Mansfield was less fortunate. Rushing forward to direct his two divisions in person, he became disorientated and mistook an advancing Confederate regiment for Hooker’s men retreating. He was shot dead when his horse refused to jump a stone wall. His successor, Brigadier-General Williams, decided that the attack had to continue whatever the condition of I Corps. But while one division made good headway towards Dunker Church, the other came up against determined opposition in the West Woods and sustained heavy casualties.


There was now a short lull in the fighting as reinforcements from II Corps, sent across the creek earlier that morning, negotiated the East Woods and advanced across ground already strewn with dead and wounded. As General Sedgwick’s division struggled through the West Woods, however, they were counter-attacked by two Confederate divisions – McLaw’s from general reserve and Walker’s from the extreme right of the Confederate line, leaving just one brigade to oppose the possible advance of the Union IX Corps – and sent into headlong retreat. In less than twenty minutes’ fighting, Sedgwick’s regiments lost more than half their effectives.


The Confederate advance, in turn, was stemmed by the timely arrival of two divisions from Major-General Franklin’s VI Corps. Under the impression that the left of the rebel line was close to breaking point, Franklin was keen to attack. It may well have been a decisive manoeuvre because Lee had no reserves to hand. But Sumner, the commander of II Corps, urged caution and McClellan was of the same opinion. ‘The commanding general came to the position,’ wrote Franklin later, in remarkably restrained language, ‘and decided that it would not be prudent to make the attack.’


Meanwhile, another of Sumner’s divisions, led by Major-General French, had advanced towards a sunken road to the east of the West Woods defended by men of D.H. Hill’s division (depleted by the fighting at South Mountain). Unaware of the strong defensive position until they were almost upon it, French’s men suffered heavily from the initial exchanges. But they were reinforced, as were their opponents, and the bloody fight continued for more than three hours. Eventually, Union troops broke into the right of the Confederate position and began an enfilade fire down its length. The nearest rebel regiment panicked and fled, closely followed by the rest of the defenders. Only the fire from Longstreet’s reserve artillery and a series of desperate counter-attacks, one led by D.H. Hill himself, prevented the Confederate centre from collapsing completely. It was just after one in the afternoon.


The man given the task of delivering the coup de grâce to Lee’s tottering army was the thirty-seven-year-old Major-General Ambrose Burnside, the commander of IX Corps. Instantly recognizable by his luxuriant moustache and side whiskers, he is remembered today not for his military prowess but for the fact that his transposed name was the origin of ‘sideburn’.


An apprentice tailor before entering the army as a lieutenant of artillery, he resigned his commission in 1853 to manufacture his own breech-loading rifle. Although the company foundered, his creditors continued to produce the rifle and more than 50,000 were issued during the course of the war.


Having rejoined the army at the outbreak of hostilities, he rose to prominence during the successful North Carolina expedition in early 1862. McClellan acknowledged his good work by giving him command of two corps – his own and Hooker’s – during the early stages of the campaign. Yet McClellan chose to deploy these corps at opposite ends of the Union line at Antietam, thereby reducing Burnside’s command to his original corps.


But no one told Burnside, and the confusion was made worse by the fact that General Reno, the temporary commander of IX Corps, had been killed at South Mountain. Consequently, no reconnaissance of the creek was carried out before the attack. If it had been, Burnside would have learnt of the existence of a lightly guarded ford a mile below the stone Rohrback Bridge that was to delay fatally his advance.


The intention was for Burnside’s IX Corps to take the bridge over the creek during the morning, so that it would be in a position to advance against the weakened Confederate right – deployed in front of Sharpsburg – by noon at the latest. McClellan would then send in his uncommitted V Corps to complete the destruction of Lee’s army.


According to the Union commander, the order for Burnside to ‘carry the bridge, then to gain possession of the heights beyond, and to advance along the crest upon Sharpsburg’, was despatched at 8am. But for some time nothing happened. An aide was sent to discover why, and reported back that ‘little progress had been made’. Another was sent, and finally McClellan’s Inspector-General, Colonel Sackett was despatched, with orders to remain with Burnside until his men were across the creek.


Burnside’s version of events is that the first instruction was qualified with the words: ‘. . . await further orders before making the attack.’ According to him, it was not until 10am that he received a definite order to advance. Contributing to the delay was his belief that Brigadier-General Cox was in charge of IX Corps, and therefore all orders had to go through him.


When the attack on the bridge did get under way, the defenders numbered just one brigade under Brigadier-General Toombs, a former senator with no military experience. But though vastly outnumbered, these Georgians fought tenaciously and, reinforced by a second brigade, managed to hold on for three precious hours. A further two hours were then wasted as Burnside insisted on sorting out his jumbled formations and resupplying them with ammunition. It was not until 3pm, a full two hours after the severe fighting on Lee’s left and centre had concluded, that the final advance on Sharpsburg began.


At first, Burnside’s men made good progress: the remnants of Brigadier-General Jones’s division were brushed aside and it seemed as if nothing could prevent the Confederate line from collapsing. But in the nick of time, having just completed a 17-mile march from Harper’s Ferry, A.P. Hill’s division joined the fray. The fact that many of his men were wearing captured Union uniforms only added to the element of surprise. Taken in the flank, the leading regiments of IX Corps fled in disorder. Only stubborn defence by a brigade of Cox’s Kanawha Division prevented the whole corps from being driven back over the creek. It was nearly sunset, and while some fighting continued after darkness, the battle was effectively over.


Three days later, without interference from McClellan, Lee completed the withdrawal of his battered but unbowed army back across the Potomac River into West Virginia. It could all have been so different had McClellan shown more vigour and less caution. The capture of Special Order 191 had given him the opportunity to engage and destroy Lee’s formations one by one – yet he wasted it. He should have ordered a night march on 13 September and insisted on a vigorous pursuit after the battles in the mountains the following day – but he did neither. He should have attacked at Antietam on the 16th, before Jackson could arrive – but he was more concerned with studying the terrain and concentrating his own already superior forces.


When he eventually did attack, on the 17th, there was still the opportunity to defeat Lee. But McClellan’s plan of battle called for careful timing and close supervision – and neither was exercised. The Commander-in-Chief remained on the eastern side of the Antietam Creek for most of the day, effectively allowing his corps commanders to fight their own separate engagements. The result was a series of uncoordinated assaults, with the attack of IX Corps taking place two hours after the fighting had ceased elsewhere. This delay – partly the result of poor communication between McClellan and Burnside – not to mention the timely arrival of A.P. Hill, cost the Union a great victory.


McClellan, however, was unrepentant. ‘I feel that I have done all that can be asked,’ he wrote to his wife on 20 September, ‘in twice saving the country.’


But it was Abraham Lincoln’s opinion that counted. On 13 October, irritated by McClellan’s excuses for failing to pursue Lee across the Potomac, he asked: ‘Are you not overcautious when you assume that you cannot do what the enemy is constantly doing?’


It was the final straw. On 7 November, McClellan was relieved of his command and never again employed in the field. His battlefield caution had cost the Union a victory which could have ended the Civil War in 1862.



General Warren and the Battle of Spion Kop


The Battle of Spion Kop on 24 January 1900 should never have been fought. That it was, and that it ended in unnecessary defeat for the numerically superior British, was largely thanks to Lieutenant-General Sir Charles Warren, arguably the most incompetent British commander of the whole Second Boer War of 1899–1902.


A month earlier, with the war just nine weeks old, the British commander in South Africa, General Sir Redvers Buller, VC, had made his first attempt to relieve the besieged town of Ladysmith in northern Natal by crossing the Tugela River at Colenso. It had ended in humiliating defeat (see p.85). In January, the British tried again, only this time the objective was Potgieter’s Drift, about 20 miles upstream.
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