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    INTRODUCTION




    JOHN KEEGAN


 


 


 


 




  Churchill was a soldier. He had been commissioned from the Royal Military College into the 4th Hussars, had charged with the 21st Lancers at Omdurman, served in the South

  African Light Horse, held a commission in the Queen’s Own Oxfordshire Hussars Yeomanry and commanded the 6th Royal Scots Fusiliers in the trenches of the First World War. ‘They

  evidently will like vy much to have me’, he wrote home of his first evening in command. ‘The general – Furse – is extremely well thought of here and is a thoroughly frank

  & broadminded man. . . . Most of the staff have met me soldiering somewhere or other, & we had a pleasant evening.’1




  Much of the British army had met Churchill soldiering – in India, on the North-West Frontier, in Egypt and the Sudan, in South Africa, on manoeuvres in England – and were

  familiar with the sight of him in khaki. It was not, however, as a soldier that his brother officers thought of him. He had been a minister and had sat in the Cabinet. He remained a Member of

  Parliament. Above all, however, he had been a war correspondent, a trade he had begun while still a subaltern. It had caused resentment at the time, resentment which Churchill had returned when he

  was denied facilities to write as he chose. In 1897 The Daily Telegraph appointed him its correspondent with the Indian Army on the North-West Frontier. Shortly

  afterwards he wrote home to his mother,




  

  

  

  The Simla authorities have been very disagreeable to me. They did all they could to get me sent down to my regiment. I . . . invite you to consider what a contemptible position it is for high

  military officers to assume – to devote so much time and energy to harrying an insignificant subaltern. It is indeed a vivid object lesson in the petty social intrigue that makes or prevents

  appointments in this country.


  


  


  




  With entirely unconscious irony he added, ‘Talk to the prince about it’; by ‘the prince’ he meant the future King Edward VII.2




  There was the nub of the military establishment’s attitude to young – and middle-aged – Winston. He relished the military life, revelled in action, romanticized the profession

  of arms, thought of himself as a soldier, treading in the footsteps of his ancestor the great Duke of Marlborough, yet nevertheless expected that as a junior officer he should be allowed, as his

  biographer William Manchester puts it, ‘to praise or deprecate his seniors . . . to write for newspapers while wearing uniform’ and generally to behave as if he were, like Marlborough,

  a strategist and a warlord, without having borne any of the responsibility that high command brings in its train. No wonder that a contemporary of his wrote of Churchill in his Indian years that he

  was ‘widely regarded in the Army as super-precocious, indeed by some as insufferably bumptious’.3




  By the time the Second World War broke out, Churchill had added greatly to his output of military writing but had also transformed his reputation. The World Crisis, his history of the First

  World War, was criticized for its egocentricity but was also recognized as a stirring and powerful account of the conflict. His life of Marlborough had won nothing but praise. It was a great

  biography, a major contribution to the historiography of the War of the Spanish Succession and an education – for the author as much as his readers – in the arts of command and

  diplomacy. His personal standing had also been changed utterly. The appeasers in the Conservative Party might bear an unspoken grudge that he had been proved right in his unflinching opposition to

  Hitler; they no more dared voice it than did the backwoods Tories their disapproval of his youthful desertion of the party for the Liberals. Churchill’s party loyalty might have been

  compromised in the past. His patriotism had never been in doubt and, now that circumstances had driven the country to war with the dictators against whom he had railed so long as a lonely voice, he

  had become the patriot, awaiting only the moment when circumstances would bring the victory in which he could rejoice or the setback which would carry him to national

  leadership.




  The moment came on 10 May 1940, the day on which Hitler’s Wehrmacht opened its attack in the West. On the previous day Conservative dissatisfaction with Chamberlain’s conduct

  of the Norwegian campaign had boiled over into an angry display in the chamber of the House of Commons, which the Prime Minister had left to shouts of ‘Go! Go!’ Chamberlain, persuaded

  that he no longer commanded the confidence of his own party, and informed that neither the Liberals nor Labour would join a National Government under his leadership, advised the King that he must

  send for Churchill. On his return from Buckingham Palace that afternoon, Churchill sent for the handful of men with whom he proposed to form a War Cabinet. Martin Gilbert, his official biographer,

  recalls the letter he had written to his wife from the trenches on having almost been killed by a German shell twenty-four years earlier, which epitomized the spirit in which he set forth on his

  task: ‘20 yards more to the left & no more tangles to unravel, no more hatreds and injustices to encounter: joy of all my foes . . . a good ending to a chequered life, a final gift

  – unvalued – to an ungrateful country – an impoverishment of the war-making power of Britain which no one would ever know or measure or mourn.’4 How gifted was Churchill to command the war-making power of Britain at the supreme crisis in the nation’s life?




  Although Churchill had held all three service ministries, and the Admiralty twice, had been a member of Lloyd George’s and Chamberlain’s War Cabinets, and had fought as a combatant

  on the North-West Frontier, in the Sudan, in South Africa and on the Western Front, the only campaigns in which he had been closely involved in the direction of operations were Antwerp and the

  Dardanelles. The first had been a brief and peripheral episode in 1914, but may be judged a success; it had prevented the Germans capturing the Channel ports in the course of their advance on

  Paris. The second had been a protracted and tragic failure, which had forced Churchill to leave office and had overshadowed his reputation and his own thinking for years after. He continued to

  believe that the attempt to force the Straits by an amphibious assault had been frustrated by a series of mishaps, and that Gallipoli might have driven the Turks out of the war in 1915. His,

  however, was an increasingly personal judgement. As the Gallipoli vision faded, more and more observers concluded that it had been a doomed enterprise.




  Antwerp and Gallipoli are significant indicators of Churchill’s strategic cast of thought, as is his deep involvement in the Marlburian epic. He saw Britain’s

  ‘war-making power’ as essentially amphibian, even though he was wise enough to perceive that the essence of war in his own time was attritional. The tension between his emotional,

  romantic vision of war as an escapade and his sombre, realistic appreciation of the relentless material character it had assumed in the modern age was to dominate his direction of operations and

  later his strategic diplomacy throughout the Second World War. His heart was fired by daring lunges at the enemy’s weak points: by O’Connor’s offensive into Italian Libya, by the

  expedition to Greece, by the torpedo attack on the Italian fleet at Taranto, by Wingate’s penetration of the Japanese positions in Burma, by the idea of a drive towards Vienna through the

  river valleys of Yugoslavia. His head told him that the power of the German Reich had to be broken by other means: the defeat of the U-boats, the strategic bombing of German cities, the invasion of

  north-west Europe. Throughout the war his conduct of operations was to oscillate between the romantic and the realistic; he could rarely resist an adventure but was consistently drawn back into the

  mainstream of strategy by the promptings of his own common sense, reinforced, of course, by the arguments and advice of his staff officers, of whom Alanbrooke, as David Fraser describes in his

  chapter on the CIGS, was to prove the most influential.




  There are two other salient characteristics of Churchill’s strategic outlook. The first was his fascination with intelligence. Because of Britain’s success – building on the

  achievements of the Polish and French cryptographic services – in decrypting the German Enigma radio traffic at an early stage of the war, its high command enjoyed an unprecedented and, for a

  time, unique advantage in its ability to read the enemy’s ‘secure’ communications. The Prime Minister accorded the cryptographic organization, the Government Code and Cipher

  School at Bletchley, every facility it required; and, at the outset, he insisted on seeing its ‘raw’ product for himself. Only after he accepted that decrypts unannotated or

  uninterpreted by experts were of limited value to decision-makers did he agree that he should receive ‘Ultra’ messages in their processed form. He nevertheless insisted on his daily

  quota of Ultra material throughout the war (continuing to call it ‘Boniface’, an early covername, long after ‘Ultra’ had come into general use), and rightly so; by reading

  the most important of the daily decrypts, he made himself better informed about the progress of the war than any other of the major war leaders of whose routine we have

  detailed information.5




  Churchill’s other fascination was with ‘special operations’. ‘Now set Europe ablaze’ was his instruction to Hugh Dalton on 22 July 1940, the day he set up the

  Special Operations Executive.6 SOE had two functions:. first, to conduct sabotage and subversion in the occupied territories of Europe; second, to

  raise the conquered peoples of Europe in guerrilla warfare against Hitler. Churchill had direct and extensive experience of irregular warfare. He had fought Afghans on the North-West Frontier,

  charged against Sudanese on the Nile, reported Spain’s war against the Cubans, negotiated with the leaders of the Irish Republican Army and, above all, campaigned against the Boers,

  ‘the most good-hearted enemy I have ever fought against in the four continents in which it has been my fortune to see Active Service’. His experience in the Boer War had been formative.

  It had persuaded him that a people in arms could disrupt the purpose of even the mightiest empire, and from that conclusion he drew the belief that what the Boers had done the Poles, Czechs,

  Belgians, Dutch and French might do likewise.




  It was in that belief that he most clearly revealed his tendency to romanticize war-making. For the truth was, of course, that the British had been as ‘good-hearted’ as the Boers in

  their conduct of the campaign in South Africa. They had, admittedly, confined the Boer women and children in what they unfortunately called ‘concentration camps’, where disease had run

  rife. They had, however, eschewed deliberate atrocity and punished soldiers guilty of it. The army’s good behaviour had been in part guaranteed by the operation of a free press and the

  readiness of ‘pro-Boers’ at home to publicize and castigate infractions of the law. Ultimately, however, it had depended upon what the French call ‘le fair-play

  britannique’. The British themselves called the Boer War ‘the last of the gentleman’s wars’, a tribute as much to themselves as to the enemy. What Churchill failed to grasp

  was that the Germans under Hitler were not prepared to play the gentleman. They were constructing an empire in a hurry, freely invoked the continental laws of ‘state of siege’ and

  conventions of right of conquest to impose their authority, and even more freely broke all laws and conventions against those who challenged it. Arbitrary arrest, imprisonment without trial,

  summary execution, hostage-taking and, finally, mass murder were all methods that the Germans were prepared to use. Except in Yugoslavia and the rear areas of the Eastern Front, where terrain and

  recent traditions of lawlessness favoured the guerrilla, they proved entirely successful in suppressing disorder. A ‘Europe ablaze’ was to remain, throughout the

  war, a strategic chimera, despite the enormous resources which SOE, at Churchill’s bidding, devoted to encouraging conflagration.




  The principal instrument of Churchill’s waging of war on land was therefore to be the British Army and his principal agents its senior officers. The machinery for directing military

  operations was quickly and efficiently rationalized by Churchill as soon as he assumed the premiership. Before 10 May 1940, there had been three bodies charged with strategic decision-making: the

  War Cabinet, the Standing Ministerial Committee for the Co-ordination of Defence, and the Chiefs of Staff Committee. Churchill retained the first and the third, but abolished the second, of which

  he had been chairman since April, replacing it with the office of Minister of Defence, who was himself. The new Minister had no ministry; instead Churchill appointed, to work to him and the War

  Cabinet, two new committees: the Defence Committee (Operations) and the Defence Committee (Supply). The Defence Committee (Operations) was the key agency. It consisted of the Deputy Prime Minister,

  Attlee, the three Service ministers – Admiralty, War, Air – and later the Foreign Secretary, but was always attended by the Chiefs of Staff.




  Churchill, as Minister of Defence, therefore stood at ‘the focal point at which the military and political elements of the High Command were fused’.7 He often attended the meetings of the Chiefs of Staff Committee, saw them again when they attended the Defence Committee (Operations) and had instant access to them also through

  his own personal Minister of Defence’s office, formed from the military wing of the War Cabinet secretariat, whose chief, General ‘Pug’ Ismay, was both a member of the Chiefs of

  Staff Committee and chief of staff to the Prime Minister.




  In practice, as time wore on, the War Cabinet was content to leave the conduct of the war to the Prime Minister and the Chiefs of Staff and did not wish to be brought into strategic discussions.

  The formal Defence Committee eventually came less and less into the picture, and was later superseded by what Churchill called ‘Staff Conferences’: meetings of a few ministers with

  particular interests, together with himself and the Chiefs of Staff.8 Thus Martin Gilbert, Churchill’s biographer, on his method of making war.

  The picture is filled out by comments from two of those closest to the Prime Minister during the war, General Sir Leslie Hollis, Ismay’s deputy, and Sir John Peck, one of Churchill’s

  private secretaries. The old system, represented by the Committee of Imperial Defence which dated from before 1914, had seemed to Churchill to represent, Hollis said, ‘the maximum of study

  and the minimum of action’. It was all very well ‘to say that everything had been thought of. The crux of the matter was – had anything been done?’

  Churchill’s famous marginal minute, ACTION THIS DAY, exactly represented his preference between thought and action. He nevertheless accorded the greatest weight to correct thinking. Despite

  Alanbrooke’s notorious judgement that ‘Winston had ten ideas every day, only one of which was good, and he did not know which it was’, Churchill was a formidable strategic

  brain.




  

    

      

        I have the clearest possible recollection [Peck wrote] of General Ismay talking to me about a meeting of the Chiefs of Staff Committee at which they got completely stuck and

        admitted that they just did not know what was the right course to pursue; so on a purely military matter they had to come to Churchill, civilian, for his advice. He introduced some further

        facts into the equation that had escaped their notice and the solution became obvious. The point of the story is that one of the reasons for the success of the working relationship between

        Churchill and the Chiefs of Staff was their deep respect, even on the frequent occasions when they disagreed with him, for his military talents if not genius.9


      


    


  




  The difference between Churchill’s and Hitler’s methods of exercising command scarcely needs emphasis. Hitler operated quite deliberately a system of divide and

  rule. He kept ministers separate from service chiefs, the service chiefs separate from each other and they in turn separate from his own operational headquarters, the Oberkommando der

  Wehrmacht (OKW), so that no man in the Reich but he could claim to have a comprehensive view of Germany’s strategic situation. Indeed, he did not attempt to conceal the principle by which

  he commanded: Führerprinzip was the political philosophy of the Nazi state and, in disputes with his generals – Guderian and Manstein were the most disputatious – he

  consistently dismissed objections to his decisions with the rejoinder that they were ignorant of the relevant economic or diplomatic context, which only he perceived. Churchill, by contrast, worked

  by free debate between colleagues who shared full access to the widest sources of information; access to Ultra had, for security reasons, to be strictly limited but the Chiefs of Staff were among

  those who had it.




  What sort of men were Churchill’s generals? In age, background, education, training and experience they were remarkably similar, typical products of their class and age. All those who held

  high command or staff appointments had been born in the same decade, give or take a year. Ironside, the oldest, was born in 1880, Slim in 1891. Almost without exception they

  had been trained at the Royal Military College, Sandhurst or the Royal Military Academy, Woolwich, the latter the cadet school for gunners and engineers. All but Slim had been educated at public

  schools – and a limited number of public schools with strong military traditions at that: two at Eton, two at Wellington and two at Cheltenham. None had been to university, although several

  spoke at least one foreign language: Ironside spoke seven, Alanbrooke and Spears were bilingual in French, Percival spoke Russian, Alexander spoke German and some Russian, Horrocks spoke French,

  German and some Russian, and Auchinleck and Slim spoke, of course, Urdu, the official language of the Indian Army; Slim also spoke Gurkhali and Auchinleck, a gifted linguist, a number of north

  Indian dialects. Wavell kept up the classical languages he had learnt at Winchester, anthologized poetry and wrote a little of his own, as well as a number of thoughtful essays on the profession of

  arms; Slim supplemented his income between the wars by nom de plume journalism, at which he was successful; Alexander, who had won the art prize at Harrow, painted occasionally and

  appreciated pictures: he made the well-known landscape artist, Edward Seago, his camouflage officer as a means of attaching him to his headquarters in Italy during the Second World War.




  The British generals of the First World War have been categorized, a little loosely, as ‘cavalry generals’. Those of the Second were almost exclusively infantrymen or gunners, a

  reflection of the character of the First World War in which they had all served. Some had served extensively on the staff – Montgomery, for example, after having been gravely wounded as a

  platoon commander in 1914. A high proportion, however, had fought in the trenches and been highly decorated for bravery: Gort had the VC, DSO and two bars and MC, and Alexander was widely thought

  to have earned a VC; O’Connor had the DSO and bar and the MC and had been nine times mentioned in despatches; even Percival, upon whom obloquy descended after Singapore, could not be accused

  of lack of physical courage: he had won the DSO and bar and MC in North Russia in 1919. Many of them had been wounded at close quarters. The story of Montgomery’s wounding was particularly

  poignant. Shot through the chest, he had been saved by a solder from his platoon who had been killed dressing his wound and whose body had then shielded him from most of the bullets a German sniper

  continued to fire at him.




  In their professional lives the experience of Churchill’s generals was also closely similar, as was to be expected of regular officers in the small army of a great

  empire. The majority had been students at the Staff College and later Directing Staff (instructors); Montgomery, exceptionally, had been a student and DS at the Staff College, Camberley and then a

  DS at the Staff College, Quetta, the Indian Army’s senior training establishment; Slim, reversing the pattern, had been a student at Quetta and a DS at Camberley. Alexander had been a late

  student at Camberley, when Montgomery was a DS (and later claimed to have thought little of his over-age pupil), but had then gone to the new Imperial Defence College, a war school for senior

  officers founded in 1922, at the appropriate stage; most of Churchill’s other generals were also IDC graduates.




  The value of the British staff colleges in the interwar years, it must be recognized, however, was social rather than educational. They brought together the most promising officers of their

  generation, ensuring that they knew each other well thereafter; but, even in the two years that the courses at Camberley and Quetta lasted, they taught far less than the Prussian Kriegsakademie

  would have done (and the disguised Reichsheer staff college was teaching) and taught what they did teach less well. The aim of the Camberley and Quetta courses was to fit an officer to serve as a

  Brigade-Major, the lowest level of operations officer in the military hierarchy. The Kriegsakademie, by contrast, set out to produce divisional chiefs of staff (the ‘1a’, or Eins A, as

  the German Army knew them), who would be qualified to rise to the highest staff appointments thereafter. The spirit of the German course was intellectual rather than procedural, concerned not to

  teach routines, ‘staff duties’ as the British called them, but to inculcate powers of analysis and a cast of mind that would ensure that all graduates should react congruently when

  confronted by a similar military problem. The Kriegsakademie system, based upon replication of staff tasks, rigorous mutual critique, ‘staff rides’ and battlefield tours, and deep study

  of military history, had been imitated by all other staff colleges, of which it was the maison mère; as imitators, however, none had achieved its standards of excellence. They were

  certainly not characteristic of either Camberley or Quetta in the interwar years.




  British officers, by contrast, had a far wider range of experience, military and non-military, than their German contemporaries or those of any other army, an advantage which went far to

  compensate for the defects in their formal training. The small wars of empire gave them frequent practice in the command of troops in action; the politics of empire, which underlay such wars,

  accustomed them to co-operating with imperial civil servants in the implementation of strategies which, though small in scale, were often complex in nature; while the varied

  terrain and climate of the empire itself, and the absence of resources and difficulties of supply in remote campaigning-grounds imposed an excellent practical training in logistics.




  One among Churchill’s generals escaped categorization by training or experience: Alan Brooke – or Alanbrooke as he became known after assuming that title in the peerage, whom David

  Fraser, a friend and subordinate of the field-marshal, takes as the subject of his chapter. Alanbrooke had both a mind and a character of exceptional quality; significantly, he was the only brother

  officer whom the intractable Montgomery could bring himself to admire. Montgomery knew that Alanbrooke was more able than he, because Alanbrooke was demonstrably the most able man in

  Churchill’s military entourage. He was a superb military technician, who had mastered the intricacies of artillery tactics in the most complex artillery battles ever fought, those of the

  Western Front of 1916–18. He was, however, far more than a technician. He was also a large-minded strategist, who comprehended both the essentials of Britain’s interests in the waging

  of the Second World War and the limits which Britain’s strengths and weaknesses imposed on the strategic choices which had to be made. He disapproved of ‘sideshows’, so often

  Churchill’s enthusiasm because sideshows, on paper, appeared adventurous and romantic; on the other hand, he stoutly supported Churchill in his objection to a premature launching of the

  cross-Channel invasion, because he recognized how injurious failure would be to a Britain weakened by three years of war which the United States had not undergone.




  

    

      

        We have now reached a stage [he wrote in his diary in July 1943] when all three Services, and industry supplying them, are living beyond their means. . . . Cuts must be made;

        unfortunately, while recognising that cuts must be made, Winston won’t face up to reducing formations. It is useless retaining emaciated formations which we cannot maintain, and I

        refuse to do so, and that leads to differences of opinion of the severest nature with Winston.10


      


    


  




  Such differences he disguised from the Americans, however, thus acting perfectly correctly as a shield to his master but a supporter of his policies in the public forum.




  Alanbrooke was seen at his best in his reaction to Churchill’s suggestion that he should assume command in the Middle East in the summer of 1942, after Churchill had rightly concluded that

  Auchinleck was no longer fitted to command the Desert Army. Alanbrooke longed to accept Churchill’s offer of the command for himself. He nevertheless rejected it. He had

  been Chief of the Imperial General Staff, in succession to Dill, only since the previous November, but had already recognized that he had a peculiar ability to protect Churchill from his worst

  strategic excesses, those potentially most damaging to Britain’s interests.




  ‘I could not put the real reasons to Winston’ for declining the appointment, he wrote in his diary on August 6 and went on:




  

    

      

        Whether I exercised any control or not, I knew by now the dangers to guard against. I had discovered the perils of his impetuous nature. I was now familiar with his method of

        suddenly arriving at some decision as it were by intuition, without any kind of logical examination of the problem. I had, after many failures, discovered the best way of approaching him. I

        knew that it would take at least six months for any successor, taking over from me, to become as familiar with him and his ways. During those six months anything might happen. I would not

        suggest that I could exercise any real control over him. I never met anybody that could, but he had grown to have confidence in me, and I had found that he was listening more and more to any

        advice I gave him.11


      


    


  




  At this point, however, Churchill did not accept Alanbrooke’s advice to appoint Montgomery to command of Eighth Army. His preference was for General ‘Strafer’

  Gott, and it was only Gott’s death the following day, shot down by a German fighter, that brought Montgomery to the post. As commander-in-chief Middle East Churchill had already nominated

  Alexander who, after commanding 1st Division in the Dunkirk campaign, had just supervised the miseries of the retreat from Burma. Montgomery may not have conformed to the Churchillian military

  ideal; Michael Carver, who served under Montgomery, makes clear how unorthodox he was. Alexander, in contrast, personified orthodoxy. Handsome in person, graceful in manner, gracious in character,

  he was also celebrated among his contemporaries for his physical courage, and Churchill admired physical courage above almost all other qualities. Some men held that the brave could do no wrong in

  his eyes; Auchinleck was brave and Churchill had confided to Alexander a few days after dismissing him the emotional trouble it had caused him. ‘You know’, he said, ‘it was like

  killing a magnificent stag.’12 Alexander, for reasons that Brian Holden Reid makes plain, was to try Churchill’s patience by his conduct

  of the Italian campaign but no thought of dismissing him ever seems to have entered Churchill’s head. He felt something of the same indulgence towards Gort, that paragon of courage, and

  even thought of appointing him CIGS, though prudence checked him at the last moment. Of Freyberg, another VC and a hero of the Dardanelles, he would hear no criticism at all;

  he called him ‘the Salamander’, because like the mythical creature he could live in fire, and forgave him even the loss of Crete, which may have been taking indulgence too far. All

  these were warriors ‘that every man at arms would wish to be’, or that Churchill in his romantic mood would wish to have been; that they were not very good generals was a truth to which

  he could blind himself.




  Wavell was a moderately good general who failed to click with the Prime Minister. Ian Beckett depicts how different the two men were in temperament. Wavell was clever, thoughtful, well read; he

  escaped the criticism levelled by Churchill at admirals as a breed: ‘I do not think that a sailor is well qualified for a command of this character [the tri-service appointment in South-East

  Asia] . . . they rarely have the time or opportunity to study military history and the art of war in general.’13 Wavell had studied military

  history and written about the art of war, notably in his Lees Knowles lectures at Cambridge on ‘Generals and Generalship’. But that was perhaps the trouble; his generalship smelt of

  midnight oil, and his personality had the faint, musty odour of the bookish Wykehamist. He lacked dash and was naturally cautious; events thrust him into campaigns, like the intervention in Greece,

  where caution was a desirable quality but dash would have looked better. He never had adequate forces, except for the brief period when he opposed only the Italians in the Western Desert; Churchill

  perhaps unconsciously reproached him for not being a Rommel, a general who also disposed of inadequate forces but maximized their potential. On 3 June 1942, Churchill complained to his former

  private secretary, Jock Colville, of Wavell’s ‘excessive caution and inclination to pessimism [which] he finds very antipathetic’.




  Churchill ought also to have found Montgomery antipathetic. The Prime Minister was cavalier, the future field-marshal Cromwellian – both these loose words have meaning in their case. The

  soldier had devoted his life to bringing his instincts under the command of his will, until he allowed himself almost no room at all for friendship, for imagination or for family feeling. The

  politician had tempered his instincts until he could find his moment, when they had burst forth in a tempest of inspired activity, passionate, rhetorical and dramatic. In some strange way, however,

  the two personalities were to mesh by antithesis. Churchill was fond of saying that it was the role of the political leader to organize ‘creative tension’ between

  subordinates. No more creative tension existed in his war leadership than that between himself and his leading general. Both were men of high self-consciousness, of deep emotion. Both found it easy

  to believe that they were right and others wrong. Churchill found no difficulty in praising Montgomery in victory. Montgomery found it very difficult to accept Churchill’s when victory hung

  in the balance. The most notorious conflict of will between them occurred during the preparation for D-Day, on 19 May 1944, over the administrative arrangements for the landing.




  

    

      

        One by one [records Nigel Hamilton, Montgomery’s official biographer] Monty ran through the battles he had won in the past two years: Alamein, Tripoli, Mareth, Wadi

        Akarit, the assault upon Sicily, the invasion of the Italian mainland – all under the overall leadership of the Prime Minister. The invasion of Normandy was all set; the men were

        confident they would succeed. Did the Prime Minister wish to shake that confidence, to come between a general and his men, his own staff in fact? ‘I could never allow it –

        never’, Monty pronounced. ‘If you think that is wrong, that can only mean you have lost confidence in me.’14


      


    


  




  In another version of this incident, Montgomery took Churchill into his study and sat at his desk, which seemed ‘a proper arrangement’. The Field-Marshal told the

  Prime Minister that he could not address his staff. ‘He became tearful and gave in’.15 This is dramatic stuff. The only trouble is that

  the witness of events in both cases is Montgomery himself. Churchill, when he became aware of the accounts that were circulating, wrote that ‘This interview has been misrepresented’. It

  is widely known that Churchill was given to tears. The likelihood that he cried in frustration before his own appointee to high command reeks of improbability.




  It makes nevertheless for stirring biography. There were few other dramatic relationships in Churchill’s direction of high command. Wingate, his personal choice to lead the ‘deep

  penetration’ Chindit expeditions behind Japanese lines in Burma, was an unlikely candidate for a senior appointment. He had been raised in the Plymouth Brethren, had become converted to

  Zionism while serving in Palestine during the Arab Revolt of 1936–9, had attempted suicide on one occasion and was quite unclubbable; his military contemporaries regarded him as a loner and

  an outsider. Churchill hoped to make a second Lawrence of Arabia of him, but the truth was that he lacked, among other qualities, Lawrence’s intellect and imagination. There was no

  ‘creative tension’ between Churchill and Wingate; the relationship was that of master and pupil.




  With Slim, the Montgomery of the Far East, Churchill might have established a creative relationship had the two men come to know each other; Duncan Anderson’s character portrait makes that

  clear. Distance denied them the chance to become intimate. Slim was the opposite of Auchinleck, a British officer who became one of the Indian Army. Once transferred, he was virtually lost to sight

  by his contemporaries at home and made his career by his own achievements against the Japanese. Churchill, in any case, and though he kept the thought to himself, had a low opinion of the British

  forces in the east. After the humiliation of Singapore and the agony of the retreat from Burma, he associated them with defeat. Only slowly did he recognize that in Slim he had found a man of

  sterner mettle than Wavell or any of the other generals who commanded on the road to Mandalay.




  The worst of the eastern generals was, of course, Percival, whom Churchill never forgave for his surrender of Singapore; the photograph of Percival walking under the white flag to negotiate with

  his Japanese opponent remains perhaps the most humiliating image of British defeat ever to confront the public in the nation’s history. Percival should not have been appointed to high

  command; as Keith Simpson, who has studied his career in detail, makes clear. He was an able staff officer, nothing more. He owed his elevation to Dill, then Chief of the General Staff, whose

  talents were also those of a staff officer. Dill was appointed by Churchill to succeed Ironside – emphatically not a staff officer, though he might have made a magnificent commander of some

  desperate venture in the field – because Ironside had not only failed in his job but behaved incautiously in his private life. There was absolutely nothing incautious about Dill. Quite the

  contrary; Churchill’s nickname for him, Dilly-Dally, cut very close to the bone. Alex Danchev, who has written the official biography of Dill, sympathizes with his subject but nevertheless

  accepts the justice of Churchill’s attitude. Dill was, in many ways, akin to the generation of officers at the head of the French Army in 1940, elderly in outlook and bureaucratic by habit.

  It was not entirely coincidental that he hit it off so well with Marshall, the American Chief of Staff, when he was appointed to head the British liaison staff in Washington after his removal as

  CIGS. Marshall, too, was a ponderous bureaucrat; what allowed him to journey to the heights of American government was that the United States needed such a man while it was mobilizing its millions

  for war. Marshall, to do him justice, was a better judge of men than Dill. He singled out Eisenhower for advancement from the start; it seems unlikely that Percival would have

  recommended himself to him.




  Of all Churchill’s senior officers, the closest to him in experience of life, in style and in temperament were two who never held high command, though they enjoyed his confidence in

  positions where political and military responsibilities overlapped: Spears and Carton de Wiart, whose dashing styles Gary Sheffield captures in his chapter. Carton de Wiart was a VC and also a

  cosmopolitan, a sportsman and an aristocrat. He was an inspired choice (not Churchill’s) as head of the mission to Poland, an inspiration to his immediate subordinates in the doomed

  expedition to Norway, might have been a man of destiny in Yugoslavia, had he not fallen by mischance into enemy captivity, and was an arrestingly eccentric representative of British interests at

  the headquarters of Chiang Kai-shek. Spears, also a cosmopolitan, was a close and old friend of Churchill’s, who admired greatly his dash, intelligence and courage. He was not, however, the

  right choice to act in liaison with de Gaulle. Though the two men at first got on well, Spears subsequently took it upon himself to act for British interests, particularly in the Middle East, with

  a robustness that alienated de Gaulle. They became in the end enemies, a state of affairs that speaks for the unwisdom of Churchill’s choice in the first place.




  The flaw in all Churchill’s appointments to high command was that he would, had circumstances permitted, really have preferred to exercise command himself, at all times and in all places.

  Churchill was a frustrated Marlborough, who itched to be both the general on the field of battle and the presiding genius of the alliance. As it was, Ronald Lewin notes, he succeeded in reducing

  ‘the way of life of a Minister of Defence and Prime Minister to that of an uninhibited eighteenth-century aristocrat, the grotesque dressing gowns, the afternoon sleep and the mandatory

  baths, the cigars, the brandy, the best of everything’; the saving feature of his style of command was that it was ‘for all its extravaganza, actually efficient’.




  Churchill had learnt one overridingly important lesson from his Cabinet experience of the First World War: not to try to ‘achieve a great enterprise without having . . . plenary

  authority’.16 Plenary authority he had in full between 1940 and 1942; even after the intervention of the Americans he continued to exercise it

  over all his generals, with the possible exception of Montgomery. Montgomery enjoyed the advantage of a run of unbroken success which he owed exclusively to his own talents.

  In the end, however, plenary authority told. Inter-Allied arrangements subordinated Montgomery to Eisenhower on 10 September 1944. Nine months later when victory in Europe came, Churchill was still

  Minister of Defence, the longest serving of all Hitler’s opponents and, by any reckoning, the most implacable and successful of his foes.
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  In a diary entry written in June 1940, shortly before his retirement, Ironside reflected that his dazzling career prospects had been diminished in the decade 1926–1936

  under the discouraging regimes of Milne and Montgomery-Massingberd. The Army was in the doldrums and Ironside felt unwanted; he became irritated at his inability to influence training and

  organization and lost confidence in his future. Thus, when his belated opportunity came in 1939 Ironside was probably past his best, and moreover he was given an appointment – Chief of the

  Imperial General Staff – for which he knew himself to be unsuited both by temperament and experience.1




  Edmund Ironside was born in 1880, the son of a surgeon-major of the Royal Horse Artillery who died when he was still an infant. His mother eked out her pension by regular Continental travel and

  Edmund showed an early aptitude in foreign languages, in seven of which he became an interpreter. He was commissioned from Woolwich in time to serve in the South African War with the Royal Field

  Artillery, and shortly afterwards, disguised as a Boer transport driver, he accompanied the German military expedition to South-West Africa where he did useful work for British Intelligence,

  demonstrating his great resourcefulness and linguistic skill.2 Six foot four inches tall and correspondingly broad he was

  inevitably nicknamed ‘Tiny’. He was the original of John Buchan’s soldier-hero Richard Hannay of The Thirty Nine Steps, Greenmantle and Mr Standfast. Not

  least among his distinctions Ironside represented Scotland at rugby.




  In temperament Ironside was not so much the archetypal ‘gentle giant’ as a supremely self-confident, forceful and opinionated commander. He was more typical of his generation in

  being an open-air soldier who intensely disliked the confines of desk work, particularly at the abominated War Office. In general he held a low, if not contemptuous view of politicians and, in the

  case of Hore-Belisha, was later to admit in his diary that the War Minister’s Jewish origins had increased his antipathy.




  Nevertheless after the First World War he was generally regarded as an able and progressive officer. He was closely associated with the radical advocate of mechanization and armoured warfare,

  ‘Boney’ Fuller, and conducted a regular and remarkably frank correspondence on professional matters with Basil Liddell Hart. This correspondence reveals a lively mind ranging widely

  over the trends in modern warfare and ideas for improving the Army.3 As Ironside’s career developed, however, Liddell Hart was adversely

  impressed by his ‘trade union’ attitude to promotions, evidenced by his keeping (and openly discussing) a large ledger containing the names of all officers above him on the Army List

  with his and other people’s views of their performance, health and prospects. Also, despite his facility with languages, contemporaries such as his fellow gunner Henry Pownall noted his

  intellectual limitations. Pownall rejoiced prematurely at his impending retirement in June 1938, noting in his diary, ‘It’s a mercy his soldiering days are over. . . . There’s

  always been more bluff and brawn than brain.’ This harsh judgement would be more widely endorsed after Ironside’s term as CIGS between September 1939 and May 1940.




  Ironside passed through the Staff College at Camberley on the eve of the First World War and served throughout on the Western Front. He distinguished himself in successive staff and command

  appointments culminating in command of 99 Brigade in the 2nd Division in the Spring of 1918. In September 1918 he was appointed Brigadier General Staff to the Allied expedition to Archangel but

  took over the command shortly after its arrival, becoming General Officer Commanding in North Russia in 1919 with the substantive rank of major-general. This placed him among the three or four

  youngest major-generals in the Army. From 1922 to 1926 he was an inspiring Commandant at the Staff College with ‘Boney’ Fuller as his Chief Instructor, and then

  commander of the 2nd Division at Aldershot. Thereafter, like other precocious contemporaries who had received rapid promotion, he had to mark time – including a disheartening period on

  half-pay – until his seniors such as Milne, Massingberd, Harington and Deverell eventually retired.




  When Ironside was appointed to Eastern Command in 1936 he had more experience of senior command in war than almost any other serving officer and, but for his age, still seemed a strong contender

  for command of the Field Force in event of war. He found the Army at home in a dire state of unpreparedness. ‘We are in no state to go to war’, a typical diary entry reads, ‘There

  are no men and there is no money for their equipment and there is no will amongst the Cabinet Ministers to want an Army . . . . We have nothing with which to fight – literally nothing –

  and will not have anything for two years.’ He concluded that the absence of an Expeditionary Force was a godsend: nobody would dream of sending such a derisory force to the Continent. As late

  as May 1938 he could write: ‘Never again shall we even contemplate a Force for a foreign country. Our contribution is to be the Navy and the RAF.’4




  It is necessary to devote some space to promotions because an important contention in this essay (as also in that on Gort) is that both officers were given unsuitable appointments – square

  pegs forced into round holes. This was an unintended consequence of Hore-Belisha’s shake-up of the high command in 1937 in the attempt to break up the prevailing system of Buggins’ turn

  and bring forward dynamic, progressive, unorthodox leaders. It is also worth noting, in view of his later criticisms, that Ironside welcomed Hore-Belisha’s arrival at the War Office in May

  1937: ‘We are at our lowest ebb in the Army and the Jew may resuscitate us . . . . He is ambitious and will not be lazy as some of the others were. He starts in when things are at their worst

  and will have to show results.’ He also greeted Lord Gort’s appointment as Military Secretary as ‘the best piece of news I had heard for many years’.5




  Towards the end of 1937 Hore-Belisha determined to remove Deverell as CIGS and faced the critical question of who should succeed him. Ironside was in the running but spoilt his chances by an

  unimpressive performance as a Commander in the major exercise of 1937. For this he was severely (and Liddell Hart thought unfairly) criticized in public by Deverell from a draft prepared by Alan

  Brooke – no admirer of Tiny’s. It is interesting, however, that even Liddell Hart – Ironside’s strong supporter and Hore-Belisha’s adviser at this period –

  thought that he was better suited to be Commander-in-Chief in India with Wavell as CIGS. Unfortunately the taciturn Wavell had made a very poor impression on the War Minister

  and the appointment eventually went to Gort. Ironically Gort would have preferred to hold a revived appointment as Inspector General of the Forces so as to extend his active career.

  Hore-Belisha’s idea was that Gort would be the dynamic ‘front man’ in pushing through radical reforms while Sir Ronald Adam as his deputy would supply the brains in the sphere of

  strategy – a dubious arrangement since it was Gort and not Adam who had to present the Army’s case in the Chiefs of Staff committee.6

  Ironside told Hore-Belisha he had chosen the right man and had never really pictured himself as CIGS, for which the War Minister was greatly relieved. Yet within a few months Ironside was privately

  recording his opinion that Gort was completely out of his depth as CIGS.




  Early in 1938 Ironside accepted the appointment of Governor of Gibraltar and assumed it would end his military career. However, Gort and Hore-Belisha both held out the prospect of command in the

  Middle East in event of war, and since Tiny was convinced that Egypt was the hub of the Empire and the place where Britain’s main military effort must be made, this was an added attraction.

  Hore-Belisha also made the ‘preposterous’ suggestion that the British Army might well be employed in Spain and he (Tiny) would be on the spot to take command.7




  In December 1938 Hore-Belisha consulted Liddell Hart about recalling Ironside from his exile on the Rock to be Inspector General of Overseas Forces. Liddell Hart was doubtful because he thought

  there would be confusion of responsibilities between this post and that of CIGS. Sir John French had been Inspector General of Overseas Forces before 1914 and Commander-in-Chief designate. The

  danger would be that Ironside would regard himself as the virtual Commander-in-Chief and Gort would be relegated to administrative duties. This was all the more likely given Tiny’s dominant

  character and considerable seniority over Gort. Nevertheless Hore-Belisha went ahead, giving Ironside the appointment in May 1939 and making Walter Kirke Inspector General of Home Forces. As

  regards demarcation of duties he ruled that both Inspectors would be ‘outside the War Office’ but able to come inside as and when they needed.8




  Even if Ironside was not officially informed that he was C-in-C designate, it was a reasonable assumption to make and he behaved accordingly. He continued to believe to the very eve of war that

  the Middle East was the most likely destination of Britain’s small and under-equipped Field Force. Friction with Gort over their respective responsibilities soon

  occurred and was gleefully recorded by Major-General Heniy Pownall, Director of Military Operations and Intelligence at the War Office. On Tiny’s appointment Pownall expressed the opinion

  that he was quite unsuited to be a C-in-C on a modern battlefield. ‘He would do alright bush-whacking or knocking the Middle East about but he is not intelligent, not enough so to deal

  with a first-class enemy.’ Pownall may have been prejudiced but Sir John Slessor, who had known Tiny at various points in his career, recorded an almost identical view.9 The only incident in Ironside’s brief tenure of the Inspector-Generalship that deserves mention here is his visit to Poland in July 1939 to assess the Poles’

  military capabilities and intentions. He reported prophetically that no Eastern Front really existed, that France would not attack the Siegfried Line and that Poland would be quickly overrun. He

  urged that an agreement with Russia was essential, but this advice was anathema to the Prime Minister.10




  When war with Germany seemed certain at the end of August, Ironside was so confident of being appointed C-in-C that he sent his assistant, Colonel Macleod, to Aldershot to assemble his

  headquarters staff. After an agonizing wait the bombshell exploded on 3 September: Hore-Belisha appointed Gort commander of the Field Force for France and made Ironside CIGS. The details of this

  dramatic incident need not be described again here,11 but the circumstances and momentous consequences deserve some discussion. Gort and

  Hore-Belisha had been on extremely strained terms and both were delighted at the chance for Gort to leave the War Office and take a command, for which he was more suited. Tiny’s chance of the

  command of the Field Force may have been harmed by French hints that he would not be acceptable – but their preference was for Dill rather than Gort. Hore-Belisha was now stuck with Tiny for,

  as Sir John Kennedy put it, he had ‘raised a regular Frankenstein’s monster in bringing Ironside back from the dead’.12 Ironside

  had a commanding presence and a popular reputation, and he was strongly supported by Churchill, now recalled to the Admiralty and a member of the War Cabinet. Churchill overcame opposition –

  from Kingsley Wood and others – and Ironside was made CIGS. This was a bad mistake for, as Ironside honestly admitted, ‘I am not suited in temperament to such a job as CIGS, nor have I

  prepared myself to be such.’ Indeed he had never before held a staff appointment at the War Office. Furthermore, one must ask, since he had been passed over as unsuitable in 1937, why (at the

  age of sixty) was he deemed suitable in 1939? Ironside soldiered on in increasingly irksome conditions but the error in appointing him must be borne in mind when we consider

  his shortcomings as CIGS.




  Eyewitnesses differ on Ironside’s performance in the early months of the war and particularly on his relations with Hore-Belisha. Sir John Kennedy paints a generally attractive and

  positive picture of a rumbustious bull-in-a-china-shop, courageous, self-confident and intolerant of nonsense – political or military. Kennedy retails Tiny’s version of his haranguing

  the War Cabinet but he also records that, far from impressing ministers, Ironside had annoyed them very much. ‘His manner with politicians was much too brusque; on the other hand it was a joy

  to hear him give a straightforward military survey in a military environment.’ Francis de Guingand, by contrast, thought that so far from ‘nearly reducing H-B to tears’, Ironside

  was very respectful towards the minister and would not have dared to pound the table or harangue him.13




  Ironside’s view of strategic priorities at the outset of war may be summarized briefly. Britain’s first task in the West was to build up the French order of battle with the Field

  Force eventually expanded to some twenty divisions. The initial aim must be to withstand a German offensive which Ironside (correctly) thought Hitler might be willing to risk in the autumn of 1939.

  He continued to envisage the Middle East as the main theatre in which Britain would ultimately launch an offensive when she had assembled twelve divisions. Ironside described Turkey as ‘our

  front line and our bastion’. ‘A door might open in Rumania or Italy; or we might have to send in small forces to put Poland and Czecho-Slovakia back on their feet.’ From the

  outset he was understandably unhappy about the lack of overall direction and the inefficient organization of strategy and policy. After three weeks at war he complained: ‘The old gentlemen

  sitting here in London have no idea of the seriousness of the position. . . . How can we get a unified command of operations? How are we to stop those stupid conferences of the Chiefs of Staff and

  War Cabinets, discussing the little details of the nothings that have happened?’14 Things would have to get worse in the months before

  Churchill became Prime Minister, and Ironside scarcely survived long enough to experience the benefits which ensued.




  Ironside’s lack of balance and gravitas are evident in the remarks about Poland and Czechoslovakia quoted above. He also displayed instability on two important issues in the autumn of

  1939. In September Gamelin raised the possibility of an Allied advance from the defences being prepared on the Franco-Belgian frontier to the line of the Escaut (or Scheldt).

  Ironside wrote to Gort and spoke out in Cabinet against this projected move: there was a danger of being caught in the open by low bombing attacks, and the Escaut Line, unreconnoitred and

  unprepared, would be linear and ineffective. Yet when Gamelin set out his reasons for the projected advance on 26 September Ironside acquiesced. No firm decision was taken and in the following

  weeks the General Staff prepared a paper stressing the folly of the advance unless the Allies could be sure of occupying defensive positions before the Germans attacked. Dill and Brooke (the Corps

  commanders) were unhappy about the project, as were some of the French field commanders. No new arguments were advanced by Gamelin, but on 9 November Ironside and Newall (the CAS) accepted his

  plan, to the dismay of the General Staff. Ironside explained to the War Cabinet that Gort had been placed under the French command and given the right of appeal to the Government, but since he had

  not done so they would be ill-advised to intervene.15 This was a curious line to be taken by the Cabinet’s senior adviser on military

  strategy, particularly as he knew that Gort was determined to play the part of a loyal ally.




  The other issue concerned the main role of the RAF’s bomber force in the event of a German attack in the West; should it, in short, be concentrated on close-support attacks on the

  enemy’s communications or should it be directed towards ‘strategic bombing’ of the Ruhr? Ironside was acutely aware of the derisory provision for close Army–Air support and

  was fighting for the Army to have control of its own aircraft. Yet in discussions with the Air Staff and Churchill, and later with the French war leaders, Ironside vehemently favoured bombing the

  Ruhr, declaring repeatedly that it would be ‘decisive’, apparently because he believed the German generals were rigid and inflexible and would be unable to readjust to this chaos in

  their rear. Slessor remarked that Ironside’s assessment went far beyond the Air Staff’s claims for the immediate effects of industrial bombing, while Gort was indignant that his CIGS

  had sold the pass on so contentious an inter-Service dispute.16




  Ironside was increasingly depressed by the Cabinet’s policy of ‘wait and see’ and the endless, futile discussions. Even Chamberlain, for whom he expressed considerable

  admiration, was described as ‘just a weary, tired old man, dominating at times all the other mediocrities who bear the responsibility with him’. His diary entries on Hore-Belisha become

  more frequent and more scathing.17 For his part, the War Minister told Liddell Hart that he wished he had chosen Ironside in the first place rather

  than Gort. Despite his limitations he had much more drive than any other soldier. He could always get a reasoned opinion from Tiny. On 14 December, with the axe of dismissal

  poised over his head, Hore-Belisha failed to take Chamberlain’s hint that he could have Gort and Ironside replaced if he lacked confidence in them.18




  Ironside played only a subsidiary role in the notorious ‘Pill box affair’ which provided the pretext for Hore-Belisha’s dismissal from the War Office early in January 1940, so

  the matter can be covered more fully in the essay on Gort. At the first hint of trouble between the War Minister and the Commander-in-Chief on 19 November, Ironside warned the former to be careful

  how he dealt with Gort. ‘He was put in by the King and must not be monkeyed about.’ It seems clear from Tiny’s own account that on 28 November he volunteered to go and examine the

  Field Force’s defences for himself. The notion that he had been sent out by the War Cabinet or Hore-Belisha only served to exacerbate the paranoiac atmosphere at GHQ. Whether Ironside went

  out to France with an open mind may be doubted: he certainly returned a staunch supporter of the GHQ line that Gort had been insulted and that, ‘H-B must go’. On 3 December Ironside saw

  the King, who was angry about the dispute. A fortnight later Tiny noted that in many ways it would be a pity if H-B had to go, but he found him impossible personally. When he heard of H-B’s

  resignation on 6 January he seemed genuinely surprised but felt a sense of intense relief.19




  Ironside’s role in advocating operations in Scandinavia between the end of December 1939 and mid-March 1940 does not enhance his reputation as a sound strategist; indeed it does much to

  justify Pownall’s linking his name with Churchill’s as ‘the Crazy Gang’. The opportunity for British operations in Scandinavia was of course provided by Finland’s

  gallant resistance against the Russian invasion, but from the outset Ironside saw assistance to Finland as no more than a pretext: the real objectives were the occupation of the Swedish iron ore

  fields around Gällivare and the distraction of German forces away from western Europe. Pownall was right to link the CIGS’s name with Churchill’s because both men fretted at

  Britain’s inactivity and longed to seize the initiative. But whereas Churchill favoured the lesser plan of mining the Norwegian leads to force German transport vessels into open waters and

  perhaps provoke a full-scale reaction, Ironside favoured the major scheme of a military expedition through Narvik along the electric railway into Sweden. Tiny believed that if Finnish resistance

  could be prolonged it would prevent a German advance in the Balkans. If Germany could be provoked into armed intervention in Scandinavia the Middle East would be kept quiet.

  An offensive through Narvik to Lulea (the Swedish port on the Gulf of Bothnia from which iron ore was shipped to Germany in the ice-free summer months) would offer the Allies a big return for

  little expenditure. It presented a chance to seize the initiative and throw confusion into German councils. On 26 December Churchill told Ironside that his own scheme – of mining the leads

  – would soon receive Cabinet approval. He did not think the Germans would be able to take action against Norway and Sweden before May and only then might Britain have to send a force through

  Narvik to Lulea.




  Ironside thought they had stumbled upon ‘the one great stroke which is open to us to turn the tables upon the Russians and Germans’. He saw that Norwegian and Swedish co-operation

  was vital but assumed that it could be obtained. He accepted that once an operation was started in Scandinavia it was likely to grow into a major campaign, but in that event it must be carried

  through ‘despite all other demands made upon our troops and material’. A few days later, however, he and the other Chiefs of Staff warned the Cabinet against implementing

  Churchill’s plan until their own forces were prepared. ‘It is like putting a stick inside a hornets’ nest without having provided yourself with a proper veil’, he wrote

  prophetically. Throughout January 1940 he continued to advocate the larger scheme, making the assumptions that ‘if we pushed in a brigade to Gällivare’ the Germans would be unable

  to react before May, and also that the enemy was incapable of mounting more than one operation at a time.20




  At the meeting of the Supreme War Council on 5 February Ironside found Daladier ‘genial’ and the French delegation delighted at Britain’s willingness to shoulder the main

  burden of the Scandinavian enterprise. Assuming Norwegian and Swedish acquiescence, the essence of the plan was to push a strong force through Narvik and Trondheim:




  

    

      

        We are supplying two divisions and two strong brigades, while the French supply a brigade of Chasseurs Alpins, two battalions of the Legion and four battalions of Poles. This

        will all pass across the Narvik–Lulea line and we shall sit down in strength upon our L. of C., making sure of Gällivare and Boden. I can see a whole host of objections from the

        Scandinavians, but what I most fear is a passive resistance – a strike amongst the officials of the railway.




        If we bring this off we shall have carried out a great coup, which will upset the even tenor of the German preparations. It may bring in Norway and Sweden. I don’t

        doubt that it will have an electrifying effect upon the Germans. They will have to come out in the open and declare themselves for or against the Russians.21


      


    


  




  Ironside showed awareness of the risks of the plan, but deemed them worthwhile if the German supply of iron ore could be stopped. He took it for granted

  that France was secure and could only benefit from the German diversion. This hair-raising scenario did not delight GHQ in France. Pownall penned a most devastating critique against ‘those

  master strategists Winston and Ironside’: communications and logistics would be a nightmare even if all went well; there was a real risk of antagonizing Russia; the Germans could

  easily mount an attack on the Western Front as well as in Scandinavia or the Balkans; and why should the Norwegians and Swedes allow us to make their countries a battlefield – if they

  were so pro-ally and anti-German, why did they not stop the ore supply themselves or let us buy it at an enhanced price?22




  Ironside continued to support the scheme up to the last minute, despite the opposition of other senior army officers involved in the planning such as Kennedy and Ismay, and Newall (the CAS) who

  described it as ‘hare-brained’. Chamberlain, too, was ‘horrified’ at the political risks involved, but the expedition was set to go ahead on 12 March when Finland’s

  timely collapse caused its postponement.23




  Making due allowance for Pownall’s hostility to Ironside, his anger at the CIGS’s failure to keep GHQ informed about the Scandinavian project and its repercussions on the Field Force

  in France were justified. As Pownall noted on 12 March, part of 5th Division had actually been withdrawn from France with a view to despatching it to Norway, III Corps had been held up in England,

  and the supply of ammunition to France had totally ceased in February because it was needed elsewhere. Pownall found consolation in the rumour that Ironside would shortly be appointed

  Commander-in-Chief in India.24




  When Anglo-French operations in Norway eventually began in early April the circumstances were entirely different to what Ironside had envisaged: in a brilliant combined operation the Germans

  seized Bergen, Trondheim and Narvik and soon achieved air dominance over the battle zone. Ironside supported the expedition to take Narvik, but he was almost alone among the decision-makers in

  realizing it would not be a ‘walkover’. On 14 April Churchill, who from the outset had dominated the British response, insisted against the CIGS’s violent protests that the rear

  half of the convoy carrying troops to Narvik be diverted to Trondheim. This predictably caused chaos and got the operation to seize Trondheim through a pincer movement from landings at Namsos and

  Andalsnes off to the worst possible start.




  Ironside, whose previous relations with Churchill had been very good, now became exasperated at the First Lord’s attempt to supervise all military operations as if he

  were a company commander. He also found Churchill’s see-saw changes of mood hard to cope with. The CIGS justifiably felt that his proper responsibility for military advice could not be

  exercised due to the frequent rambling discussions of the Chiefs of Staff, the ill-named Co-ordination Committee and the War Cabinet. As he noted on 19 April: ‘Strategy is directed by odd

  people who collect odd bits of information. This is discussed quite casually by everyone.’ Two days later he questioned the sanity of trying to run operations by committee with every

  morning’s Cabinet meeting taken up with descriptions in detail of every little incident in the fighting. It was like a lot of children playing a game of chances.25




  Perhaps Ironside’s most important achievement in the Norwegian campaign was to insist on the speedy evacuation of the Central Front (Namsos and Andalsnes) on 26 April. British ministers

  were relieved, but the CIGS was unhappy that he had felt obliged to force through this decision without consulting the French. On 7 May he fairly summed up the campaign as a muddle in every way.

  ‘Always too late. Changing plans and nobody directing. To bed very upset at the thought of our incompetence.’ He was obliged to admit that, contrary to his stereotyped view, the Germans

  had displayed a remarkable ability to improvise. An even greater shock was impending.26




  Ironside, like Gamelin, had at times hoped that the Germans would attack on the Western Front in the winter months of 1939–40, and he deluded himself, despite ominous signs, that French

  morale was sound. As late as 31 March he expressed a poor opinion of German generalship and staff work: an attack on the Western Front would be a terrible gamble for them. In October 1939 he had

  mentioned the Ardennes as a possible approach route for the Germans, but at that time their main thrust (in planning) was directed at central Belgium and the Netherlands.27 It seems probable that in May 1940 the CIGS was as surprised as the other Allied war leaders by the bold execution of the Manstein Plan.




  Ironside’s role in the battle of France was not of great significance. He knew his days as CIGS were numbered when Dill was brought back from France in late April as VCIGS. Gort and

  Pownall at GHQ had completely lost confidence in him. Lastly, even before he became Prime Minister on 10 May, Churchill was now presiding over both the Chiefs of Staff and the Co-ordination

  committees as a virtual Minister of Defence. On 19 May, however, Ironside was instructed by the War Cabinet to go over to France and order Gort to retreat south-west so as to

  link up with the main French armies supposedly assembling for a counter-attack to smash through the Panzer corridor now stretching tenuously to the Channel coast. Gort and Pownall quickly convinced

  him that the War Cabinet was hopelessly out of touch with events and that a retreat northward to the Channel ports offered the only faint hope of escape. Ironside also witnessed the French

  commanders’ moral collapse and was sufficiently exasperated to shake General Billotte by his tunic buttons. He believed that only a minute portion of the BEF could escape.28




  On 27 May Dill replaced Ironside as CIGS. He welcomed the change to a job more to his liking – Commander-in-Chief Home Forces – further sweetened by Churchill’s promise of a

  field-marshal’s baton in due course. The War Cabinet rightly believed he would infuse more drive and purpose into defence preparations and, as seemed all too likely, would be the best

  commander to lead the ill-trained, ill-equipped and totally inadequate forces remaining in the United Kingdom against an invading army.




  Ironside understandably, though wrongly, assumed that Hitler would have ordered thorough planning for the invasion, but he was more realistic than the Chiefs of Staff in appreciating that the

  Germans would be unlikely to attempt an invasion before achieving command of the air. When Ironside took up his command the most vulnerable area of the coastline seemed to lie between the Wash and

  Folkestone, but after the fall of France the whole of the southern coast was threatened. The number of troops available was superficially impressive but there was a dearth of guns and tanks,

  training was defective and the means of mobility lacking. Initially therefore Ironside had no alternative to organizing a largely static ‘crust’ of beach defences, with blocks and

  stop-lines further inland and a small mobile reserve north and west of London to counter-attack landings in East Anglia or on the south coast. In the first half of June Ironside’s

  difficulties were exacerbated by the removal of some of his best units for the ill-fated second BEF.




  Ironside presented his complete plans to the Chiefs of Staff Committee on 25 June. They comprised five main elements. First, an extended ‘crust’ along the probable invasion beaches

  whose defenders would fight where they stood to gain time and break up all penetrations. Second, there would be blocks manned by Local Defence Volunteers (later renamed the Home Guard) equipped

  with ‘Molotov cocktails’ and other devices to use against tanks. Thirdly, small, local mobile reserves would be mounted in armoured fighting vehicles such as

  ‘Ironsides’. Fourthly, there was to be a strong static defence line constructed to stop any breakthrough from reaching London or the industrial Midlands. Lastly, there was the GHQ

  Reserve consisting initially of one armoured and the equivalent of three infantry divisions.29




  On the following day Ironside’s scheme was severely criticized by Lord Hankey (Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster) and the Vice Chiefs of Staff. They were alarmed at the implication that

  ‘the main resistance might only be offered after the enemy had overrun nearly half the country, and obtained possession of aerodromes and other vital facilities’. They also deplored the

  plan’s lack of attention to the south coast. This scheme they described as ‘completely unsound’ and ‘nothing short of suicidal’.30




  The Chiefs of Staff were more sympathetic to Ironside’s problems and confirmed that his plan of defence was ‘generally sound’, but they required him to revise his paper

  clarifying his determination to resist the enemy on the beaches and his intentions regarding the location and use of reserves.31 Ironside and his

  chief of staff, General Sir Bernard Paget, were exasperated by repeatedly being summoned to explain their plans; and although Churchill nominally supported the Commander-in-Chief, his memorandum of

  28 June caused further confusion. In this paper, in curious contrast to his recent and famous ‘We shall fight them on the beaches’ speech, he wrote that ‘The battle will be won or

  lost, not on the beaches, but by the mobile brigades and the main reserves.’32 By the end of June Ironside believed that the Chiefs of Staff

  were confused about what the priorities for home defence should be or what could reasonably be expected given the limited forces available. He was also aware of criticism from some of the senior

  commanders, including Montgomery, Auchinleck and, above all, Brooke, who took up Southern Command on 26 June. Brooke felt strongly that more effort should be put into creating a strong reserve for

  mobile operations; he also believed that the Germans’ main thrust would come not across the North Sea but across the Channel against the south coast.33 On 17 July Brooke seized his opportunity when showing Churchill the south coast defences to convince the Prime Minister that a change of Home Forces Commander was needed and

  that he was the man for the job.34 Two days later Ironside’s supersession by Brooke was announced. Ironside took his sudden replacement

  philosophically. Though sometimes irritated by Churchill he had greatly admired his courageous leadership during the prolonged crisis since he had become Prime Minister. Churchill in turn appreciated Ironside’s performance as Commander-in-Chief Home Forces and the soldierly dignity with which he accepted his supersession. He was promptly promoted

  field-marshal and in 1941 received a peerage.




  Reviewing the Ironside Diaries in 1962, A. J. P. Taylor concluded: ‘Few men have been less successful as CIGS, and none has been more conscious of it.’35 Ironside was certainly aware of his shortcomings and he had recognized from the outset that he was far from ideally suited for the post. In conclusion,however, three

  points may be advanced in mitigation of Mr Taylor’s severe judgement. In contrast to the other two services the Army was largely inactive during Ironside’s period in office. Similarly,

  with the notable exception of Churchill, Chamberlain’s War Cabinet took a predominantly passive and Micawberish view of grand strategy that was alien to Ironside’s restless temperament.

  Finally, he had to function in a loose structure of decision-making through a plethora of committees with ill-defined responsibilities which were lacking in co-ordination and direction from the

  top. One may question whether any other CIGS between, say, 1922 and 1945 would have done better in these circumstances.36




  NOTES




  Note. I have not been able to examine the original Ironside diaries which are currently in the custody of his official biographer, Dr Wesley Wark, in Canada. Dr Wark has

  kindly read and commented on this essay in draft but I remain entirely responsible for its contents. I am also very grateful to Dr David Newbold for permitting me to make use of the section of his

  doctoral thesis (on Britain’s preparations to meet a German invasion on land in World War II) covering Ironside’s period as Commander-in-Chief Home Forces.
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  CHRONOLOGY: EDMUND IRONSIDE




  1880, May 6




  

    

      Born in Edinburgh


    


  




  1883–7




  

    

      Tonbridge School


    


  




  1887–9




  

    

      Royal Military Academy, Woolwich; commissioned Royal Artillery


    


  




  1899–1902




  

    

      South African War (despatches, Queen’s Medal with 3 clasps, King’s Medal with 2 clasps)


    


  




  1908




  

    

      Captain


    


  




  1909–12




  

    

      Brigade Major


    


  




  1913–14




  

    

      Staff College, Camberley


    


  




  1914, October




  

    

      GSO3, 6th Division


    


  




  1915




  

    

      GSO2; marries Mariot Ysobel Cheyne (one s, one d); awarded DSO


    


  




  1916–17




  

    

      GSO1, 4th Canadian Division; brevet Lieutenant-Colonel


    


  




  1918




  

    

      Commands 99 Infantry Brigade, 2nd Division; awarded CMG; promoted brevet Colonel


    


  




  1918, October–1919, October




  

    

      C-in-C Allied Troops Archangel; promoted major-general; knighted (KCB) 1918 (his account, Archangel 1918–1919, published 1953)


    


  




  1920




  

    

      Commands Ismid Force


    


  




  1921




  

    

      Commands North Persian Force


    


  




  1922–6




  

    

      Commandant, Staff College, Camberley


    


  




  1926–8




  

    

      Commands 2nd Division, Aldershot


    


  




  1928–31




  

    

      GOC Meerut District, India


    


  




  1931–3




  

    

      Half-pay, Lieutenant, Tower of London


    


  




  1933–6




  

    

      Quartermaster-General, India; promoted General, 1935


    


  




  1936–8




  

    

      GOC Eastern District; awarded GCB 1938


    


  




  1938–9




  

    

      Governor and C-in-C, Gibraltar


    


  




  1939, May–September




  

    

      Inspector-General of Overseas Forces


    


  




  1939, September 3 – 1940, May 27




  

    

      Chief of the Imperial General Staff


    


  




  1940, May 27 – July 19




  

    

      C-in-C Home Forces; promoted Field-Marshal


    


  




  1941




  

    

      Created Baron Ironside of Archangel


    


  




  1959, September 22




  

    

      Dies in London
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    GORT




    Field-Marshal Lord Gort




    BRIAN BOND


 


 


 


 




  The late Sir John Colville aptly called his biography of Gort Man of Valour, for whatever his subject’s limitations of mind and personality, few ever questioned his

  outstanding courage. When the French Prime Minister Reynaud dared to do so at the height of Anglo-French friction during the Dunkirk evacuation he received a furious rebuke from Sir Edward Spears.

  Spears himself reflected:




  

    It had never occurred to me nor, I fancy, to any of his contemporaries to describe Gort as intelligent above the average. But, as far as that goes, Foch

    was not intelligent either . . . But he was an undoubtedly great man nevertheless, for he had other qualities, steadfastness, resolution, courage, and so had Gort, who in addition possessed the

    great virtue of loyalty.1


  




  Gort attained the heights of his profession as CIGS and Commander-in-Chief of the Field Force (between 1937 and 1940) and at a comparatively young age, but then suffered the

  common fate of British commanders at the start of a war, being made the scapegoat for peacetime neglect of the army and relegated to the sidelines.




  John Standish Surtees Prendergast Vereker was born in 1886 and succeeded his father as sixth Viscount Gort in the Irish peerage in 1902. He was educated at Harrow and Sandhurst and commissioned

  into the Grenadier Guards in 1905. In the First World War he performed excellently as a staff officer, particularly in the Operations Branch at GHQ where he played an

  important part in planning the operations in 1917. But it was as a battalion and brigade commander that he achieved the truly outstanding reputation for bravery which ensured him a distinguished

  career in the post-war Army. In 1917 he was awarded the DSO and bar when commanding the 4th Battalion Grenadier Guards and was twice badly wounded. In March 1918 he displayed conspicuous bravery at

  Arras in helping to check the German offensive and was awarded a second bar. But his greatest exploit was on 27 September 1918 when, again badly wounded, he was awarded the Victoria Cross as

  temporary commander of 3 Guards Brigade in the storming of the Canal du Nord and the Hindenburg Line. He also won the Military Cross and was eight times mentioned in despatches. As Gort’s

  entry in the Dictionary of National Biography sums up, he acquired ‘a reputation for the rarest gallantry, complete disregard of personal danger and power to keep alive in his troops a

  spirit of endeavour untamed by loss and strain’.2




  After the war Gort made steady, if not spectacular, progress. He was an instructor at the Staff College in 1921, was promoted Colonel in 1925, Commander of the Guards Brigade in 1930, Director

  of Military Training in India 1932, and in 1936 returned to the Staff College as Commandant. In 1937 Gort’s career prospects were transformed when Hore-Belisha appointed him, first, Military

  Secretary at the War Office and, shortly afterwards, the youngest ever CIGS. He skipped the rank of lieutenant-general to become a full general and in so doing passed above many officers senior to

  him on the Army List including Dill, Brooke and Wavell.




  In early life Gort had acquired the ridiculous and inappropriate nickname of Tat Boy’, but was later known familiarly as ‘Jack’. In what would now be termed his

  ‘lifestyle’ he was austere and self-denying, indeed he seemed to delight in privations and expected others to do the same. On his appointment to the Staff College in 1936 one colonel

  remarked: ‘He will have all the beds made of concrete and hosed down with cold water nightly.’ His suggestion that officers might use their leisure hours at Camberley learning to fly

  rather than following the drag hunt was not widely appreciated. He also had a schoolboy sense of fun which he never entirely grew out of. In his days as an instructor at the Staff College in the

  early 1920s he had been a ringleader in various rags, such as squirting hoses under the bedroom doors of those who retired too early on mess nights, and – as will be

  seen later – he was not above treating the War Minister to similar horseplay in 1939.




  Gort had married his cousin Corinna Vereker in 1911 but this did not prove a successful partnership and the marriage was dissolved in 1925. While Lady Gort actually broke up the marriage, Gort

  himself may have contributed. As his commander in the Shanghai Relief Force in 1927, General John Duncan, revealingly wrote to his own wife:




  

    He is a bit too intense for peacetime soldiering. He is a very fine soldier and extremely able, but he is in a class by himself and works himself to

    death. It may be the result of his domestic troubles, but if he was like this before I can quite imagine his wife leaving him.3


  




  When Gort was rather surprisingly appointed CIGS in December 1937 his biographer assessed his qualities as follows:




  

    there was no more honest man than Gort and if none would have called him brilliant, his integrity, experience, shrewd common sense and that most worthy

    of all qualities, true simplicity . . . were a combination that was certain to attract loyalty and might reasonably be expected to achieve success.


  




  In the opinion of his contemporaries, however, he was regarded as an ideal man to command a division.4




  In promoting Gort to the highest appointment in the Army, Hore-Belisha hoped he would supply the drive for pushing through overdue reforms while his character would appeal to the troops and

  enhance the Service’s reputation with the public. Sir Ronald Adam as his deputy would supply the brains and adroitness necessary in the Chiefs of Staff Committee and the Committee of Imperial

  Defence. Sir John Kennedy’s opinion, that ‘In the War Office this fine fighting soldier was like a fish out of water’,5 may be too

  severe, but it soon became apparent that Gort was not ideally suited to be CIGS. As we shall see, one of Gort’s salient characteristics throughout his life was an obsession with detail,

  sometimes to the exclusion or neglect of the broader picture.




  Nevertheless, Gort became CIGS at a time when the energetic and ambitious Hore-Belisha – greatly aided by international events – was bringing Army reform to the forefront of British

  politics, and he played an important part in the great improvements that were accomplished before the outbreak of war. This is not the place for a detailed account of Hore-Belisha’s

  reforms,6 but Gort’s most important achievement, helped by his able Director of Military Operations, Major-General Henry Pownall, was to get

  the Army’s continental commitment recognized by the Government (finally achieved in February 1939), with the resultant rush to get its equipment, weapons and transport

  modernized – and part of the Territorial Army earmarked for development as its eventual Reserve. Though he remained ignorant of the French Army’s weaknesses, Gort was convinced that

  Germany was Britain’s most likely enemy, that the Field Force must be made ready for despatch to France and that the pre-1939 plan to send only two divisions was a completely inadequate

  contribution to an alliance.7




  Quite apart from the blighting of individual careers, it was a tragedy for the British Army that Gort and Hore-Belisha proved unable to work amicably together. Pownall, a prejudiced, partisan

  admirer of Gort, thought the two men could never get on: ‘a great gentleman and an obscure, shallow-brained charlatan, political Jewboy’. By the summer of 1939 Pownall believed

  Hore-Belisha was trying to manoeuvre Gort into resignation but he should refuse to budge; the War Minister’s Cabinet colleagues were allegedly sick of him and would surely oust him from

  office after the general election – due in 1940. Gort and Pownall disliked and resented many things about Hore-Belisha, but chief among them were his flamboyant personality, his unorthodox

  style in conducting Army business – particularly appointments – and his reliance for advice on Captain B. H. Liddell Hart, The Times’ military correspondent. For his part,

  it seems unlikely that Hore-Belisha reciprocated Gort’s animosity, but the CIGS’s distrust and dislike of him clearly penetrated even Hore-Belisha’s thick skin. The unfortunate

  result was that for several months before the outbreak of war Hore-Belisha and his chief military adviser were barely on speaking terms and saw as little of each other as possible. Hore-Belisha

  dealt increasingly with Gort’s deputy, Adam, and with junior staff officers such as Kennedy.




  Thus peacetime civil-military relations in twentieth-century Britain reached their nadir in 1939. To judge by the Pownall and Ironside diaries, all the fault was on one side. But Gort’s

  biographer corrects this impression, pointing out that the CIGS offered his political chief no affection or understanding and little credit for his many admirable reforms. A less formal CIGS,

  capable of overlooking or even laughing at the War Minister’s irritating mannerisms and methods, might have gained the latter’s confidence and achieved a working relationship.

  ‘Gort stood firmly by his principles and it cannot be denied that he sometimes confused principle and prejudice.’8




  Clearly the Army’s deficiencies on the outbreak of war resulted from years of inadequate funding and political neglect, and Gort as CIGS could only to a very small extent be held

  responsible for them. Nevertheless he had failed to press the cause of mechanization and the formation of armoured divisions; the handful of tank experts had been dispersed

  and not given the key appointments either at the War Office or in commands. Perhaps even more deplorable Gort, though a keen supporter of inter-service co-operation, had failed to win any

  substantial increase of air co-operation squadrons, much less to gain direct authority for the future Commander of the Field Force over the bombers of the Advanced Air Striking Force.
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