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            PREFACE

         

         This book probes a deep-rooted struggle: the continuing contest between the media and the military in which one side waves the banner of freedom of speech and the other trumpets the security of the state. Is this a result of a clash of cultures, or are the high-profile problems that sometimes occur in military–media relations the result of other pressures? The political environment in which soldiers and reporters have to work obviously influences both, but their respective institutional frameworks are also key factors influencing the way they operate. As a much older institution, the military sometimes – often – resents the way the more modern mass media covers military activity. In peacetime the media seems uninterested – unless there is a barracks murder, a scandal over women at sea, a homosexual rape or some other ‘bad news’. While soldiers are training for war, enduring in the process what few other human beings have to undergo physically and psychologically, journalists seem to be anarchic, anti-establishment, sceptical, disrespectful of authority, competitive to the point of ‘dog eat dog’, and what Kurt Vonnegut described as ‘voyeurs of strangers’ misery’. When war breaks out – a phenomenon that modern societies regard as a last resort and a failure of peacetime politics – the reporters flock to the scene like packs of wolves, revelling in the killing fields. From the military point of view, you now have civilians on the battlefield – to them reporters are a bloody nuisance, ignorant of what soldiers have been training for and ill versed in the art of war. The military preoccupation with secrecy and OPSEC (operational security) clashes with the journalistic necessity for publicity and even sensationalism. The resultant tensions bubble over into post-conflict relations until the next war, when the cycle of resentment and mutual incompatibility begins once again in debates over the need to know versus the media’s claims to a right to know.
         

         Behind the rhetorical flourishes, however, war correspondents and frontline officers, often despite themselves, are frequently similar in temperament and sometimes even in patriotic objectives. They share many of the psychological characteristics that come with experiencing the reality of combat. This band of brothers experiences what the rest of humanity usually only observes from a distance, through the ‘prying lenses’ of television. Interestingly, radio correspondents and newspaper reporters tend to attract less opprobrium; we live in a visual society in which the camera is king, the ‘camera never lies’ and ‘seeing is believing’. Of course, in our modern society – characterised by digital technology that disseminates all sorts of information and images instantaneously and globally, 24/7 – we know that in the kingdom of the blind, the one-eyed man is king. And journalists are the Cyclopes of a kingdom so saturated with information that ordinary observers can barely make sense of the world in which they live. In war zones, far from the norms of civilian culture, death is a common denominator. Both soldiers and journalists accept the possibility of death. Indeed, upon it they build their careers.
         

         Wars are the ultimate audit of a state, although Western democracies no longer fight each other; for all its faults, so far the European Union has achieved its primary purpose: to outlaw war among member states. Previously, in the two world wars and then in the Cold War that stemmed from them, governments forced citizens to accept censorship in exchange for the promise of national survival. The fall of the Berlin Wall – and UN peace enforcement in particular – introduced the so-called wars of choice, in which critics demanded to know precisely what their soldiers were doing in their name. Ten years after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the ‘global war on terror’ reintroduced ideological warfare between different belief systems, the purported clash of civilisations characterised by constant war abroad and heightened alert at home, while draconian antiterrorism measures prompted increasing evasion and secrecy in Washington and London.
         

         All Western governments pay lip service to the theory that the media can audit their warriors and the politicians who send them off to war, but the publicity surrounding the disclosure of the Abu Ghraib prison abuses showed that sometimes that theory becomes practice. This study examines how military forces, sometimes under government orders, have circumvented democratic accountability. They have done so for a number of reasons, including instinctive military secrecy, reflex aversion in the defence ministries to public disclosure by civilians, and downright political chicanery, as well as the purported rationale of disguising vital information from the ‘enemy’. The evidence comes mainly from wars fought by Western states, particularly the United States and the United Kingdom, although sometimes comparable examples are taken from more authoritarian polities.
         

         This book covers various elements of the media, including print, radio, television, film and still photography. For a generation after the Crimean War correspondents and war photographers served complementary but different roles. By the 1890s, new technology, especially more portable cameras and better printing processes, allowed them to merge into a single profession: the photojournalist. While soldiers took cover, the photojournalists had to keep their heads up and take pictures – the closer, the better. Some of the best, such as Robert Capa, were killed in the process. For most of the twentieth century journalists tended to specialise: snappers (photographers) and scribblers (print media) or radio and TV reporters prided themselves on the demarcation between them. But more recently cost-cutting and technology (especially ultra-light digital cameras linked to laptop computers) have again fused the different crafts of the wordsmith and the image maker.
         

         Since modern war reporting began in the mid-nineteenth century the central questions have always been: how much should be told? And when? At one extreme is the American censor who said, ‘I would tell the people nothing until the war is over. Then I would tell them who won.’ Conversely, it could be argued that TV viewers should be permitted to see the ‘splatter shots’ – blood and gore, smashed bodies, bayonetted babies, raped women – in order to expose the wrongdoers and excite sufficient moral indignation to prompt NATO or the United Nations (UN) to deploy forces, as happened in the Balkans during the 1990s. In the final analysis, war correspondents and their editorial bosses at home must forge their own individual compromise between evading censorship and wallowing in total licence. They walk the tightrope between voyeuristic war pornography and the dangers of ‘compassion fatigue’, or desensitising audiences to what real war can do to real people.
         

         Striking this balance is crucial for the simple reason that the war correspondent’s job is quite different from domestic reporting, not only because it is so personally dangerous and professionally demanding, nor even because only a small minority of journalists graduate into the profession by being good (or crazy) enough to cover conflicts effectively. Rather, war reporting can have a very real impact on the numbers of lives lost – or saved. Domestic reporting may sometimes topple governments, but it rarely plays god.
         

         In the face of such moral burdens, how should journalists deal with military and political authorities who may try to suppress information that should be disclosed to the electorate? Jeremy Paxman, one of the most hard-nosed of British television journalists, famously remarked that a broadcaster’s attitude towards politicians should display the same degree of respect that a dog reserves for the lamp-post. That’s fine for the decorous rancour of a TV studio, but it wouldn’t always be recommended with, say, a Chechen or an Afghan warlord. Flying bullets, the crump of mortars or even a punch in the nose teach rapid lessons in interview etiquette. In war zones, facing mutual dangers and sharing information, journalists and soldiers often learn to compromise. To survive they must strike a deal. Correspondents frequently self-censor their reports to keep their vital military sources ‘on-side’; news is fudged. The individual tactics of war reporting can be as complex as the strategy of national propaganda campaigns. War is often hell, and war correspondents are not angels, despite the former fashion of white suits and the current one of pious rhetoric.

         This book attempts to explain how democracies report wars. First, it provides a narrative account of how the media has covered all the major and some minor wars of the twentieth century. Second, it offers a frontline analysis from the perspective of soldiers and of humble ‘hacks’ (as journalists call themselves). The story frequently zooms out from the frontline and into the corridors of power to consider the vantage point of generals and government ministers. Third, and more implicitly, it evaluates the current debate over the impact of media coverage on foreign and defence policy.

         We will also explore some media myths. Ever since the Vietnam War in the 1960s and 1970s, the military has tended to display open hostility to journalists (even though war correspondents were by and large ‘on-side’ during that conflict, as indeed in most previous conflicts). More recently, however, journalists have become a crucial element of war planning, not least because of extensive ‘embedding’ and new military doctrines such as information operations. Public affairs, or what the British call ‘media operations’ (media ops), has become a key part of contemporary military doctrinal thinking and war fighting.

         This shift is, in fact, a return to historical norms. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, military–media relations were generally cooperative, not conflicting, especially during wars of national survival. Provocation of public anger and dissent at home was the exception, epitomised by the father of all war correspondents, William Howard Russell, and his critical coverage of the British army’s conduct during the Crimean War. More contemporary exceptions are the Suez Crisis of 1956 and the Iraq War of 2003, which deeply divided public opinion, especially in Britain and Europe.
         

         If cooperation is generally the rule, what are the reasons for this, bearing in mind the intrinsic dichotomies of media disclosure and military secrecy? How does the interface between the reporter’s right to know and the military’s almost knee-jerk commitment to ‘operational security’ actually work? Does this create a gap between images of war and the harsh realities of the battlefield? Is modern embedding a Faustian pact for journalists, whereby reporters trade off freedom to say what they like for security and access to dangerous, newsworthy places? And in the process, do journalists evolve from simple observers to actual participants? Usually, three or four days under fire can turn individuals into the best of buddies (and occasionally worst enemies). How has modern technology – especially live satellite broadcasting from the frontline and the use of mobile-phone cameras – influenced journalism, military conduct and even the public’s perception of what is occurring?
         

         A warning is necessary here. Journalists are more prone to subjectivity than most professionals precisely because they believe they are uniquely immune to its seduction. Of course, total objectivity is clinically impossible, especially after witnessing a massacre or two, but journalists should strive for it and reject the temptations of advocacy journalism. War correspondents may bond (or pretend to bond) with the warriors who share their food or armoured vehicle. Ultimately, however, hacks must refuse to take sides, especially when they are covering wars fought by their own nationals. This is the prime imperative of war reportage.
         

         The authors need, therefore, to inject a personal note. Paul Moorcraft worked as a freelance war correspondent for print, radio and TV networks in many of the conflicts of the last thirty years. He also worked inside the military machine during various separate stints in the UK Ministry of Defence: as an inmate of the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst, later at the UK Joint Services Command and Staff College, then in Whitehall, and also in media operations in the field. Philip Taylor researched in the area of military–media relations and the dreaded field of propaganda for more than thirty years. He firmly believed in the need for academics to interact with their subject matter and worked, for half that time, with military forces engaged in psychological operations, information operations and media operations (described as ‘public affairs’ in the United States and ‘public information’ in other NATO countries).
         

         We hope this extensive first-hand experience brings a fresh perspective to this latest examination of war and the media. And, with all the keyboard courage we can muster, we shall attempt to apply Paxman’s dictum not only to deserving politicians but equally to journalists and military personnel.
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            CHAPTER 1

            THE ORIGINS OF WAR REPORTING

         

         The history of mankind, as the famous British war correspondent Charles à Court Repington once remarked, is the history of war. Warfare has been a permanent condition of human existence, rather than a temporary aberration from the supposed ‘normality’ or ideal of peace. Yet a fundamental point to remember is that the experiences of those who actually fought in battles and of those who merely read about them or watch them from afar have been quite different. The gap between image and reality is huge. In the process of description, the sheer brutality of the experience of warfare goes through a process of mediation that turns it into something quite different – an epic poem, a painting or, more recently, a film, a television documentary or a news report. Of course, modern journalism is a relatively recent phenomenon. An eventual by-product of the invention of the printing press in the fifteenth century, newspapers, as we understand them today, began to appear several hundred years later. The mass circulation of newspapers is really a twentieth-century phenomenon, as, of course, is broadcasting and the cinema. Indeed, the arrival of these truly mass media is what distinguishes the twentieth century from all periods before it. However, that the gap between image and reality has narrowed somewhat does not mean that it has been eradicated.
         

         Nonetheless, nothing springs from nothing, and it is important to understand the historical antecedents of contemporary war reporting, not least because so many aspects of today’s military–media relationship were experienced long before the century of ‘total war’.
         

         SHOOTING THE MESSENGER

         According to some ancient sources, the Greeks disliked bad news so intensely that the runners carrying it from one point to another were sometimes killed. Thus began a long history of ‘shooting the messenger’, a history that extends to the modern-day media, which thrives on bad news. It is frequently said that history is written by the victors and, of course, victory in war is the source of national celebration and commemoration of those who have lost their lives. In the classical Greek period scribes recorded wars rather than reporting them, often many years after the event. As such, the records we have are riddled with myth and propaganda and are based on oral accounts passed down through generations by storytellers. Written five hundred years after the event, Homer’s Iliad devotes more than half of its space to depictions of battles and the heroes who fought them. Together with his other epic poem, the Odyssey, Homer tells us less about the actual events of the Trojan War (indeed we are not certain it even happened) and more about how later Greeks used this ‘event’ as the historical moment that defined their unity, culture and character. Writing about the history of war is often more about the present than the past and, until the arrival of the war correspondent in the mid-nineteenth century, it was less a matter of record and more a matter of myth.
         

         Virgil, writing in Latin at the height of Roman power, followed the Homeric tradition in his famous masterpiece, the Aeneid. The Asian equivalent, the Mahābhārata, reworked between 400 and 200 BC, describes the tremendous struggles that resulted from the Aryan invasion of the Indus Valley more than one thousand years earlier. Its one hundred thousand couplets make it probably the longest poem ever written. The Mahābhārata is also one of the greatest surviving accounts of primitive war, fought almost exclusively by foot soldiers armed with bows and arrows.1
         

         But these were poetic interpretations of military history and popular myths, not factual reporting; they lack the authenticity and stylistic immediacy of eyewitness accounts. The Athenian historian Thucydides was a general who was exiled from Athens following his failure to prevent the city of Amphipolis falling into Spartan hands. Although his The History of the Peloponnesian War must also be treated with some caution given his background and the first-hand accounts he personally collected during the rest of the conflict, his history of the Athenians’ disastrous war against Sparta in the fifth century BC can legitimately be seen as a compelling forerunner of modern war reporting.2
         

         Military commanders themselves have written some of the most powerful and immediate war records. In 401 BC Xenophon led his army of Greek mercenaries in an epic retreat.3 His detailed description of directing his troops through the snows of modern Kurdistan contains ‘human interest’ details reminiscent, for example, of accounts of the siege of Stalingrad.4 Likewise, Julius Caesar’s understated style contains many of the elements of modern war reportage; for instance, in his description of his landing on British soil in 55 BC, he adds what journalists today would call a ‘sound-bite’. The Roman landing force, accustomed to fighting on land, encountered stiff resistance from the natives massed on the beach. Caesar records the standard-bearer of the tenth legion shouting, ‘Jump down, comrades, unless you want to surrender our eagle to the enemy; I, at any rate, mean to do my duty to my country and my general.’5
         

         The Jewish historian Josephus, who sympathised with the Romans, indulged in what nowadays would be termed sensationalism. In his portrayal of the siege of Jerusalem in AD 70, he writes in almost tabloid style of a woman, driven by hunger and anger at her inevitable death, committing a crime against nature: ‘Seizing her child, an infant at the breast, she cried, “My poor baby, why should I keep you alive in this world of war and famine?”’ Then she kills her baby son, roasts him, eats half of the body, and keeps the rest for a later meal.6 Although Josephus is considered an unreliable witness by modern historians, and the contemporary parallels should not be overdone, there are nonetheless elements of continuity not only in the abiding fascination with the detailed horrors of war but also in the overall aims of the stories. Right from the outset, epic poems and prose chronicles of war had a political purpose: to bolster the authority of the current ruler, which, for both Virgil and Josephus, was the Roman Empire.
         

         After the collapse of the centralising power of the Roman Empire, myths and legends of military prowess became even more integral to the survival of warrior societies in the flux and chaos of the so-called ‘Dark Ages’. A central core of early medieval war stories centred on the various versions of La Chanson de Roland, based on Roland’s defence of the rearguard of Charlemagne’s army as it marched through the pass of Roncesvalles in the Pyrenees in AD 778. Roland’s self-sacrifice became the prime motif of chivalric literature. In Anglo-Saxon and Celtic tradition bards accompanied warriors into battle to add first-hand piquancy to their prose and poetry. In an illiterate tribal society, the oral traditions recorded genealogical and political legitimacy as well as flattering princes with praise-poems. From these stories and myths emerged the Arthurian legends, which later melded into chivalric traditions based on Roland and other knights. In a historical example from a later period (1400–1409), Owain Glyn Dŵr led the last major Celtic rebellion against English rule in Wales, while his faithful bard Iolo Goch proclaimed his lord’s prowess.7
         

         From Charlemagne to the time of Owain Glyn Dŵr, ‘war reporting’ consisted largely of heroic combats between individual knights or sagas of noble leaders spearheading competing armies. One of the last flowerings of this tradition was the papal propaganda to support the crusades in the Holy Land from 1095 onward. The church fused religion and reportage to buttress Christendom’s wars with the Muslim world.
         

         As the honour of individual swordsmanship gave way to the more mechanical and massed warfare of the bullet and cannonball, the annals of war became less heroic and the literature began to present more realistic portrayals of combat. In 1609, for example, Samuel Daniel wrote of ‘artillerie, th’ infernall instrument, new-brought from hell’ in his account of England’s Wars of the Roses in the fifteenth century.8 His readers were perhaps as appalled by his detailed descriptions of the human impact of the latest engine of war, artillery fire, as modern generations were affected by written and photographic accounts of the nuclear attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
         

         Improving technology was bound to influence not only warfare but also the means of reporting it. In the mid-fifteenth century, Johann Gutenberg pioneered printing by movable type, and this revolution, by initially producing more accessible Bibles, changed not only religion but also government and commerce. Printing prompted the Reformation and the beginnings of the press; the first newspapers written in English appeared in the 1620s. Spurred by demand for news during the English civil war, fourteen newspapers were on sale in London by 1645. Many of the early newspapers were highly polemical, and successive governments imposed restrictions on them. A tax on paper limited many eighteenth-century newspapers to four pages; there was also a tax on advertisements and a stamp duty.9 Some of the local information was founded on gossip and imagination or copied from rival publications. Writers lifted international news from foreign journals or based their accounts on travellers’ letters and reports.
         

         If sometimes newspapers said too much editors were fined and imprisoned; at other times they said too little. The British forces’ defeat at the Battle of New Orleans in January 1815 received little coverage in British papers, and the few that did mention it declared it an English victory. Soldiers fought this bloodiest battle of the Anglo-American War of 1812 more than two weeks after a peace settlement had been concluded in Ghent. Some journalistic ignorance might be excused, however, as news then travelled at a slow pace. But English newspapers were too concerned with the escape of Napoleon and the events that culminated in Waterloo to be diverted by embarrassing American victories in faraway places. As ever, the press processed news that immediately concerned its readers.
         

         Continental Europe enjoyed a period of relative peace for the rest of the nineteenth century. True, there were revolutions and short wars, but nothing to compare with the upheavals of the French Revolution and Napoleonic conflicts. This ‘Long Peace’ and the spread of the industrial revolution spawned a series of media advances. In the newspaper industry, mechanical typesetting was developed in 1838 and the rotary press in 1846. These technologies, combined with linotype composition, devised in 1844, would allow 30,000 copies of a newspaper to be printed in one hour. Early newspapers were composed of dull, dense columns, although magazines were spiced by artists’ impressions of wars. In the late 1830s Louis Daguerre developed photography; John MacCosh, a surgeon in the Bengal Army, used an improved process known as the calotype. MacCosh was one of the first war photographers, managing to take small portraits of officers and men during the Second Sikh War (1848–49), but it was technically impossible to reproduce these pictures in newspapers. It was not until 1880 that a photograph printed by the halftone method (in the New York Daily Graphic) allowed the slow phasing out of the laborious process of engraved wood block and line drawings.10
         

         Rapid printing was all very well, but how could foreign news be transmitted more effectively from far-away war zones to newspaper offices? Previously, messages depended on the fastest horse or sailing ship; balloons had been tried, and in 1832 an English paper, the True Sun, carried news of French troops moving on Antwerp with the headline of ‘Just arrived by a carrier pigeon’. Pigeons could travel at 35 miles per hour; the newly invented steam trains were reaching speeds of 50 miles per hour. What accelerated communications in the nineteenth century – with a similar effect to that of computers in the late twentieth century – was a process that could send information at 186,000 miles per second: the telegraph.
         

         In 1844 Samuel Morse, an artist and portrait painter, opened the first telegraph line, between Baltimore and Washington. One early witness of the first telegraphic transmissions declared: ‘Time and space are now annihilated.’11 In 1851 a submarine cable linked Britain and France, and a line spanned the Atlantic successfully in 1866. Surprisingly, many of the early war correspondents seemed extremely reluctant to use the telegraph; the same could be said for Alexander Graham Bell’s invention of the telephone in 1876. Besides, most of the colonial war reporting in the second half of the nineteenth century took place far away from telegraph lines and certainly far from the newfangled telephone. Journalists either undertook long journeys by horse (or camel) or used dispatch riders. This, of course, added much colour to their often highly personalised accounts of colonial warfare. And by the end of the century, radio developed from the wireless telegraph invented in 1896 by Guglielmo Marconi.
         

         Allied to inventions in printing, photo-reproduction, telegraphy and radio were important social developments in Europe and North America: urbanisation, the extension of the franchise, compulsory education and, hence, improved literacy. The expansion of rail networks and later development of the petrol engine enhanced distribution of newspapers. The age of mass newspaper circulation had arrived. So, too, had an electorate, especially in Britain, that was highly sensitive to the political nuances of the imperial wars that fascinated the Victorian press.
         

         Military defeats had presaged the collapse of governments and rulers throughout history, but it was not until the mid-nineteenth century that colonial battles could be dissected so quickly in the metropole because of improvements in communications technology. The disastrous defeat of an army at the Battle of New Orleans could be almost ignored in London, but seven decades later the killing in the Sudan of one man, Major General Charles George ‘Chinese’ Gordon, could actually threaten the British government’s survival. The advent of the modern war correspondent – the so-called ‘specials’ – would play a role in bolstering or undermining the stability of governments. Whereas chieftains used to kill messengers bearing bad news in the Greek tradition, democracies resorted to censorship. Although formalised military censorship was not introduced until late in the nineteenth century, the key issue – whether to withhold military information in the perceived national interest or allow the Fourth Estate to tell the general public – predates the revolution in mass communication.

         
         

         THE RISE OF THE SPECIALS

         At the beginning of the nineteenth century, war reporting consisted of official dispatches, travellers’ tales, diplomatic gossip, direct copies from foreign periodicals and occasional, usually self-serving, letters from officers in the field. The Times of London then came up with a revolutionary idea: why not employ someone to actually visit ‘the seat of war’ and send back eyewitness reports as rapidly as possible? The man the paper chose was a barrister, Henry Crabb Robinson. He was also a student of German culture. In 1807 he was sent to report on Napoleon’s campaigns along the Elbe. Robinson set a template for indolence by never visiting any battlefields, but he sufficiently satisfied his employers for the Times to send him in the following year to report on the Peninsular War, where he read local papers and picked up some tittle-tattle while again staying well away from the battlefield. His dispatches even managed to omit the famous Corunna victory in 1809 and the death of British commander Sir John Moore. Although he set a journalistic precedent for hype, absenteeism and lack of curiosity, the Times failed to reemploy him. Nevertheless, the future doyens of war reportage were destined to work at the heart of the battlefield. As the distinguished combat photographer of the twentieth century Robert Capa used to say: ‘If the picture wasn’t good enough, you weren’t close enough.’ Whereas Capa was killed on assignment, Robinson wisely returned to legal practice and died in his bed at the ripe old age of ninety-two.
         

         In 1809 the Morning Chronicle smuggled a journalist onto a warship that was accompanying a British expeditionary force to Antwerp, but Lord Castlereagh (soon to become foreign secretary) had him removed. In revenge, the irate journalist, Peter Finnerty, lambasted the politician, an outburst that earned Finnerty a year in prison for libel.12 Newspapers continued to rely on letters from serving British officers until the commander in chief, the Duke of Wellington (as he later became), clamped down on the practice, claiming that even the much-delayed appearance of such news could provide information to the enemy. Nearly eighty-five years passed before Military Intelligence formally censored such letters, but Wellington’s actions had established a precedent for military suspicions of the press. The ‘Iron Duke’, however, did make one concession: he allowed civilians to act as official war artists.
         

         From 1815 to the mid-nineteenth century there were numerous small imperial wars and revolutions in Europe where foreign correspondents worked harder at securing eyewitness accounts. The Morning Post, for example, sent its music critic, Charles Lewis Gruneisen, to cover the civil war in Spain (1835–37). Gruneisen did well, penetrating and reporting on the battle zones, but he was eventually captured and almost shot as a spy. This was more like it, as far as the late Victorians’ romantic image of the war correspondent was concerned. And this image was fashioned largely by one man: William Howard Russell.
         

         RUSSELL AND THE CRIMEAN WAR

         Russell, born in Ireland in 1820, had wanted to be a doctor but couldn’t stand the sight of dead bodies. Presumably he overcame his phobia because, after training to be a lawyer, he eventually became the father of all modern war correspondents or, as he dubbed himself, ‘the miserable parent of a luckless tribe’. Like many of his tribe, Russell was deeply insecure, but he was fortunate in securing the constant support of the youthful editor of the Times, John Delane. For decades Delane massaged his employee’s ego and encouraged him to develop a crisp, accurate, frontline style (although it might appear a little too flowery for modern tastes). Russell reported on the conflict over Schleswig-Holstein in 1850, but he first made his name in the Crimean War.
         

         Britain and France had allied with Turkey to prevent the feared expansion of Russia into the Dardanelles region. Britain sent an expeditionary force – 57,000 strong, the largest force deployed to a war overseas to date – in 1854. The British army, however, had changed little since its victory over Napoleon; indeed, the genial commander in chief, Lord Raglan, was seriously handicapped by his inability to grasp the notion that the French were now his allies, not his enemies. British troops also had little love for their secondary allies, the Turks. As one officer put it, ‘everybody would rather go over to the Russians and help them’ fight against the ‘wretched’ Turks.13
         

         If the grand strategy of the war appeared confused, so were the logistics. Poor planning meant that supplies were lost or totally inadequate. It was a standing joke among the ordinary soldiery that, of the 3,000 miles between the British armies and Plymouth, the most difficult were the last six. Poor food and unsanitary accommodations invited disease; after a year’s campaigning less than 50 per cent of the men were fit for duty. Russell and other correspondents described the makeshift hospitals for the diseased and wounded: ‘[T]here was not the least attention paid to decency or cleanliness – the stench was appalling … the sick appeared to be tended by the sick and the dying by the dying.’14
         

         Russell carefully noted the conditions of those who could still fight: ‘Hundreds of men had to go into the trenches at night with no covering but their greatcoats, and no protection for their feet but their regimental shoes. The trenches were two and three feet deep with mud, snow and half-frozen slush.’15 British troops were unquestionably brave, but no amount of courage could compensate for the appalling leadership, most egregiously displayed in the disastrous charge of the Light Brigade against Russian guns inspired by a poorly communicated order. Russell recorded the event with great panache in the Times of 14 November 1854:
         

         
            With diminished ranks, thinned by those thirty guns, which the Russians had laid with the most deadly accuracy, with a halo of flashing steel above their heads, and with a cheer which was many a noble fellow’s death cry, they flew into the smoke of the batteries; but ere they were lost from view, the plain was strewn with their bodies and with the carcasses of horses.16
            

         

         Although the fighting came to an inconclusive end in 1856, it had many long-term repercussions. Already the political shock waves had toppled the British government. As the Duke of Newcastle remarked to the Times correspondent when he visited the Crimea, ‘It was you who turned out the government, Mr Russell.’17 The Times had also set up a fund to support a team of nurses led by Florence Nightingale, who had been sent to reform the hospital system. More important, Russell’s revelations of the ‘fatal cocktail of indifference, incompetence and senility’ in the military command led to demands for the reorganisation of the army.18 In the longer term, the medical and military reforms benefited the ordinary soldier, but the reactions among many of the senior officers toward what the press had done were extremely hostile. Despite his bluff Irish charm, which won over his fellow journalists and some of the officers, Russell suffered all sorts of petty harassment from the military, including personal jibes that he was a ‘mad-dog Irishman’ who hated the English, and he suffered constant ‘mishaps’ to his supplies and baggage.
         

         The generals in the Crimea took up what was to become the perennial complaint of the British military, namely that newspaper reports undermined national security. Lord Raglan wrote, ‘The enemy need spend nothing under the heading Secret Service … that enemy having at its command through the English press and from London to his Headquarters by telegraph every detail that can be required.’19 The military establishment was so incensed that Sydney Herbert, the former secretary of war, declared: ‘I trust the army will lynch the Times correspondent.’20 After the war it became clear, not least from Russian sources, that the claims of security breaches by the Times were almost entirely groundless.
         

         The military and government supporters exerted great pressure on the Times to silence or recall Russell, but the editor of ‘The Thunderer’, Delane, stood by his correspondents in the field, even in the face of the ultimate snub by the London establishment (several leading gentlemen’s clubs banned the newspaper from their smoking rooms). Russell had always crosschecked the facts in his reports and based them on careful interviews with officers, men and verified eyewitnesses, but he now also offered to have his dispatches cleared by the military. This voluntary system of censorship was, however, rejected. Russell, acutely sensitive to the security dilemma, wrote: ‘Although it may be dangerous to communicate facts likely to be of service to the Russians, it is certainly hazardous to conceal the truth from the British people.’21 In February 1856, the high command in the Crimea issued an order that was to set an important precedent for military censorship: it banned the publication of any details that might benefit the enemy and authorised the expulsion of any transgressors.22 This was the embryo of a censorship system that was later to crush almost all independent reporting during World War I. Throughout the twentieth century Western governments would parade what became known as ‘operational security’ as an all-purpose device to stop pieces of information from being inadvertently released by journalists and later relied on accusations of deliberate espionage to muzzle correspondents.
         

         Russell, however, had simply been doing his job in the Crimea. It was the first time that a British military campaign had been subjected to continuous and close scrutiny by a civilian reporter. He had uncovered incompetence that had cost many lives. Revealing what he saw was surely in the public interest and the very foundation of the investigative reporter’s task in a democracy. In addition to his role as an unintentional reformer, Russell also pioneered the essentials of all good journalism: energy, curiosity, bravery, accuracy, compassion and an eye for detail. And he was lucky in finding an editor who was equally determined and prepared to back him despite the furore his reports created. Yet Russell was no crusading radical. In professional terms, for example, he was initially reluctant to use the telegraph that (for a time) connected London to Varna in Bulgaria. Nor was he a radical in the social sense. Despite his moving portrayal of the ordinary soldier’s hardships, he did not generally condemn those whom he regarded as his own class, the officers. (He did, however, occasionally refer to their ‘aristocratic hauteur’.) Despite his detailed analyses of the abysmal conditions of the rank and file, he did not elaborate on the lavish lifestyles of the commanders, which even included a private yacht and accompanying wives. Indeed, he saw himself as part of the military establishment, rarely criticising the strategic weaknesses of the war.
         

         Later, in conflicts in Africa, India and Europe, ‘Billy’ Russell earned five campaign medals and even an Iron Cross, awarded personally by Prussia’s crown prince. The correspondent became a close friend of the Princess of Wales, was awarded a knighthood and, after he died in 1907, a memorial to him was erected in St Paul’s Cathedral. Despite Russell’s earlier role as a hate figure for the military, Field Marshal Sir Evelyn Wood, who had served in the Crimea, declared many years after the war that Russell ‘incurred much enmity, but few unprejudiced men who were in the Crimea will now attempt to call in question the fact that by awakening the conscience of the British nation to the suffering of its troops, he saved the remnants of those grand battalions’.23 Regardless of the initial calumnies he endured from the military and politicians, the final verdict on Russell must be that he pioneered the role of informing the British public of the harshness of wars waged in their name. His career started with accusations of treason, yet in the end he was praised as a patriot. His obituary in the Manchester Guardian noted, ‘He was an honourable and patriotic journalist.’24 His successors would aspire to that ideal, but few were to match Russell’s achievement.
         

         Russell was not the only talented journalist in the Crimea: another Times man, Thomas Chenery, ably assisted him. In addition, there were French correspondents, who were for their part closely censored by their military. There were also further Times correspondents, including an admiral with the Baltic Fleet, which was enforcing a crucial economic embargo of Russian ports. But this aspect of the war has received little attention, perhaps because in February 1854 the Royal Navy issued an order that stopped journalists sailing with the fleet and prevented serving officers from contributing to newspapers. So, in Britain’s ‘first newspaper war’, the traditionally ‘silent service’, the Royal Navy, which did so much to weaken Russia’s economic power, received few public accolades, while the army, which reluctantly allowed journalists, garnered many brickbats.25
         

         The campaign also witnessed the advent of the first war photographers, in particular Roger Fenton, another lawyer and the royal photographer, who was sent to record ‘a clean, ordered war in which the troops looked happy and healthy’.26 Comparing Fenton’s photographs with the overwhelming body of critical press coverage should raise alarm bells about that old axiom that the camera never lies. Fenton’s royal connections made him persona grata with the military, unlike Russell. When he dined with the commander in chief, Fenton was placed on Lord Raglan’s right, and because he was thus ‘embedded’ in the system Fenton – despite his many private criticisms of the military mismanagement – practiced rigorous self-censorship in public. Fenton’s pictures were exhibited throughout Britain and were even made into postcards, the images designed to counter Russell’s critical dispatches. The war will always be associated with Russell, however, because of the impact his dispatches had on British public opinion. Although he did not stint on the heroics, he displayed the war’s brutal horrors in a way that Fenton’s anodyne photographs did not.
         

         For much of the nineteenth century, the press was allied with jingoism and wartime nationalism: ‘Reporters functioned as frontline poets, scratching the first impressions into the culture’s consciousness.’ 27 The extent to which this contrasts with the approach of the ancient Greeks can be debated. How much of the realities of war actually reached the public, even after Russell’s breakthrough dispatches, must also be open to debate. Perhaps it would be fair to say that the major difference was the speed with which these mediated reports reached their audience. The military expected journalists to be patriots first and to keep their negative comments to themselves. So, in the immediate aftermath of the Crimean War, the military thought that it had made a grave mistake in tolerating the presence of Russell and his colleagues. In particular, many officers regarded his criticisms of Lord Raglan as grossly unfair, especially as the commander in chief had waged a ceaseless war with the London bureaucracy to ameliorate the logistical crises.28 Raglan had never allowed Russell to interview him; indeed they never met. Raglan’s situation illustrates a perpetual paradox for military leaders: was it better to work with war correspondents, especially the elite members of the tribe, and secure their tacit approval and perhaps printed praise, or ignore and ban them and possibly risk harming one’s military career? Throughout the age of new imperialism British generals were to adopt different, often idiosyncratic, solutions to this conundrum.
         

         Making a historical judgment, Russell’s pioneering investigative achievements could be said to partly compensate for the war frenzy – whipped up by the press – that had helped to precipitate the war in the first place. Even then it must also be noted that his independent approach to reporting was subsumed within a hidden political agenda: the Times upheld an anti-government stance that was distinct from the issues of the Crimea.29 Meanwhile, Russell’s popular acclaim had established a new, distinct breed of journalists: a special group of men, and later women, who became fascinated by the stark challenges of combat. The era of the modern war correspondent had arrived as hundreds of specials flocked to the American Civil War. William Russell was among them.
         

         THE AMERICAN CIVIL WAR

         In the first great American war, its struggle for independence from Britain, press objectivity was not at a premium: ‘The pens, like the muskets … were driven by passion and pamphlet.’30 There were no formal correspondents; the American press relied on rumours or letters from what today would be called ‘stringers’ (freelance, occasional contributors). Opinion, not news, was the media currency. War reporting improved immeasurably, however, during the war with Mexico (1846–48) – this time professional newspapermen entered the fray, while regular army officers also doubled as correspondents. The penny press (so-called because the papers cost one cent) took full advantage of the telegraph and hired small ships to speed the news from the south; the New Orleans Picayune even installed a typesetter aboard its hired vessel.31 And, according to John Keegan, the first-ever war photograph was produced: a daguerreotype of American cavalry in a Mexican street.32 In terms of comprehensive press scrutiny, the Mexican war paralleled the British coverage of the Crimean campaigns.
         

         The American press was also active in the war at home against the Indian tribes. Humanitarians, led by the Quakers, were vocal in their criticism of military methods used against Native Americans. Conflict between the army and Indian Bureau agents was a permanent feature of civil–military relations in the ‘Wild West’.
         

         During the Civil War (1861–65) American reporting reverted to the partisan style of the War of Independence because it was seen as a similarly mortal struggle for national survival, unlike the successful and relatively minor war against a weak Mexican adversary. Both sides indulged in crude propaganda. The North alleged ‘Johnny Rebs’ made necklaces of Yankee eyes as gifts for their womenfolk, while Southern propaganda asserted Union soldiers played football with Confederate heads. Reporters from the Confederacy described the North as ‘the cursed, cowardly nation of swindlers and thieves’ that fought ‘drunken with wine, blood and fury’.33 The Northern papers, swept up in frenzied circulation wars, were just as bad: the Chicago Times editor ordered one of his reporters to ‘telegraph fully all news you can get, and when there is no news, send rumours’.34
         

         The propaganda even extended to the United Kingdom, where both sides curried favour. The Confederacy even secretly financed a British paper, the Index. When William Russell accurately reported on the Northern defeat at the Battle of Bull Run in the London Times there was uproar. He was extensively libelled and received numerous death threats. Despite the relative objectivity of Russell’s reportage, the Times tended to be pro-Confederacy, while the Daily News, for example, tended to support the North. Harriet Martineau, possibly the first woman in Britain to become a professional journalist, supplied the Daily News with regular articles.35 There was no shortage of American war correspondents; 500 worked on the Northern side alone. On both sides, however, the quality was poor. As one of the exceptions, Henry Villard, put it, ‘Men turned up in the army as correspondents more fit to drive cattle than to write for newspapers.’36 For the most part, journalists were incompetent, biased, poorly paid and often corrupt; some took bribes from officers who wanted to see their heroics hyped in print. Although Russell, frustrated with his loss of accreditation from both sides, left America at the height of the war, there did remain some local journalists who carried on his investigative tradition. In the South, for example, Peter Alexander, a lawyer from Georgia, campaigned for better medical attention for the troops and castigated the drunkenness of some officers.37
         

         The war witnessed many innovations: the widespread use of breech loading, repeating small arms and the machine gun, as well as the first clash between iron-clad ships. The most notable media developments, meanwhile, centred on the telegraph and photography. It is possible that as many as 250,000 images were taken, including the first combat photographs. Some, however, were faked or doctored. Mathew Brady, America’s most famous photographer, set out to document the whole conflict (despite being almost blind). To this end the New Yorker fielded and equipped Brady with his own small army of twenty camera-reporters. The wooden darkroom vans of ‘Brady’s Photographic Corps’ became a common sight on the battlefields. Soldiers eventually came to regard them as an ill omen, a sure sign that fighting was imminent.38 Both the military and pressmen used the telegraph (including mobile field telegraphy) widely, though the New York Daily Tribune described telegraphed news as ‘the great mother of false intelligence, windy rumours and sidewalk stories’.39 Access to the telegraph created intense competition between journalists: on one expensive occasion, Joseph Howard of the New York Times telegraphed the genealogy of Jesus Christ to prevent his rivals from the using the wire. The extensive use of telegraphy transformed the written style of reportage. Firstly, despite the famous exceptions, messages had to be short because of the high cost. Hence a new sharp prose style with brief sentences was required. In addition, because of breaks in transmission, a story could end in mid-sentence. In reaction, the ‘inverted pyramid’ evolved, where the bottom line was sent first; the punch line, as it were, led the article. Editors taught journalists to put the basics – who, what, when, how, and, if possible, why – in the first paragraph. Russell’s lengthy narrative style, leading eventually to a classical denouement, had become outmoded.40
         

         Despite these technical advances in technology and style and the popular appetite for frontline news generally, the war was poorly reported. The blame for this rested not only on the partisanship of most journalists and editors but also on the intervention of the censors. In 1862 Union secretary of war Edwin Stanton set up a formal system of censorship. He had already tried informal means – arresting editors, threatening to shoot journalists after a court-martial, banning correspondents from the front and manipulating casualty figures. Having exhausted these indirect methods, Stanton began to report the war himself by issuing daily war bulletins circulated through the Associated Press. For this striking innovation in media manipulation, perhaps Stanton deserves the title of ‘father of spin-doctors’. Elsewhere in the Union ranks, General William T. Sherman was the best known for fighting with the press; on one occasion he court-martialled a reporter. It would appear that Sherman’s campaign was a personal vendetta resulting from press reporting of his financial failures in San Francisco in 1858.41 Others, such as Union General George B. McClellan, positively courted the press in order to receive favourable coverage to enhance their careers.
         

         Formal censorship tried to control the news from the battlefield, while more informal propaganda worked insidiously on public opinion. The Civil War is significant because it was the first time that the media was extensively used to win over hearts and minds in foreign countries, especially Britain. The press had become a vital military flank. The New York Times described military–press relations as ‘a little side war going on between the newspaper correspondents and the military’.42 Outmatched by the industrial resources of the North, the Confederacy soon realised that political and logistical support from Britain could save the South. Accordingly, the North, aware of British sympathies for the rebels, played on the emotive issue of the abolition of slavery rather than the original casus belli of states’ rights versus federalism.
         

         The Civil War confirmed the press’s pivotal position, even if in America it was cowed by censorship and enfeebled by partisanship. Fundamental questions were now being asked: did the press merely report wars or did newspaper campaigns actually inspire conflicts and even make them more savage once they had started? These issues became acute as the age of imperialism dawned. From the end of the Civil War to 1914, it was a golden age of romantic wars in far-off places for the specials, a chance to chronicle, usually without censorship, numerous little wars before the big one that promised to end all war.

         THE IMPERIAL WARS

         During the second half of the nineteenth century there was scarcely a year when the British army was not fighting a campaign, however small, somewhere in the world; a fact that undermines the nineteenth century’s reputation as the century of peace. There was a curious development of what the German military thinker Carl von Clausewitz had called the ‘trinity’ of the military, the people and government. British administrations were sometimes reluctant to annex further chunks of empire, but in general a sense of manifest destiny under-pinned imperial expansion. The colonial army was transformed from, in Wellington’s terms, the ‘scum of the earth’ to the noble warriors of Rudyard Kipling’s verse. The increasingly educated public grew accustomed to colonial exploits; the British, it is said, had become a ‘newspaperised people’.43 And the glue that held the trinity together was the corps of specials. As John Mackenzie has suggested:
         

         
            The war correspondents had indeed glorified atavistic war. In their entente between the sword and the pen they had written of war in the ‘grand old style’, of Homeric combats, of informal war in which they themselves participated and featured as celebrities. Moreover, they heightened the devilry of the pre-colonial regime, offering up a repeated moral justification for their colonial wars.44
            

         

         The French, too, were busy ‘pacifying’ rebels throughout their empire. The media stories were uncannily reminiscent of today’s headlines. For example, French general Joseph Gallièni and General Louis Lyautey developed in Morocco the tache d’huile, or ‘oil spot’, strategy (the exact same phrase used in Iraq and Afghanistan in 2006). This was a slow and methodical expansion of pacified areas that had been given protection and social services to create a large area under French control. It encouraged occupied populations to rally to the occupier by granting benefits of security, trade and prosperity. The imperialists also had their own terrorists. In Algeria, in the 1830s, French officers were keen to create a single enemy, a unified conspiracy against the glories of Western civilisation. Abd el-Kadr, the head of a loose confederation of resistance leaders, became that figurehead. Ironically, the French plan backfired because choosing this shadowy group as scapegoat prevented the single decisive victory that the imperialists craved. General Shamil fulfilled a similar function for the Russians as they advanced into the Caucasus.
         

         Likewise, after the Indian Mutiny of 1857, the British hunted two of the resistance leaders, especially Nana Saheb, for decades. In perhaps the first example of a major photographic cover-up, few pictures of Indians swinging from gibbets were published, although Billy Russell wrote movingly of the executed Indians who festooned the trees along the Ganges. Many, he suspected, were innocent.

         The newspapers followed the flag and circulations boomed, as did the profits of the telegraph companies. The specials were everywhere: with Custer at the Battle of Little Big Horn and with Gordon at Khartoum. They needed to be tough, displaying the physical and psychological fortitude of successful soldiers. They also had to be ‘competitive, assertive and relatively unscrupulous, able to deceive the authorities as well as rivals’.45 They were required to show constant initiative, even audacity. Bennett Burleigh, in one celebrated example shortly before the Boer War, actually stopped General Joubert’s train to request an interview. Burleigh had already been mentioned in military dispatches (the first time a war correspondent had been honoured in this way) when writing for the Daily Telegraph during the Sudan campaign.46
         

         In imperial wars there were fewer restrictions on the specials’ derring-do, but in campaigns between so-called civilised powers, such as the Franco-Prussian conflict that broke out in 1870, the correspondents were expected to carry identity cards and wear brassards. Journalists usually reported from one side and would rarely venture to cover the opponent for fear of arrest as spies. The specials tended to self-censor their reports to avoid offending the host armies, which were prone to withdrawing cooperation. The French, sensitive as ever to perceived slights, exerted almost complete censorship, evaded dramatically by journalists’ use of hot air balloons to send out copy during the siege of Paris. The Germans, however, recognised the need for good publicity, especially in England. Both Russell and Archibald Forbes, who was to inherit Russell’s mantle as the premier British special, were invited to follow the rapid German advance into France. Such a speedy and stunning victory needed little German media management anyway. One of the noteworthy aspects of this war was the introduction of a pool system whereby the New York Tribune and the London Daily News arranged to share the dispatches of each other’s correspondents. In the future, the military would develop this ad hoc cooperative mechanism and turn it into a formal means of control.
         

         The specials soon turned to Africa. In 1873–74 the British launched a typical punitive expedition to crush the Ashanti in what is now Ghana. Its commander was the preeminent imperial trouble-shooter Sir Garnet Wolseley, who, when he decided to destroy the Ashanti capital, Kumasi, declared that the purpose was ‘to leave marks of our power or vengeance’.47 A number of well-known journalists accompanied Wolseley, including the famous African adventurer Henry Morton Stanley, who reported for the New York Herald. The British had become engaged in West Africa to curb the slave trade, to secure gold and to keep out other European imperialists, especially the French. But writers such as Stanley played up the humanitarian role of British intervention, not least the ending of human sacrifices. The British army fought five campaigns against the Ashanti, quelling the final uprising in 1900.
         

         The Zulu, however, were a more determined foe. The Zulu War of 1879 set a pattern that became almost compulsory for the later military campaigns of the empire: the opening tragedy, the heroic redemption and the final, crushing victory.48 The tragedy was the Battle of Isandhlwana, the worst British military disaster since the Afghan retreat of 1842.49 The heroic redemption came at Rorke’s Drift, where 110 – mostly Welsh – soldiers gallantly warded off waves of charges by 4,000 Zulu warriors. Eleven Victoria Crosses were awarded to the defenders, more than for any other single engagement. Six months later the British commander, Lord Chelmsford, determined to redeem his reputation after Isandhlwana, staged the crushing victory at the Zulu capital of Ulundi. The imperial forces formed the classic hollow square, four deep with fixed bayonets and Gatling guns at each corner. There was no digging in. ‘They’ll only be satisfied,’ said Chelmsford, thinking of his critics in London, ‘if we beat them fairly in the open.’50 Archibald Forbes was in the square to record the details for the many erstwhile critics of the war. This time, except for one brief rush, the Zulus did not approach within thirty yards of the redcoat square because of the disciplined rifle fire. When the courageous Zulu impis finally faltered Chelmsford unleashed the cavalry, the 17th Lancers. The British broke Zulu power, and Forbes had a great story. He left the battlefield immediately, taking a sketch hurriedly drawn by the Illustrated London News’s Melton Prior, and rode through 120 miles of largely hostile territory to reach a telegraph station to send his dispatch, which was soon read to both Houses of Parliament. ‘A proud moment,’ declared the Times, ‘for the confraternity of special correspondents.’51
         

         The British, however, were about to face an African foe that could break the redcoat square: the Mahdists in the Sudan. In March 1874 Colonel Charles Gordon, who had made his reputation in China, was installed as governor of the region, which was technically under Egyptian suzerainty. After making strenuous efforts to stamp out the slave trade and to improve the oppressive and corrupt Egyptian administration, Gordon left the Sudan in 1879. A revolt, led by Mohammed Abdullah, then erupted with the aim of purging the territory of foreign rule. Abdullah declared himself the Madhi, or promised Islamic messiah. In 1884, Gordon, promoted to major general, was asked to return to organise the evacuation of Egyptian forces, but he insisted on remaining in the capital, Khartoum, where Mahdist forces besieged his position. Gordon was a national hero and British newspapers encouraged the prime minister, William Gladstone, to sanction a relief expedition. The British-led relief forces arrived, but two days too late; after 317 days of siege, the Mahdists captured Khartoum and slaughtered the inhabitants. Despite the lack of reliable eyewitnesses, varying – but always lurid – press accounts of Gordon’s death created a national scandal. This tradition was later upheld by the Hollywood version of events (Khartoum, 1966) in which Gordon, played by Charlton Heston, is beheaded on the steps of the governor’s palace. In the 1990s journalists had to ascend the same steps to secure their press passes from the radical Islamic regime.
         

         The public blamed the British government for Gordon’s murder, or at least for the slowness of the rescue expedition, and it was not until 1898 that imperial honour was restored in the second Sudan war. The re-conquest was led by Major General Sir Horatio Herbert Kitchener, the last British soldier to have remained in contact with Gordon during the siege. His campaign, portrayed as national revenge, culminated in the Battle of Omdurman, which included one of the last British cavalry charges. The young Winston Churchill, who had inveigled himself into the campaign as an officer-correspondent – despite Kitchener’s initial rebuffs – took part in the charge.

         Unlike Raglan in the Crimea, Kitchener’s personality dominated the war in the Sudan. Although he made a few exceptions, the general usually detested journalists, famously calling them ‘drunken swabs’. One of the exceptions was the Daily Mail’s George Warrington Steevens, a 28-year-old Balliol man who had described the general in glowing terms: ‘His precision is so inhumanly unerring, he is more like a machine than a man.’52 Nevertheless, the commander did not want any journalists to accompany him. Later, because of massive popular interest in the war, he was persuaded to allow a small contingent, which had to submit brief reports (200 words per day) to military censorship before they were sent on the military telegraph. Kitchener remained hostile to the press, however, as did one of his subordinates, a young cavalry officer named Douglas Haig, who would later exercise total control of media coverage of World War I.
         

         The military not only controlled the press but also manipulated it to gain national and international support for imperial policy in the Sudan (and elsewhere). Many of the journalists in the Sudan, most notably Churchill, hardly needed media management because they were as jingoistic as the military commanders themselves, but some in London raised voices of protest at the triumphalism following the defeat of the dervishes (as the followers of the Mahdi were called). Critics noted that the Sudanese had fought a modern army while wearing chain mail and using ancient weapons; as Steevens conceded in the Daily Mail, ‘It was not a battle, but an execution.’53 In addition, liberals at home excoriated the practice of killing the wounded, though the military explained that the Mahdists fought on even when severely injured. Lieutenant Colonel Charles Townsend, a witness of the final battle, noted, ‘The valour of those poor half-starved Dervishes in their patched jibbahs would have graced Thermopylae.’54 And, in his poetry, Rudyard Kipling later immortalised these same ‘Fuzzy Wuzzies’ for breaking the British square. Churchill’s own account of the famous charge explained that the cavalry fought with equal weapons, the sword and the lance (though Churchill used a Mauser pistol). When describing the rest of the battle, he referred to British discipline and machinery triumphing over the most desperate courage, and the fanaticism of the Middle Ages colliding with the organisation of the nineteenth century.
         

         In September 1898 Kitchener completed his act of vengeance by ordering the destruction of the Mahdi’s tomb at Omdurman by Gordon’s nephew, after which the Mahdi’s skeleton was to be thrown into the Nile. (The Mahdi had died earlier of smallpox.) Only public protests, including murmurings from Queen Victoria, prevented Kitchener from sending the Mahdi’s skull to London as a trophy.55
         

         Few photographs survived from the period of the siege, partly because the Royal Engineer camera team perished. When the avenging British returned a decade later, many of the officers carried Kodak box cameras, which had been developed in America in the 1880s. Seven journalists had lost their lives during the second Sudan campaign, while others, such as Winston Churchill, had made their reputations. The young Churchill had sidestepped the censor’s regulations by sending stories disguised as personal letters; he also wrote an ‘instant book’ on the campaign. Steevens’s book, With Kitchener to Khartoum, was published within weeks of the end of the war. These accounts helped to transform Kitchener (later Lord Kitchener) into an imperial icon – despite his professed dislike of the ‘drunken swabs’.
         

         Steevens had written about the poor quality of army boots during the campaign, a peculiar if understandable obsession that was to reappear even in the more recent Falklands and Gulf wars, but Steevens had also played down criticisms of Kitchener, particularly the allegations of his men killing wounded dervishes on the battlefield. Bennett Burleigh, however, was not so discreet. Thoroughly annoyed by Kitchener’s open hostility toward him, he published a story in the Contemporary Review. Self-censorship, it seems, had as much to do with personality (and potential book royalties) as patriotism.
         

         The wars in Europe and Africa had honed the skills of the British specials, and US journalists had been left somewhat behind. The Spanish–American War gave them a chance to catch up. At its start, in 1898, it appeared to be a minor conflict, but in retrospect it was a highly symbolic struggle between the oldest European imperial power and the emerging superpower of the New World. The Americans had sympathised with Cuban unrest under Spanish rule, and US investments were also at risk. The popular press clamoured for intervention, especially after a mysterious explosion sank the US battleship Maine in Havana harbour. Under the slogan of ‘Remember the Maine! To hell with Spain!’ America surged toward war.
         

         This war ‘was bred, not born’, according to one American historian: ‘With the assistance of the New York papers, a small rebellion became a full-scale revolt.’56 Mass-circulation newspapers were now big business, and powerful newspaper proprietors such as William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer were accused of warmongering to boost circulation. Indeed, a few months before the war broke out Hearst sent Frederic Remington (the pictorial historian of the American frontier) to sketch the insurgents in Cuba. Witnessing no skirmishes of consequence, a bored Remington cabled his boss from Havana: ‘Everything quiet. No trouble here. There will be no war. I wish to return.’ Hearst famously cabled back: ‘Please remain. You furnish the pictures and I will furnish the war.’57
         

         Another Hearst man in Cuba was the flamboyant Richard Harding Davis, who took intervention to new heights by competing with Stephen Crane, author of The Red Badge of Courage, to lead the capture of a Spanish-held town. James Creelman, also reporting for Hearst, even offered to lead a bayonet charge. In those days, long before political correctness, papers encouraged specials to be part of the stories they covered. Their proprietors paid well for their stories and for their bravery. No expense was spared: the Associated Press, for example, chartered a flotilla of small ships to carry dispatches to the nearest cable station.58 Hearst’s newspaper empire grew with the American victories, even as the war against Spain spread to the Philippines, where, in a prequel to Vietnam, US troops indulged in large-scale and indiscriminate killing of the local inhabitants.59
         

         In South Africa, Britain was about to face its own version of the South East Asian tragedy. As a history of military–media relations commented, ‘The Boer War can be seen to have preceded the Vietnam War in its cynical pattern of jingoism, patriotism, questioning and then doubt within the home nation, as the Boers turned the conflict into an unpopular protracted war of insurgency.’60 Unlike the United States, however, the imperium was doomed the moment the Boers showed how a professional British army could be outwitted by a small number of farmers turned guerrillas.
         

         In 1899 imperial forces marched into the first twentieth-century war ready to fight with nineteenth-century tactics. The mounted, highly mobile Boers with their magazine-loading Mausers and their devastating ‘Long Tom’ artillery soon drove the British into siege positions at Ladysmith, Kimberley and Mafeking, which was defended by forces led by Robert Baden-Powell. The later founder of the Boy Scouts was lionised by the press despite his abysmal behaviour (even by standards of the day) toward the garrison’s black people, whom he reduced to starvation and death by keeping the whites reasonably fed. Or at least this was the judgment of Thomas Pakenham in his definitive study, The Boer War,61 although other historians, notably Tim Jeal, have since disputed this verdict. At the time nearly all the journalists pandered to a patriotic version of the siege.
         

         George Warrington Steevens, the Daily Mail man in Ladysmith, died of fever during the siege. On his deathbed, in true war-correspondent style, he drank a hoarded bottle of champagne, surrounded by his fellow specials. One of them said: ‘What Kipling did for fiction, Steevens did for fact.’62
         

         The empire fielded more than 450,000 men, while the Boers, or Afrikaners as they later were known, could never muster more than 35,000. Lord Kitchener, the hero of Omdurman, smashed into the two Boer republics and captured the main towns. In reply, the Boers resorted to guerrilla tactics. Kitchener responded with a scorched-earth policy of burning down farms and herding Boer women and children into refugee camps, called ‘concentration camps’ after the reconcentrado camps used by Spain in her Cuban colony. Disease killed thousands of these non-combatants, especially children, which prompted activist Emily Hobhouse to carry the cause to the British public. International criticism finally stung the imperial government into negotiating a peace settlement, which was signed at Vereeniging in May 1902 – a moderate peace to end a savage war. In money and lives, no British war since 1815 had been so prodigal. And what was it all for? ‘For the gold mines’ was the verdict of one British soldier.63
         

         Richard Harding Davis, though an Anglophile American, felt impelled to cover the war from the Boer side. A handful of his compatriots, both journalists and civilians, rode with the Boer commandos, joining the guerrillas usually out of pre-existing anti-British sentiments. The Boer riflemen reminded Davis of the Minutemen who had fought the British in the American colonies in 1775. Many Americans and Europeans felt sympathy for the Boer underdogs resisting the world’s strongest empire.
         

         Despite the significance of the war and the size of the press corps – 300 European and US correspondents – it was inadequately reported. The glorification of Baden-Powell serves to suggest a partial explanation: British journalists were all too keen to turn a blind eye to British malfeasance. Another reason was military censorship. In a style reminiscent of the Falklands armada, soldiers on the troopships initially sent out to South Africa were forbidden to speak to the press. Later, however, the commander in chief, Field Marshal Lord Roberts, a self-publicist of some genius, adopted a more media-friendly attitude. According to Miles Hudson and John Stanier, he was ‘probably the first British general to fully realise the importance of public relations, even in one case delaying the entry of his soldiers into a town so that the media could film his triumphal entry. He himself wrote many of the reports sent home’.64 But media–military relations turned sour when Roberts returned to London, and his chief of staff, Lord Kitchener, assumed overall command. The new commander imposed strict military censorship in the field and also at headquarters on all telegraphed dispatches, although longer ‘colour’ features could be sent, uncensored, by post. This was not unreasonable, as telegraphic news was being monitored in Europe and information sent back immediately to the Boers. Kitchener also made it an offence for soldiers to discuss the conduct of the war with accompanying pressmen. His justification was that precipitate press reporting had compromised details of British attempts to relieve Kimberley.
         

         The specials moaned, of course, about the censorship. Churchill complained that the censor had altered one of his reports to the Morning Post to read ‘small parties’ of Boers instead of 2,000.65 The correspondents often went out of their way to outwit the censors, who held one of the least popular jobs in the army. One military censor, writing of the Sudan campaign in 1882, noted: ‘Of all the thankless positions in an army, the press censor has the worst. Abused by correspondents at the seat of the war, maligned by editors at home and continually found fault with by his superiors in the army for allowing too much to pass.’66
         

         The Boer War attracted a host of literary figures, including Edgar Wallace (soon to turn his hand to fiction – or continue to write fiction, according to many pressmen in South Africa); Arthur Conan Doyle, who served as a volunteer in a field hospital; and Rudyard Kipling, who edited a local newspaper. Churchill achieved further fame in his (ambiguous) role as soldier-special, especially when he was captured by the Boers (and almost shot) and then made a well-publicised escape. Wallace, writing for the Daily Mail, espoused ultra-imperialist views, but fell foul of Kitchener when he used a clever subterfuge to discover the outcome of the 1902 peace talks. The site of the peace agreement in Vereeniging was heavily guarded and journalists were strictly excluded, so Wallace bribed a former army colleague to signal the final agreement by using a coloured handkerchief while the journalist went past on a scheduled train. Wallace had the scoop of a lifetime – and a life-long ban. Kitchener had him arrested and removed his accreditation, a punishment that lasted even through World War I. Hell hath no fury like a general outmanoeuvred.
         

         In addition to stills photography, recently invented movie cameras also covered the war. The Biograph Company of London had recorded the departure of troopships at the outset of the war, and the Warwick Trading Company was set up to film its actual course. Audiences at home queued to see the newsreels, especially one showing a dramatic incident in which Boers attacked a British Red Cross ambulance team while it was helping wounded men. This would have been astounding journalism if the film had not been faked on London’s Hampstead Heath and used as government propaganda.67 Indeed, although the Boer War was technically the first to be filmed, most of the footage was taken in Britain; however, this didn’t stop movie audiences from flocking to the cinemas and theatre houses to display their nationalistic support.
         

         Despite the censorship and propaganda, the specials did manage to send copy that revealed the incompetent generalship and tactics of the British. Bennett Burleigh, for example, levelled the (now obvious) criticism of troops advancing in line rather than by small squads rushing from cover to cover. He also emphasised how Boer snipers picked off the officers because of their conspicuous swords and Sam Browne belts, and even dared to suggest that Highlanders should wear khaki kilts.68 Many of these lessons were tragically relearned at the start of World War I.
         

         Military controls constrained the specials, especially the threat of expulsion from the country, but they used a two-step policy of sending their more critical comments by letter for home-based journalists on their papers to use in editorials or features. Nevertheless, the press failed to present the real exposé of the war, namely the largely inadvertent genocide of the Boers in the camps and the grossly inadequate medical conditions, especially during the Bloemfontein typhoid epidemic. As many as 28,000 Boers died in the camps, of whom 22,000 were under sixteen years old, while a further 14,000 black Africans died in segregated camps.69 The Boers might have forgiven Britain’s heavy-handed treatment in the Cape Colony, their expulsion from Natal, the shifty seizure of the Kimberley diamond mines, even the notorious Jameson raid, but the bodies of concentration camp victims were to be dragon’s teeth, sowing a fierce and bitter xenophobia among those Afrikaners who would later establish the apartheid state. The media heritage was almost as ghastly. A detailed study of the conduct of war correspondents in the South African war concludes:
         

         
            Although the conditions did improve in the camps, this was more the work of concerned individuals rather than of the Government. In stark contrast to the Times’s reporting of the scandal of medical care in the Crimean War, this time the Times was instrumental in the covering up of the scandal.70
            

         

         At one stage there were twenty-four Times reporters covering the war, but they all turned a blind eye. Some British-based journalists (most notably W. T. Stead) took up the hue and cry, but it is Hobhouse, as well as concerned politicians such as David Lloyd George, who will be remembered for their humanitarian stance in defiance of blind patriotism.
         

         The Darwinian notions of racial supremacy that were part of British press coverage of wars in Africa extended to concurrent conflicts in Asia. In 1900 the Boxer Rebellion broke out in China. The Boxers were a secret society dedicated to purging China of foreign influence, particularly the humiliating treaty concessions enforced by European powers and the United States, indignities which were intensified by Japan’s military success over the Chinese in 1895. An international force was sent to suppress the uprising and to defend Westerners and their commercial interests. Most of the famous correspondents were busy in South Africa, but a rather diffident Italian journalist, Luigi Barzini, covered the rebellion in an impressively detached fashion. He loathed the concept of journalists securing campaign medals because it implied a loss of objectivity. He also disdained Western stereotypes of Asians.71
         

         In 1904 Barzini returned to the Far East to cover the Russo-Japanese War, the first time in modern history that an Asian state defeated a European power. Since Japan did not have a free press it had no idea how to handle correspondents, and so resorted to a strategy that became commonplace later in the century: it denied visas to all but a handful of Western reporters. Culturally xenophobic, the Japanese authorities regarded all Westerners as spies, and not without reason. As Phillip Knightley has shown, there is a substantial history of the British government deploying journalists, especially from the Times, as part-time intelligence agents. A Times man, Lionel James, with the connivance of Japanese intelligence, used radio for the first time to send reports on the naval war.72 In the land war, the Japanese fought on a front of over ninety miles, and the few journalists allowed to cover the fighting were dependent on military transport as well as communications. This set a pattern for future wars. Since it was impossible for one journalist or even a small team of correspondents to cover such a large-scale war properly, it has been suggested that this helped to create the home-based, armchair military analyst such as Charles à Court Repington, who covered World War I – with some success – from London.73
         

         Britain had sent a team of military observers to Japan. ‘The policy of censorship by absolute denial, and the freedom of action it afforded the commander, was not lost on them’74, a lesson that was later applied in World War I and arguably also in the 1991 Gulf conflict. Certainly in the Japanese precedent the policy of exclusion seemed to have worked: only three foreign journalists stayed the course of the war. Of these, Barzini was the only one to move outside Japanese military headquarters, and then only with a military minder.
         

         The Russo-Japanese war marked the finale of the more freewheeling age of international reporting. It had been a golden age for the specials but a bloody period as well: ‘Life had counted for little when measured against empire, glory and mass circulations.’75 The general public, especially in Britain, had responded enthusiastically to the adventures in far-off countries. Usually they were small, ‘safe’ wars against natives, colourful epics of swords flashing and cavalry charges against ‘rebel’ Maoris, Ashantis or dervishes. In Britain’s shortest war – just forty minutes – hundreds of people died in Zanzibar on 27 August 1896; it was little more than mass murder using the latest military technology, although the British used their determination to stamp out slavery as a partial explanation. Occasionally defeats were depicted, such as in Afghanistan or Zululand, but soon afterward the empire would secure a heroic redemption and glorious resolution. Some journalists became successful novelists-cum-patriots. A good example is G. A. Henty, while Kipling became the undisputed bard of empire.
         

         Journalism, as well as poetry and fiction, clearly influenced and was influenced by the muscular, imperial Christianity of the times. More specifically, newspapers played a role in exciting popular support for the Spanish–American and Boer wars, although that is not the same as saying that the media impacted measurably on government policy. Conversely, there is little evidence to indicate that journalism spawned anti-war sentiments. Knightley provides only two definitive examples in the whole imperial period.76 In the first case, during the mid-1870s, British Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli sympathised with Turkey in its long conflict with Russia, while William Gladstone, his eternal nemesis, supported the rebellions in the Turkish-controlled Balkans. Then a series of brilliant reports by an American, Januarius MacGahan, revealed the true extent of Turkish atrocities against the Bulgarians and this helped sway British opinion against supporting Turkey, as it had done in the Crimean War twenty years earlier. The second example is the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in 1894. James Creelman, a Canadian who had made a name for himself in the Spanish–American War, reported on the sacking of Port Arthur. In a famous report he wrote: ‘The Japanese troops entered Port Arthur on November 21 and massacred almost the entire population. The defenceless and unarmed inhabitants were butchered in their houses and their bodies were unspeakably mutilated.’77 Knightley has argued that American public opinion, until then friendly to Japan, changed overnight.
         

         A direct cause and effect of the political impact of foreign reporting is difficult to prove, although Russell’s coverage of the Crimean War undoubtedly influenced the fall of Lord Aberdeen’s government. But this is one of the few indisputable examples. Nevertheless, war correspondents did cause governments serious embarrassment. There are two well-known examples, both of which occurred in a single month, May 1885. These were Bennett Burleigh’s articles in the Daily Telegraph about the poor quality of the cartridges and bayonets for the Martini-Henry rifle, which caused a scandal, as did the ponderous preparations for the relief of Gordon.
         

         More frequently, British journalists empathised with the officer class and tended to self-censor potential military humiliations. For example, Archibald Forbes declined to report on the British troops he had seen panicking during the Zulu War.78 Many correspondents were ex-officers, while a few were still serving, Churchill being the best-known example; they were awarded campaign medals and sometimes even led troops in battle. During the Russo-Turkish war of 1877, the eighty journalists on the Russian side were asked on their honour as officers and gentlemen not to reveal details of impending manoeuvres, and, as a result, censorship in the field was abandoned.79 Such practices, allied with a shared imperial ideology, created a mutual esprit de corps that discouraged exposés. This applied especially to sexual scandals, a leitmotif of military life not entirely absent in the contemporary armed forces. Such reticence had little to do with Victorian taboos; the press had a field day with the political sexual scandal that caused Irish leader Charles Stewart Parnell’s downfall.
         

         It is likely that some British specials connived to ignore what may have been the biggest military and imperial scandal of the age. Major General Sir Hector Macdonald had been a national hero; arguably, his generalship had saved the second Sudan war from disaster. He had, however, a major weakness: he liked small boys. So had General ‘Chinese’ Gordon, and two field marshals suffered from the same problem in the mid-twentieth century, but they had all been protected by the absolute loyalty of their staff and, perhaps, the indulgence of well-informed specials.80 Macdonald’s peculiar sexuality eventually became impossible to ignore. He was made commander in chief of Ceylon in 1902 and this furnished the general with ‘a lethal combination of a military command which was inactive and uninteresting and a community of boys who were interesting and very active’.81 After a famous dénouement in a railway carriage in Kandy, the general was discovered. While in a later period General Sir Claude Auchinleck was sanctioned with a high-level warning, Macdonald was probably told directly by the king to leave and shoot himself – which he did. The establishment showed no mercy to this war hero.
         

         It has long been argued that the enmity toward Macdonald can be traced to his status as an outsider, a working-class Scot who had climbed through the ranks. In establishment terms, he was not a ‘real’ officer and certainly not a gentleman. Two well-known figures guilty of similar offences at the around the same time, the Canon of Westminster and the seventh Earl Beauchamp, both escaped prosecution. But Field Marshal Roberts had insisted on a court-martial for Macdonald, and suicide was the only way for him to avoid dragging the army into further disrepute. As the example of the Boer War suggests, there was a tendency for establishment figures – both in the army and in the press corps – to cooperate in shared imperial goals. In addition, a strong sense of class solidarity countered against unsavoury revelations, whether military or sexual. Macdonald was an exception. Not only was he a class outsider, but he went completely beyond social tolerance by indulging in pederasty on a vast scale.
         

         ENTENTE BETWEEN PEN AND SWORD

         Throughout the imperial age media–military relations consisted of much mutual contempt, hostility and conflict. Journalists often sought military allies to exclude press rivals, and officers sometimes used the specials to gain preferment over officers they disliked. Despite this opportunistic crossing of party lines, commanders generally assumed that journalists had a tendency to be inaccurate and to exaggerate. Also, they naturally disliked criticism in the field and so resorted to censorship and exclusion. During the Afghan war of 1879 General Frederick Sleigh ‘Little Bobs’ Roberts expelled the Standard’s Hector Macpherson for alleging atrocities and for altering dispatches after they had been censored. In the 1885 Burma War the military expelled a Times man, E. K. Moylan. But journalists would retaliate, and opposition politicians could make it difficult for a general who excluded the specials. Accordingly, many commanders adopted a posture of private loathing and, when the occasion demanded, public cordiality toward the specials. A good example is Garnet Wolseley, who published the controversial Soldier’s Pocket Book in 1869. He wrote of the press in a way that many later commanders would emulate:
         

         
            These gentlemen, pandering to the public taste for news, render concealment most difficult, but this very ardour for information a General can turn to account by spreading fake news among the gentlemen of the press and thus use them as a medium by which to deceive the enemy.82
            

         

         Field Marshal Roberts tended intuitively to cooperate with the specials, except when he felt personally aggrieved by media misrepresentation, but even Kitchener and Wolseley, who shared a deep-seated hostility to newspapermen, could make exceptions for individuals whom they respected for their military knowledge or whose favourable reports could enhance their own promotion opportunities. Famous quotations, endlessly repeated, have tended to distort the ambiguity of the relationship; Wolseley’s depiction of the press as ‘those newly invented curse to armies, who eat the rations of fighting men and do not work at all’, for example.
         

         It is true that specials were sometimes arrested or expelled, but these were the exceptions. Most war correspondents shared instinctively the imperial ideology of the officer class. In 1911 an experienced journalist and editor observed, ‘Throughout the Victorian Age the relations between the journalist and the general were on the whole those of mutual goodwill and reciprocal assistance … the new entente between the sword and the pen worked in the interests of all concerned.’83
         

         This cosiness had been predicated on imperial victories in small wars, however, and within a few years Britain was to risk strategic defeat on a grand scale. The erratic media restrictions of the golden age were transformed into a formidable propaganda machine that continued in the next world war, and thereafter, with Wolseley’s advice on deploying the media to deceive the enemy, reaching an apogee over a century later in the 1991 Gulf War. For military–media relations 1914 was the watershed year, ushering in the modern epoch of government press controls and media spin.
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            CHAPTER 2

            THE WORLD WARS

         

         Popular literature had whipped up nationalist fervour long before 1914. A new genre of bestselling books about imaginary future wars was enthusiastically received throughout Europe; publishers released nearly 200 titles in the main European languages in the decade before 1914. Arthur Conan Doyle predicted with some accuracy the threat of unrestricted German submarine warfare, while German novelists foretold the conquest of England. The biggest seller all, William Le Queux’s The Invasion of 1910, was issued in 1906 and sold more than a million copies. At the turn of the century British authors still depicted the French as their favourite enemy, but Erskine Childers’s 1903 story about a German invasion plan, The Riddle of the Sands, shifted popular demonisation to the Kaiser. These books later helped to feed the hatred engendered by the professional propagandists of World War I.
         

         THE GREAT WAR

         It is difficult to find much nobility in the mass slaughter of 1914–18, with the exception of individual acts of bravery. For four devastating years the unholy trinity of trench, barbed wire and machine gun provoked a deadlocked war of attrition, largely hidden from the general public by censorship and propaganda. Indeed, one of the most tragic legacies of the war was how the British press connived to keep this carnage from its own readers. Journalists became both victims and perpetrators of a labyrinth of lies, while millions of soldiers knew that the newspapers were not reporting the truth because they had personally experienced the reality of war in the mud of Flanders. In the aftermath, one MP wrote, ‘There was no more discreditable period in the history of journalism than the four years of the Great War.’84 If these words seem too strong or retrospectively judgmental, Lord Rothermere, the newspaper baron and brother of Lord Northcliffe, confessed as much at a private dinner party in November 1917 during the Battle of Third Ypres:
         

         
         

         
            We’re telling lies, we daren’t tell the public the truth, that we’re losing more officers than the Germans, and that it’s impossible to get through on the Western Front. You’ve seen the war correspondents shepherded by [General] Charteris. They don’t know the truth, they don’t speak the truth, and we know that they don’t.85
            

         

         From the start of the war almost to the finish, false proclamations of constant success generated a suspicion of the media that lasts to this day. Moreover, many of the wartime shackles imposed on the media also still exist.

         On the outbreak of war in August 1914 persuading the small professional British army to fight was no obstacle, although the top brass needed some persuasion tactics to make sure they fought the Germans, not the French – the war was, after all, supposed to be over before Christmas. At first, a flood of volunteers responded to posters of Lord Kitchener’s outstretched finger with the words ‘Your King and Country Need You’. Notice that this famous poster did not say ‘Our King and Country’, a reflection of the disdain that stemmed from deep class divisions still prevalent in British society. This initial tide of patriotism began to ebb and, coupled with mounting casualties of ‘cannon-fodder’, the need for conscription became imperative in 1916.
         

         All belligerents publicised their heroes, as though there was a collective need to promote the individual warrior in a time of mass, often indiscriminate, slaughter. In 1916 a British pilot, Lieutenant William Leefe Robinson, shot down a zeppelin; his photograph appeared almost daily in the newspapers. Acclaimed Royal Flying Corps pilots in France started appearing on cigarette boxes and postcards, although only one ace, Manfred von Richthofen – the Red Baron – has survived to the present day as a household name. Much, much later, in 2006, Hollywood carried on this tradition by lionising the thirty-eight volunteers from the United States who flew with the French air force: Flyboys told the story of the brave young Americans who called themselves the Lafayette Escadrille.
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